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Sex & Sorcery 7


“Arms And Armor” by FV Meyer - Part One

The villagers huddled around me, their faces half-shadowed by the dancing flames but ranging from hopeful expressions of optimism to outright skepticism on the part of the elders. One of the young mothers of the village broke the silent tension. “We're told you're a great warrior, a battle maiden–”

I quickly raised my hand and cut her off gruffly. “Tales are often exaggerated on re-telling.” I knew my voice was deeper than anyone would expect given my youth and conspicuously soft features, made even more ragged by the small sickness I carried after days spent in the woods during autumn rains. “Only a fool would believe a story thrice removed from its maker.”

A long silence followed in the shifting light of my campfire. The only disturbance was a loud pop of firewood. The quiet prevailed until one of the elders, a wrinkled, balding man with a thin wisp of a beard, spoke. “So you are no bladeswoman then.”

His tone and inflection made it clear he'd not meant his words as a question, but I responded as if they were. “No, I fight. But I would not call myself a great warrior in any real sense.”

Nor a maiden, if I was confessing my myriad of sins. However I didn't say that to the villagers. They were a provincial sort in this part of the world, reverent and traditional in their beliefs. There could only be four types of women in their summation: maidens, married, widows and whores. And since being the third type so often beget the fourth, even widows were viewed with a degree of suspicion and contempt.

Let them believe I was a maiden, even if it couldn't be further from the truth. It made things easier for me. I've often found that appearing honest makes people deal with one honestly, whereas many men of upstanding reputation will knowingly steal from a whore. “What is it that troubles your village so much that you must visit strange campfires in the evening?”

The elders looked to each other, then to the woman who'd first spoke, nudging her to speak again. “I... uh... we have an issue with our road to the capital. Highwaymen, a band of them, all deserters from a mercenary band of riders.” I almost grimaced at the name, but kept my face level and nodded for her to continue speaking. She twisted a finger nervously around the stray hairs that had fallen down her face, biting her lip while gathering courage. “They've taken to robbing us for sport and pleasure, ourselves and the other villages along the road!”

“And you've petitioned your lord for his protection?” I asked the obvious question, already knowing the answer, but needing to ensure for my own sake that I could answer truthfully when questioned about my activities. “Surely he has a marshal or sheriff who can gather a few men and scatter a band of highwaymen?”

This time the elder chimed in, a different one than before, looking as ancient as dust with a creaking voice to match. “No use. Our lord and his lord above him departed months ago, at the start of the spring. Took every man capable of bearing arms."

A woman's voice from behind the press of bodies interjected. “And a few who weren't.”

I shifted my leg from below, rising on one knee. The cloak I'd used as a blanket wasn't much and it slid easily from my narrow shoulders, revealing the gist of my form to the villagers. I was far from the hulking, bulky brutes who usually garnered a reputation for martial prowess, possessing little in the way of thick muscle, heavy bones or considerable stature. Instead I looked much as what my origin suggested; the daughter of a fisherman and his wife, a full two heads shorter than most men and probably half as wide.

However my voice carried the proper impression even if my body did not, sounding as if I'd spent a lifetime wandering under arms. “So now you petition me to do what is properly your lord's work?”

Most of the villagers were taken aback, but the balding elder was not. “Yes, young lass, we do. The question remains only if you can do it.”

The hairs on the back of my neck rose at the implied challenge, the feeling of disbelief that tinged his voice. But I wouldn't be baited into using my skills as alms for these villagers: they were peasant farmers, however far from destitute. All around I saw faces rounded by regular meals, with none of the gauntness of hardship and deprivation marking their expressions. As bad as things were for them with the highwaymen around, they were still better off than beggars in the capital or the people scratching a meager existence in the near-barren highlands. Nevertheless, a job was a job.

I stiffened myself further, tilting my head from side to side to crack my neck, a bit of theater to help shift the negotiations in my favor. “That's your question. My question is what are you offering me in exchange for my arms and armor?”

There was a light cough from back and the balding elder narrowed his eyes at me. “I see neither.”

It was true; armor, even of the finest quality as mine was, was dreadfully uncomfortable to wear in the best of circumstances and didn't stand elements nearly as well as any halfway decent set of furs. It was in a nondescript knapsack, surrounded by the rest of my possessions. As for my arms, the elder's eyes were either bad in the shadow-filled light or inexperienced in the ways of war, because my short sword ran along the length of my thigh. A pair of daggers decorated the opposite boot but my preferred implement remained under the cloak's mass pooled around my feet. I saw no reason to draw it when the villagers first spoke.

But now I had reason.

In a flash, I'd reached down and hefted the weapon in my hands, bringing it steady in line with the skeptical balding elder, slightly tilted towards him. There was a collective gasp and the whole mass of faces leaned back as one in shock and surprise at my speed – with the exception of the elder and a particularly young girl-child, who laughed and clapped clumsily before her mother pulled her back into her arms. They had good enough reason to be afraid; they were simple folks who would usually take nothing more than cudgels and farming implements with them when levied by their lord.

Occasionally though, there was one who knew his weapons and would laugh at my display. I couldn't say I blamed them. If there was one thing the weapon wasn't, impressive would be the word. It was essentially a simple club, slender and light at one end, gradually growing thicker and heavier towards the other end. The total size of it was perhaps two hands longer than my arm, the last third of its length dotted by a regular pattern of small knobs. Of course it was naturally unbalanced, requiring great skill to wield effectively, especially when recovering from a missed swing. There was none of the heroism and versatility of the sword, the mystique of the bow, the simple efficiency of the spear, the ferociousness of the axe.

But the weapon had its merits. The knobs helped apply the full impact of the weighted end to a narrow area, useful for breaking blades, denting steel and shattering bones. It was simple and solid in construction – little more than a thick bar of fine iron – difficult to damage, but easily repaired by any blacksmith if so. Most of all, it was underestimated in my hands, the slightness of my build seemingly incapable of wielding such a weapon. More than once I'd had a towering beast of a man standing before me, fully-armored but with his visor up, laughing right up until the heavy end smashed into his exposed face, leaving behind a spray of blood and broken teeth where his head formerly stood. Over the years, I'd grown fond of it.

I called it ‘Kanabo’.

The balding elder remained less than impressed and stood – silent and unmoved – for a spell before slowly reaching an aged hand out to grasp the weapon, feeling its cold iron against his hand and taking measure of its weight. He was a shrewd one, probably used to dealing with tricksters willing to pull such ruses as hollowed metal, gilded copper and false testimony. When he realized his eyes  didn't deceive him, his stony visage broke into something approaching curiosity. “How did you learn to wield this?”

It was not a hostile question, but I held Kanabo in place. “Practice.”

He smiled at the answer and let go. I pulled it back and let it fall from the ready position, idly swinging it one-handed back and forth near my foot while sweeping my eyes across the assembled villagers. The balding elder stepped back into the crowd, turning to briefly take counsel of his counterparts, a hushed conversation quickly developing but ending just as suddenly. The balding elder spoke up one final time. “You will be paid a sum of two silvers –”

I opened my mouth to refuse outright and throw them from my camp but he calmly raised his hand and continued. “A sum of two silvers for every one of the highwaymen you either slay or arrest.” Well, that was certainly a bit more equitable, but I still had other services I needed.

“I want a horse.”

“Beg pardon?”

“A horse. I need one. I tire of walking and these highwaymen are mounted, are they not? I'll need a strong horse. Age doesn't matter, but if I'm to carry proof of my grim task, it won't be on my back.”

The balding elder sagely nodded. “A horse as well then.”

“And food. I'm hungry.”

“Of course. Will that be all?”

Briefly, I considered asking for guest rights but didn't wish to push my luck. Under-promise and over-deliver. Especially when dealing with men such as those who'd make the cut as freelancers. I wasn't much good fighting mounted, but I figured that wouldn't be a problem. Horses have to be fed, watered and rested regularly. There would be plenty of opportunities to catch them on foot, in spite of what I'd told the elder. It was true I was tired of walking though. It would be a nice change of pace to ride for a time.

* * *

The villagers were all smiles as they walked away from my little camp, their mood jovial even as several of the children were tasked with bringing me a late meal of bread, soup and redfruit picked from the forest. I was truthfully tired of redfruit, having subsisted off it for several days, but their pink cheeks and innocent faces made it hard to make my displeasure at one dish known. The oldest of the lot asked me a simple question: “So are you going to drive the highwaymen off?”

“That is my intention, yes.” I picked up the last morsel of bread and swirled it around the bowl, collecting the final bits of flavor within before popping it whole into my mouth and chewing.

“How? You are one and they are at least five.”

I shrugged my shoulders and spoke through the bread in my mouth. “Magic.” Children deserved the occasional truth, even if they wouldn't believe it.

“Magic? Did you say magic? My father says magic isn't real.”

A second, younger boy piped up right alongside the older. “My grandmother says it's a sin.”

There was a chorus of agreement, giving me enough time to finish chewing through the bread and swallow the bulk of it. “Well, it can't be both.” I pushed the bowl and the plate towards the children. “I'm finished, so be good children and take those back wherever they came from.”

There was a brief scramble between the two boys, each one arguing over the bowl or the plate as they walked away with both. I thought I was free then and was just about to begin the closest thing to prayer I'd ever come to practice when a small voice sounded in the darkness. “Are you going to do something sinful to those highwaymen?”

It was the only girl, wearing crudely made clothes, her face full of dark freckles and with a head of short brown hair cut unevenly to one side. It was evident from her appearance that she had probably lost her mother. But I felt tired and ill-mannered, so I opened my mouth to say something else flippant, but stopped myself and reconsidered my words. I could plainly see how sensitive she was and didn't wish to have a crying child to contend with.

“I'm going to do something just to the highwaymen. Justice is never sinful.”

She seemed very satisfied by the answer and lifted a doll, as if making an offering to a vengeful god. I knew what she was going to do and put my hand out to press the doll back to her chest. “Keep it, child.” She finally broke into a small smile then stepped back a few steps before turning and running after the boys. This time I watched her go, letting her scamper into a stand of far-off trees before I was satisfied she was truly gone.

Only then did I reach over to my knapsack and pull it towards the flickering flames, digging through its contents quickly. The clothing, redfruits, spare dagger, sewing kit, salted bacon, a royal warrant for my arms, extra blanket, all of it bundled in such a way to keep my most prized possessions (after Kanabo, of course) hidden from curious fingers: my set of armor, mainly consisting of a leather lamellar chest piece and mail hauberk underneath. It was not every day I brought them out, wishing to spare them from the twin furies of wind and rain. It was only when I needed to call upon their strength.

Taking one last look around my campsite and ensuring no one was near, I pulled off my traveling clothes, neatly folding them near the fire so they wouldn't cool in the night's air. Naked and shivering, I glanced up to the sky, searching until I saw a waning gibbous moon – not perfect, but good enough. Then I placed the hauberk across my nude torso, which caused goosebumps to rise across every inch possible at the sensation of cold metal pressed against my flesh. From there, I hefted the lamellar chest piece and adjusted its bindings, the solid squeeze of its material offering solace of a sort. It was far from traditional comfort though, especially with frigid rings of metal biting into my skin, dragging across my exposed and stiff nipples. The final bit of protection was a pair of stiff leather vambraces, protecting the backs of my hands, my wrists and my forearms. Some would complain about their tightness, but I'd taken enough pommels, teeth and boots to my hands while in melee that one would never hear such nonsense escape my lips.

Now wearing my full set, I got down on my hands and knees, remembering at the last second that my cloak still remained beneath me and gently sliding it away with my foot. Then I reached over and grasped Kanabo, pulling it to the ground under me before placing my forehead on the tip of the weighted end.

Should anyone have observed me, it would have appeared I was partially nude, partially armored and deep in prayer. In a way, that would be the most honest appraisal of my act. I allowed for a long spell to pass with my forehead on the tip of Kanabo before I began speaking in soft tones. “Give me your strength in exchange for my beauty. Give me your strength in exchange for my beauty. Give me your strength...”

On and on I repeated the phrase, a phrase I'd been taught long ago, when I'd first been given the arms and armor. I don't know what form of magic or mysticism had imbued the pieces with their powers, but I do know that whatever forces inhabited the metal and leather itself could think, even if it could not speak. It made its desires known long ago. And it always demanded  satisfaction before empowering the owner.

Several minutes passed as I repeated myself endlessly, feeling naught but for the night's chill creeping into my bones. Shivering and frantic, I sped up my 'prayers' and dug my fingers into the dirt, bidding the armaments to accept my offering.

“Give me your strength in exchange for my beauty!”

They were nothing if not sudden, invisible and ethereal yet with a warm touch. The being I knew as Kanabo was the rougher of the two, grasping my hair and forcing my head off the iron club that was its physical form, then prying open my lips and shoving itself inside until my throat bulged. My eyes widened at the vicious intrusion, but quickly settled, as it drove in and out.

The nameless armor was gentler, but far from a chivalrous prince from the tales all girls are told. It pushed both my legs apart and squeezed unmercifully on the cheeks of my ass, spreading me wide before shoving itself up my dewy womanhood. Being far more able to receive than my mouth, it spread the petals of my flower and went faster and deeper than Kanabo. But it was always more considerate, sparing a small flick for my budding clit, sending trills of pleasure up my spine as I was speared again and again.

Neither made a sound, but I couldn't help but gurgle around Kanabo like a dockside harlot. Spit ran out of my lips like a leaky barrel, the flow unimpeded by the spirit's essence filling my mouth. I started to gag, but Kanabo didn't care – had never cared – and let my throat muscles grip down in a forlorn attempt to expel the ghostly intrusion. It seemed to take considerable pleasure in my discomfort and plunged deeper just as my neck tensed, enjoying the additional tightness while sliding deeper. Tears watered my cheeks and my throat burned as if set aflame.

Quickly they built a rhythm together, Kanabo taking advantage of the unnamed one's thrusts to drive itself even further into me, the wet squelch of my pussy sounding off loudly in the midnight darkness, matched by the sloppy sound of my mouth being violated at the same time. I couldn't say it was without pleasure however; my mind floated off into the ecstasy of the unchaste as my own arms and armor fucked me like a vulgar whore. My body scaled the heights of hedonistic pleasure, sometimes gently pushed, other times dragged under protest but always rising, higher and higher. Soon my shivers and goosebumps turned from markers of the chill to markers of my arousal, my entire body flushed and heated and feeling ready to boil over. I know the two of them can feel it as well, as both of them reached below to perform something like a slow tonguing of my breasts, but in inhumanly broad swathes with each lick.

My eyelid began to flutter uncontrollably and I knew I was close. Kanabo gave up its licking and focused instead on my nipples themselves. It clasped the stiff buds tight and twisted them past the point of pain, but not beyond the feeling of pleasure. I squealed and my eyes exploded open as stars filled my vision. Then I came.

I was screaming, shaking and weakened, collapsing atop the iron club, the metal bits of my armor clanking and swishing loudly. There wasn't much left of my campfire, but the sound alone would have brought all but the utterly incurious or cowardly, should they have been in a position to hear it. For two very long minutes, I writhed and bucked as my body took its fill of pleasure. My legs were still trembling when the two resumed the acceptance of my offer.

If they had any shame or sense of limitation, they never showed it. They always took me however - and for as long as - they pleased. It is hard to imagine any man would be so spirited and indefatigable as those two. One of them – I couldn't tell which with my mind still addled from the thick fog of orgasm – hefted me up, tugging under my thighs to raise my legs while holding my arms above my head, pushing my back against a nearby tree and slipping back into my now juicy and open cunt. The position was more Kanabo's style but it rarely fucked me with anything but tooth-rattling speed and fervor. That meant the nameless one was having a second fill, pumping me in a slow, methodical fashion while teasing my overly-sensitive clit.

With my mouth no longer stuffed full of Kanabo, I was able to protest weakly. “Nnngh, please... not there... just fuck me... nnnnngh... go on, take my purse, just not my clit... hnnngh... please...” Purse. A term for cunt I'd borrowed from the harlot's trade tongue. It was a polite euphemism for women who were, as a rule, anything but polite. I don't know where exactly I'd picked it up, but I knew why I used it: harlots took cocks in order to get things they needed.

But the one without a name didn't listen, continuing to swirl around and softly squeeze my clit while I moaned in distress. It lifted me and dropped me, spread me wide and plowed me like a farmer's field, taking its time and offering me a sense of profound fullness with each and every entry. I could scarcely control my breathing, the natural rhythm knocked out of balance by its essence plunging into my depths. Every stroke filled me nearly to my womb and my head rolled back against the tree, lolling from side to side, my mouth hanging open, my tongue dancing in the cold air.

I was so close to coming again, but I knew Kanabo would not stay inactive for too long and the lingering sense of worry about what it might do kept me teetering on the precipice. I needn't have worried; Kanabo restricted itself to roughly caressing my breasts under the hauberk while its firm grip took up my throat, mildly choking me to enhance the pleasure of release. For the second time, I reached climax, my juices dripping lewdly from my pussy as I gushed in complete ecstasy, soundless in my cries of joy.

The two of them redoubled their efforts as I jerked and flailed, the unknown one pinning me in place as it sped up, Kanabo's hold on my breasts becoming closer to a vise's grip, pulling them up and away from my body, causing my armor to bulge. I was prevented from groaning at the rough treatment only by the hold around my throat growing equally tight, choking off even the lightest sip of air from reaching my lungs. All the while, the aftermath of my orgasm coursed through my body and stars again appeared to dance across my vision. I was so incredibly juicy that the unnamed one's penetration sounded like a man trudging through a muddy field, the wet schlick-schlick-schlick of ground threatening to suck his boots off. And so it was with my sex, extraordinarily moist and clenching tight to the ethereal burden that stuffed me full, again and again.

Most improbably, I came again. It was too much, coming so quickly on the heels of the last and bells rang in my ears as clear as any I'd ever heard. I opened my eyes but saw nothing as tears of exertion and commitment fell like rain, joining the spit that still smirched my face. There was nothing but the warm heavenly bodies of Kanabo and the one never named. At least I thought they were heavenly at the time; even if my good sense told me that demons were also said to provide untold pleasures, I had trouble imagining such feelings could ever be inducement to corruption.

The both of them lowered me to the ground gently, Kanabo releasing its choke hold in stages as I was brought down to a sitting position, my legs tucked back under my thighs. I sucked in fresh air and felt my head swimming, whether from an overflowing deliverance of pleasure or from being able to breath or both, I could not say. It didn't matter either way because the two weren't done.

Respite was not a term Kanabo was familiar with and it led the charge in rolling my still-quivering frame over onto its back. The metallic jingle of my hauberk rattled throughout the trees as Kanabo lifted my legs, pushing them back upon me with a slight spread until my slender thighs were adjacent to my ribs. I gasped at its manhandling but bit my lip to keep from outright begging; Kanabo had never once listened to my pitiful pleas and I had the impression the words did nothing but make it even more excited. In spite of years of experience and training, there was only so much I could offer of myself in one night, therefore anything that made it even more likely to keep going risked running past the limits of my endurance.

That was something I'd learned from deep personal experience.

With its formless, airy touch, Kanabo was able to hold my legs firmly in place while at the same time prying open my nethers, the evidence of my previous culminations glistening against my skin in the moonlight. It roughly spread my cheeks while my lips were parted gently. I exhaled deeply, feeling far too open and exposed to the moonlit night before I sensed the warmth of ethereal essence cover me. It felt like something approximating a half-lick, half-slurp and it slid against my exposed flesh in long, deep strokes. It spared no bit of wetness on my creamy skin as it took my succus as its due and quickly exhausted all that which was outside my body. I purred, captivated by the sensation and felt lesser for its absence when it finally pulled away.

But I knew Kanabo wasn't nearly so satisfied and the touch's essence changed character, growing firm as it filled me, piercing both holes simultaneously, my knot especially taking the brunt of its wanton act. It was something only Kanabo did, taking me in a manner considered mortal sin by the local faiths, each aspect of its essence stretching me with delightfully powerful, domineering thrusts as I raised my hands, my slim fingers seeking purchase against Kanabo's insubstantial form.

Biting my lip failed me then and I cried out. “By the moon and the stars! Right there! Kanabo, yes! Yes! Yes! Fuck me right there!”

The nameless joined its sibling, slipping its essence against my heaving breasts and filling my open, moaning mouth, silencing my harlot's talk. It took care to only proffer as much as I could comfortably partake between my lips, but the unknown one slithered its essence back and forth like a lumberjack's saw between my bosom. In turn, I lowered my dainty hands, using them instead to press the soft flesh of my globes together while tweaking my nipples, providing the unnamed an additional offering of snugness. It accepted, firmly ratcheting back and forth, its essence engulfed by my mounds.

The wet sounds of my violation carried even more loudly around the camp, my body writhing and bucking and rolling and sweating, feeling every motion as warmth flowed inside me. I felt full, inflating with each lunge, thrust, shove and gentle slide, wondering not for the first time how I was able to accommodate all the essence they offered my diminutive form. The warmth of their touch began to radiate from within me, extending from my core and snaking outward to my limbs, seemingly racing against my next consummation. My temperature rose as did the pair's state of excitement, as even the unnamed one took charge of my mouth, his form overflowing my throat until I gagged on his essence.

My toes curled and my nipples felt hard enough to replace the daggers in my boot, the warmth moving faster and running hotter. Fat beads of sweat rolled down my already sensitive skin, the rivers they formed forcing a stark and gratifying contrast as the cool breeze offset the burning heat of my flesh. I closed my eyes and relaxed my straining throat, tightly pressed my breasts and bucked my eager hips, arched my back and let the feeling of essence pour into me by the score. I clenched around all four essences and the duo filled me, their fiery passion matching my own final release. So caught up in my culmination was I that I forgot to breathe and blacked out just as the searing heat washed over my eyes.

And, like that, I saw the world as they saw it, above my physical body as it exploded with release, spilling wetness on the ground below as its limbs continued shaking a good long while. The gentle rustling of the metal rings of my hauberk and indecipherable moaning were the only noises in an otherwise still forest. The dying campfire's shadows danced across my damp skin, mixing with moonlight to create a melange of blues and oranges along my curves. I moved closer to my body, admiring the youthful, womanly development – slight but still noticeable – even as its head rolled to one side, mouth open and exhaling. Suddenly its eyes shot open and looked right at me.

That was when I awoke, invigorated and empowered, stretching my limbs and feeling a fresh energy in my muscles, a new esthesis running through me. I tested myself, lifting Kanabo up one handed with the same speed and control it had taken two hands to impress the balding elder with. There was no longer any weight or discomfort wearing my hauberk and lamellar armor. The darkness receded wherever I looked, replaced by a dully-colored approximation of daylight. Finally, I could no longer feel the chill of the deep night, making the issue of my near-extinguished campfire moot.

I turned to the moon and raised Kanabo overhead, eyes open wide. “Thank you for your strength.”

* * *

I broke camp before dawn, easily gathering my things with nothing but the violet herald of morning-to-come overhead and walked to the town. I had dressed once more, but also wore my armor and carried Kanabo on my shoulder. My steps were observably heavier and out of character for my slender frame, something I wished to keep hidden while draped in the long shadow cast by a sun that wasn't quite risen. The cloak I wore helped prevent my body's unnaturally high temperature from being given away as occasionally the dawn would be frosty to the point my exposed flesh steamed in the air. Some people who fancied themselves good would take note of such things and they were never a good omen.

Yet the biggest tell was my eyes: the outer edge of my irises were ringed by a spectacular blood red with tiny flecks breaking away towards my pupil like flickers of a flame. Worst of all, it glowed slightly, rising in intensity as my passions were raised. On that basis alone, I'd been accused of the crime of evil influence, through all the myriad of names: witchcraft, sorcery, corruption, demonic allegiance.

But I didn't blame the people; it was a dread sight, as judged by my foes, inspiring fear in men who'd never known the feeling otherwise. Of course, if pressed, I couldn't actually provide an honest provenance for Kanabo or the unnamed one. They were passed onto me by an aunt when I was young, the woman showing me the proper wear, care and wielding of the armaments. She was stern and suffered no laziness from me in drill. But I never quite developed the size for proper use of Kanabo while the nameless being always sat ill on my svelte physique. It was only when I came of age that she taught me the words, the words that imbued me with the transcendent power of the pair and gave me the strength to do the things gossips and rumor-mongers spread far and wide.

At the crack of dawn, I was at the stables, where a grim-faced man expressed surprise at my presence. Nevertheless, he'd heard the elder's words and had a horse ready, a squat brown palfrey that had probably seen better days. It definitely wasn't the best he could have offered, but it was good enough, so I took it without a word otherwise, saddling it myself and riding out of town awkwardly. Beasts aren't necessarily the smartest, but they certainly have ways of knowing when something is amiss with their rider.

The riding was easy with the capital road being metalled and wide, with good bridges over every stream and few hills to interrupt the pace. I knew well enough that a single rider might seem vulnerable, but men such as mercenary horsemen would have better targets in mind: chiefly unguarded caravans with wheels straining under the load of valuables that could be sold elsewhere. But the key to bringing my foes out was in their title, horsemen. With my gentle, innocent face, I figured they could be lured by nothing more than the act of wearing my hair high on my head, letting my looks advertise my vulnerability.

It made the stalk easy.

The capital road took a slight detour between two hills, dipping into a slight depression that offered plenty of concealment from which to launch a surprise attack. Naturally, there was the soft whinnying of a pair of horses within, a plan so simple and so obvious that even without my esthesis I would have known it for an ambush. Those men had grown fat and lazy, pillaging the helpless since their desertion and would pay dearly for it.

A gaggle of dark clouds moved overhead, drawing shade across the road and the surrounding countryside.

I rode down into the depression without even looking around, knowing exactly where the first freelancer would appear, just from the predictability involved, while at least two of his compatriots were betrayed by their undisciplined mares continuing to whinny. I was perhaps ten spear lengths away when the first strode out on foot, his being dismounted the only surprise. He was tall and hearty, though not exceptionally large, with long hair left loose to flow in the hill's wind, whipped up with the smell of rain in the air. “Hail, fair maiden! Are you traveling alone?”

My voice was thankfully unaffected by the mystic ritual, but still off-putting, so I did my best to disguise its natural sound. “Yes. Just visiting my dear grandmother.” As I replied, I continued forward, not slowing, eating away at any distance advantage he might rely upon in case he carried a crossbow.

I didn't need to be half as cautious. If the bandit had maintained even the slightest bit of the edge he'd undoubtedly possessed as a mercenary, he would have noticed my vambraces or the fact that my half-disguised “walking stick” possessed a regular pattern of bulges, just like a proper martial implement and quite unlike a thick branch. He merely smiled, raising a friendly hand while keeping the other under his thick cloak. “It is awful dangerous for a young maid to travel alone though, is it not?”

The clouds overhead grew darker and a sudden downpour fell, fat droplets of rain smacking the road, rising quickly from splashes to a dull roar.

My brown palfrey ambled within striking distance of the man and I returned his smile. “No, I don't think so.” As the last word left my lips, I brought Kanabo around and smashed him in the jaw, his teeth splintering inside his mouth and the lower portion of his face deformed with the wet crunch of iron applied to flesh and bone. It was a sickening sound even for hardened men and I knew his fellows wavered upon hearing it, even over the panicked rearing and anguish of my own mount.

To their credit, they did not waver for long. Three men burst from the nearby foliage on foot while the pair of riders came from a deep, hidden trench in the field. I sized them all up in a heartbeat and knew exactly how many breaths it would take for the riders to arrive in support. The man I'd felled was turning over back and forth along the ground, sputtering and groaning in turn, both hands clasped to his shattered face. With a roll, I dismounted the palfrey, hardly suitable for mounted fighting as it was already spooked, and cast off my cloak at the same time. My landing was marked by a solid thud and I could feel my eyes' ardent glow brighten while my temperature rose. The trio of running men didn't notice however, furious at their comrade's treatment at my hand.

The hand which was at the time idly twirling Kanabo as if an acrobat's baton.

If they would not heed such an obvious omen of defeat, well, I decided it was not my problem and squared off against the first man to reach me. He was heavily bearded, with a wild look about him, and carried an axe that matched his personality alongside a small shield that did not. But his first move was telegraphed, an overhand blow arching down towards me, meant to force my body right into a ready shield bash or into taking a back step away and thereby taking myself out of fighting position.

Unfortunately for the wild bearded man, I was much faster and possessed better instincts, slipping the axe's edge by a hair's breadth and swinging Kanabo low. The cold iron smashed him diagonally along the shin. Once again, the sound of broken bone echoed over the hills, promptly followed by a pained scream and a thud as he went to one knee. I fell back into a conventional stance and spun in a full circle, whipping the total weight of my body onto Kanabo's iron tip and driving it against the side of his skull.

There was another crunch and a spilling sound, but no more screaming.

The two others, both of similar build, wearing helmets and chest armor that rendered them indistinguishable, gave pause as they watched the bearded man's body flop over onto the ground, his brains spilling from his sundered skull to mix with the steady patter of rain; quite the dramatic scene. As much time as that might of bought me against them, the beat of hooves against the ground were like harbingers of death under my feet. I knew I had to win quickly or be forced into a very poor position: outnumbered against both mounted and dismounted men. I took up a two-handed stance with Kanabo and dashed towards the irresolute pair, the one on the left raising his shield to take the blow. Kanabo's iron was good, the highest quality any blacksmith had seen, and its knobs laid all the  force of my powerful blow onto a single point. In that case, I'd aimed where I thought his wrist and forearm would be, giving his limb a taste of the impact as his shield bowed inward.

“My arm!” He yelled in pain, taking three steps back before falling over himself to free his arm from the damaged shield. His partner, the man on the right, watched incredulously, his mind refusing to accept that a thin young woman was capable of such a whirlwind attack, his eyes meeting mine and going even wider than before.

His disbelief was my opportunity, the shortened lance he carried wasted as I closed the gap while he gawked at me. The man's shield came up too slow, still rising past his chest when Kanabo slammed down onto the shoulder of his spear-arm. There was no crack this time, but the man dropped his weapon and screamed all the same, flopping to the ground immediately.

I poised to finish him off when, at the very edge of my vision, I saw the glint of metal and dodged, missing the kiss of a couched lance by a hair's breadth but unknowingly moving into the path of his horse which knocked me around off-balance just as the second horseman's lance loomed large.

Its point caught me, as I was swinging clear, to the right of my rib cage, glancing off after a brief impact. In spite of that, the combined weight of mount and rider took me off my feet, spinning me in the air before I landed face down. The breath fled my lungs and pain flashed through my flank as the lamellar chest piece buckled with the hauberk underneath doing its job to prevent the sharpened point from running me through. That didn't mean I escaped without injury though; I felt my lower ribs break, first from the impact then when I landed upon them. 

Despite the pain, I kept hold of Kanabo and pushed myself up, getting to one knee just in time to see the second horseman's lance dangling and broken. Unlike the four men on foot, he was armored from head to toe in armor, staring from between the eye slits of a great helm as he brought his mount around to bear down on me once more, this time with a sword in his hands. I rose on unsteady legs, dropping heavily into a defensive stance with both hands on Kanabo. If it intimidated him, he did not show it, choosing instead to dig in his spurs, driving his mount into a gallop, his sword shining bright in the midday sun. I clenched my teeth against the pain in my side and dug my feet into a wider stance, shifting my weight onto my lead leg. Every ounce of concentration I had went into watching his position, the other horseman of no concern; if he was stupid enough to try interfering, the risk of collision between the two riders would be extreme.

He was approximately five spear length's away when time appeared to slow down, his blade arcing upward in an underhand swing as I whipped my body away, using my lead leg as a pivot. The blade continued arcing, threatening to rend me from belly to throat as I barely dodged, the metal so close that it sliced off several tardy hairs from my head. But I'd successfully parried his attack, my spin snapping me around so fast I was able to extend Kanabo's length in time to break his horse's rear leg.

The beast gave a great cry of distress and rolled over, spilling its rider onto ground as it thrashed about. Standing up after a fall in full armor isn't necessarily the easiest thing in the world and the horseman was only half-done with the act when I caught up to him. But it also wasn't easy to run with one half of my torso seized by pain, so I was feeling far from merciful as I approached.

I kicked him in his back and kept my foot there, holding him down on hands and knees while offering his rib cage the same treatment he'd given mine. The armor crumpled and the man within bellowed at the undeniable torment of having one's lung punctured. I drew back to finish the freelancer off when I felt the beat of nearby hooves again under my feet and threw myself out of the way without even bothering to look.

That was being overcautious by half, as the remaining horseman was well out of range, simply adjusting his horse's path by a bit to correct and forcing me to defend myself in a second trial by lance. I dug in again, the leather of my vambraces audibly straining as I held Kanabo with a white-knuckle grip. The part of me that felt fear and pain and anxiety had been banished, replaced it with nothing but iron will and unshakable focus. The horseman suddenly raised his lance, drawing up the reins of his mount and stopping, well outside of reach.

It was odd, but I refused to break from my stance, staring at him through the slits of his great helm. He suddenly reached up and raised his visor, squinting in disbelief before suddenly bringing his mount back around and looking again, this time closer before kicking his horse into a gallop and riding around me. I was so intent in my focus upon him, I didn't notice the other horseman scrambling onto his fellow's mount behind the saddle, the pair of them taking off.

They passed over the hill before I calmed my beating heart and lowered Kanabo, looking around the depression. The remaining men were in various states of injury while my palfrey was idly grazing near on the slopes of one of the hills. The pain in my side was now a pounding sort of hurt and it affected my gait, forcing me into a slight limp as I approached the least-injured of the bunch, the man still trying desperately to free his arm from his dented shield, and pointed Kanabo at him. “You. You lot have horses and a carriage, do you not?”

He looked up at me desperately, his eyes betraying a fear far beyond that of death. I realized the pelting raindrops were turning to steam as they hit my body and my eyes must have been flaring as bright as a fire on the horizon at-sea. Suddenly the last horseman's actions made sense.

As suddenly as they had begun, the rains ceased, their hosting clouds giving way to a bright blue sky.

* * *

The crier's voice carried unnaturally far inside the inn, so many having hushed themselves to hear the tale. “And then she raised her sword high into the air, where it was struck by the most blinding flash of lightning one ever did see. It was like the purest, brightest light that the gods ever saw fit to grace this land with and it lasted five heartbeats before disappearing. But! But it left behind something; her armor and blade ablaze, the fairest maiden grew to the size of a man standing atop the shoulders of another man –“

Criers and bards everywhere were the same. Kanabo inevitably turned into a sword on their retelling. The unnamed chest armor turned into a full set, except for the helm. Six men became sixteen became sixty. Slaying only one became slaying all – or slaying none. My soft looks and lithe build became irresistible beauty known across every land. I hated hearing it. And the worst part was that no one who heard these tales should have been able to recognize me for the battle-maiden, but they were. Somehow.

I pulled my hood tight and retreated into my cloak as I contemplated leaving good food uneaten in order to get away from the table. It wasn't an easy choice for someone such as me, who makes her living moving from place to place, never sure where the next meal is coming from: I left the table and retreated back to my room, digging a redfruit from my knapsack and chewing on it slowly in deference to my still tender flank. Kanabo and the nameless lay in the corner, freshly cleaned and polished, waiting for the next offer of beauty for strength. I didn't know when it would be and had long since given up looking for opportunities.

There was a knock on my door and I took my time answering, a huddle of faces outside as a young man asked, “Greetings and so sorry to disturb you, but there's a problem in our village, just down the road and I hear you are a great warrior?”

I was perfectly calm, still chewing at the redfruit in my mouth before swallowing to answer. “Tales are often exaggerated on re-telling.”

The man persisted. “Yes, but the crier swore he heard it from a man with a shattered jaw and –“

“Only a fool would believe a story thrice removed from its maker.”

The man looked back towards the people around him, rubbing his hand on the back of his neck. It was obvious he was desperate. And while my ribs were still burning raw, they weren't the only burning part of my body. I glanced over at Kanabo and the unknowable then turned my attention back to the young man and asked, “What is it that troubles your village?”


“Labour Relations” by Dragon Cobolt

The last thing Liliana Proudheart expected to see after dying was a torch. It flickered and guttered before her eyes, throwing out sparks and bits of char. She closed her eyes and grumbled – the sound hoarse and croaking. She had been trying to say ‘heaven was supposed to have better light than some moldering old torch’ but instead all she got out was: “Ghghacghghgcoughcoughcoughwheezefuck!”

When she opened her eyes again, the torch moved away and a bug-eyed freak goggled down at her. One eye was bigger than the other, but both of them bulged out of a narrow, low sloped forehead. Greenish skin and tusks meant orc, but this was easily the ugliest orc Lili had ever seen. He was hunched and wrapped in thick black robes, and the torch in his hand cast his features into crazy shadows.

“Wakey wakey, Number Eight,” he chuckled.

“What?” Lili asked, coughing. She sat up, and then screamed as her head fell off her body.

The perspective of her own back – lit by the torchlight and the dancing shadows – showed she was still in her battle armor, but the skin she could see around steel plate and leather wrapping was greenish and mottled. And there was her neck, and a ragged stump. She opened her mouth and yelped as the orc sighed, grabbed her by her hair, and hauled her head up.

“Unhand me!” she exclaimed as her view swung around wildly.

“Uh, you sure about that?” the orc asked. He dropped her and she landed in her own lap this time. Lili realized that her arms were still able to move – and she was able to get her fingers against her own hair. The strange sensation of touching herself from this dislocated, disassociated perspective, almost made her want to retch. She controlled herself as she grabbed her own head and crammed it back onto the stump with a wet squelch. She held her head there and glared at the orc.

“What is going on! Answer me, or by the Holy Goddess, I will smite you!”

“How?” the orc asked, narrowing his smaller eye at her, his bigger one bugging even harder. “Eheheheheh!”

“I-” She looked down at one of her hands, the other remaining on her head to keep it rooted. Her gauntlets were still on, but the armor was rusted and pitted with age. She flicked her wrist, frantically, to get it off her. The gauntlet came free and hit the bottom of the stone coffin she was laying in. Her hand was green…

“Ehehehehe!” the orc cackled. “Get up, Number Eight. We got a trip to the embalmer. Eh!”

“I-I…” Lili stammered.

She was a Champion of the Holy Goddess. Imbued with the Eternal Flame – to use it to bless and blast with equal measures. She tried to reach into herself, to draw that power forth. Instead, she felt a fizzling ache in her chest. A trickle of smoke came from her mouth and she coughed and wheezed more.

“Get up!” the orc shouted.

Lili sprang to her feet. Her head almost fell off, but her hand kept it in place. She saw that she was in a large mausoleum, full of other coffins. She was the eighth one down, and the latest that had been opened. A motley collection of other dead people stood by one of the torches that had been staked out by the entrance. They were all horrifyingly familiar. The man with the bisected head, he was wearing the armor of Galwin. And that was Terrik. And Mourn and Faller and-

“Hey Lils!” Vansh said, lifting her severed right arm with her still attached left. “They buried you after me, but I totally lasted longer than you.”

“Lasted longer…” Lili’s brain buzzed and she remembered that desperate stand at Shatterpoint. She had been in the second row, prepared to step forward and take up the fight against the Klackons when the horns blew. Arrows had been whizzing by overhead. She had seen Galwin born down by a Klackon halberd, his helm split in twain and his brains flying everywhere. Then she had stepped forward and there had been a crunch and-

“Did we win?” Lili asked.

“No idea,” Vansh said.

Galwin gurgled horrifyingly.

“I think so,” Terrik said. He was one of the better looking undead – his armor having a dimpled point at his breast where a war-pick had smashed into him. She was sure if the armor came off, the sign of his crushed sternum would be quite obvious. “This is human architecture, and it is covered with our Lady’s symbols. Must have gotten us off the battle after the ants broke.”

The others nodded. Lils frowned, then turned back to the hunchbacked orc, who was busy slamming a crowbar into the ninth coffin.

“What about him?” she asked.

“He has yet to tell any of us anything,” Terrik said, quietly.

“Well, he is an orc,” Vansh said.

“Yeah, I noticed,” Lili sighed. Her arm was getting tired of holding her head to her neck stump. “Does anyone have a needle and thread?”

Galwain gurgled a noise that might have been a no.

It took the better part of an hour for every single body to be exhumed and reanimated with dark whispers and hissing sounds. Lili tried to get a good look at the orc’s actual spellcasting, but he kept his back to them and made sure to hunch even closer to the bodies. She was fairly sure that he was using some kind of charm or amulet, which meant that he wasn’t casting from his own magic, he was channeling it from somewhere. So just an underling.

More of her dead comrades joined the line. Once every body had been raised, the orc hobbled over and Lili stepped between him and the door. “Ahem,” she said. “What is going on?”

“What’s going on?” The orc craned his head up to peer at her. “Why, you’re going to the embalmer!”

“I think we already went to the embalmer,” Vansh muttered, waving her right arm with her left like it was a sword. The hand flopped and the pinkie came off, splatting against the floor. “Ugh.”

“Yeah, but you weren’t embalmed proper like,” the orc said, tutting. “No one’s gonna hire you if you look like this. You have to have an aesthetic.”

“Asthwhat?” Lili asked.

“I think it’s a religious tradition,” Terrik muttered to her. “Where you forego the finer things in life.”

“Hmm,” Lili muttered.

She and Vansh stuck close together – they had fought side by side in three battles over their careers, and had been collected to the Lady at roughly the same age. Though Vansh had come from the easterlands and Lili was of Caelenish stock, they had been mistaken as sisters many times in their lives. A bit harder in death, admittedly. Rotting had turned Vansh’s skin a grayish-blue tone, and her hair had half fallen out in clumps, while Lili retained most of her short, black hair and was greenish. They followed after the orc as he led them through the masoleum’s belly and to the surface, and there…

“Oh,” Vansh whispered.

“Oh no,” Lili whispered.

The mausoleum had been built in a place of honor, on the temple hill of Caelenish’s capital, Lathreik. There was the Whitestone Wall and the Ward Gems that had kept the city safe for five centuries – in ruins, cracked, faded and stripped for parts. The buildings were crumbled away and large swaths of the city had become green grass and pastures. A few men and women of Caelenish blood were in the fields, tending to herds of sheep. They watched as the undead shambled past them, and one called out in words that were almost but not quite the True Speech.

“How long has it been?” Lili exclaimed. “Did the Klackons destroy us?”

“What?” The orc turned. “Oh. A few centuries. And no, the Caelenish Kingdom fell apart, uh…” He clicked his tongue, then continued hobbling for a few paces, his feet moving surely over ruined stone. “A hundred years ago. Taxes, you know.”

Vansh mouthed the words ‘taxes’ – while Terrik exclaimed it aloud. “Taxes.”

“Can’t pay for all you fancy paladins without taxes.”

“Champions,” Terrik, Lili, Vansh and Mourn and Faller and even Galwind all said at the same time. Though, Galwind just gurgled a word that might have been Champions.

“Whatever!” The orc waved his hand. “Plate armor costs! Horses cost! Feed, fodder, bree-ding!” He let loose with another one of his cackling laughs. “Army’s cost. Navies cost. Bread dole, ehehe, costs! One day, your Kingy Kinky couldn’t pay, couldn’t pay, no siree, couldn’t pay. Down come the walls. Smash!” He laughed again.

“That’s horrible,” Lili exclaimed.

“That’s life. That’s death. Such is the thing of ways,” the orc said, shrugging.

The procession came to a set of tents that had been established near an ancient sending circle. The circle itself was the only part of the city that looked unchanged – magic still thrummed through the glyph carved into the stone at the center, while the black monoliths were as polished and new looking as they had been when King Borwik II had had them built, during Lili’s childhood. A bored looking goblin with long ears was standing on a crate to give himself some stature over the orcs and trolls who were at work, but the tents themselves had several tall, slender elves standing before them, in blood covered smocks, chatting with one another.

The greenskins wore no face coverings, but the elves had long, birdlike masks over their faces.

For the smell, Lili thought.

“All right, all right, all right!” the officious goblin man shouted. “Embalmers! Take the fuzz outta yer knife ears and listen up.”

“You know your ears are longer than ours, oh good Gortek!” one of the elves called out in a cheerful sing song. “One might say the leaf is calling the tree flighty.” Every elf began to laugh and titter and slap one another on the shoulders – the one who had called out took a bow, clearly appreciating his friends appreciating him.

“Fuckin’ elves,” Gortek grumbled. “Anyway, we got orders here.” He looked down at the scroll. “We got ten laborers for the copper mines of Tenak.” 

“Excuse me,” Lili said.

“We got a call for three house servants. Gotta be boys, the order says that, I bet the missus doesn’t want her husband swiving any zombie pussy.”

“Excuse me!” Lili said, louder.

“And we need twins for a birthday pre-”

“Excuse me!” Lili shouted it this time.

“What?” Gortek lifted his head from the scroll he was reading from. “Ugh. Right. Fuck. You lot? Yer dead. You died centuries ago fighting the bugmen. Your kingdom’s gone, no one gives a shit about anything you ever done for anyone. So, the Necromancer... yes, that Necromancer,” he added, seeing their expressions. “He’s raised the lot of you. You get to work off the debt for that, then get to be free and clear, new unlives in the new world. You can do anything you want. Seems better than rotting, eh?”

“You desecrated our graves for the Necromancer?” Terrik exclaimed.

“It’s not like you were using them. You were no use for no one and nothing down there,” Gortek said, scowling. “You should be thanking the Necromancer.”

“Why isn’t he trying to conquer the world?” Vansh asked.

“Pff, that’s old news,” Gortek said, waving his hand. “He gave that up when they smashed his artifact greebly in the big war. Much better to give a saleable product to the Free Peoples. Now, they all love him! Undead work the farms, the fields, the mines, the docks. They’ve made the world a better place than your sheep-grubbing asses ever knew.” He snorted loudly. “Now! We need twins.” He glowered at the group. “Any of you twins?”

“Uh,” Mourn said, glancing at his twin, Galwind. Galwind gurgled, his bisected head face wobbling grotesquely.

“Nah, we need girl twins,” Gortek said. “Eh. Those two.” He pointed at Lili and Vansh. “Make ‘em twins.”

“Bu-” Lili exclaimed, but her arm had been grabbed by one of the elves.

“Come along, once fair maiden,” the elf said, cheerfully. “We shall be making you fair as the summer sun over Londeralendial!”

“Wait!”

Before Lili knew it, she was in the elf’s tent. Her body was pushed up against a wooden platform and before she could struggle, restraints came out and clacked into place. And then, the worst thing happened: she stopped even being able to struggle. She tried to will her body to resist, but instead, she remained limp and flaccid, like a doll. The only thing that worked was her lips. “What are you going to do?” she stammered.

“There’s some very specific instructions here, my once fair maiden,” the elf said, his beaky mask muffling his voice into a parody of gentleness. The tent had a small mage light within, providing a cold blue illumination to everything – including to the gleaming metal tools on a table beside the platform. Then Lili noticed the mirror over her. She gulped. “It seems that your purchaser wishes for a buxom blonde, classic Old Caelenish. Well, the stereotype at least. No pubic hair. Double Ds…” He hummed quietly. “Wasp waist, hips that do not quit, and additional genital functionality.” At her goggling eyes, he chuckled behind his beak-mask. “Oh, extra clenching, vibrations, more erogenous zones. The purchaser wishes their birthday boy’s ego to be stroked, and every male I know likes it when the girl cums from slot P into tab V.” He tittered.

“B-But I’m dead!” Lili squeaked.

“Yes, but when has that stopped anyone?” the elf asked, chuckling. “Now, let’s get to work! Oh, do you prefer to watch?” He gestured to the mirror. “Or not?”

“Not!” Lili exclaimed in horror. “I mean, no! I mean, stop!”

“Not it is!”

And everything went very dark and very quiet.

***

When Lili and Vansh stepped through the sending circle, Lili finally got a chance to see, well, herself, she supposed. They had asked for twins after all.

“Oh Vani,” Lili whispered as she looked Vansh over. Vansh looked at her right back, her own eyes full of worry and confusion and fear. But despite that all, a whimsical part of Lili’s brain did think: At least they sewed my head back on properly. It was better than proper, actual, the fixing up that the embalmer had done was so fine that her head felt more securely attached than it had been when she had been alive.

Still.

Vani was tall and elegantly leggy, with dark blue-gray skin, and glowing yellow eyes without irises. Her face was delicate and feminine, her hair long and luxuriously blonde, spilling around her shoulders to crest around her hefty, impossibly perky undead breasts. Her hips were deliciously curved, and her waist was wasp-thin, the kind that a properly muscular man could grip around with both palms. She had delicate feet, perfect toenails, and the only signs she was dead were her skin color and the fine stitching that went along her seams. She was, in short, gorgeous beyond belief. But she wasn’t Vani anymore.

And Lili looked exactly like her.

As for their clothes…

Lili looked down at herself, then up at Vani. “Isn’t this a bit preposterous?” she asked.

“Undead chic?” Vani muttered, tugging at her top. It was the most artfully designed tattered cloth shift that Lili had ever seen. It was perfectly designed to hang around her shoulders, to frame her preternaturally bouncy bust, and yet it was full of ingenious holes to flash blue-gray thighs and hint at blue-gray ass. Underneath, they had been given gauzy undergarments that were at least nine different kinds of sin had they still been Champions.

“I suppose?” Lili said, the surrounding world penetrating through her dislocation. They were standing on a sending circle surrounded by thick jungle – but between the trees and the flowering growths were stone structures of a type that they had never seen before. A stone path wound through the jungle – and along it came…

“Lizardman!” Lili exclaimed, her hand going to her hip. Where her sword should have been. She glanced down at her curvy hip, as if betrayed, but before she could look for a rock or something, the lizardman came up to the sending circle and stood at his full height.

Which was significantly less than Lili expected, considering the lizardmen mercenaries she had fought before. He was about as tall as her chest, slender and frilled, with intelligent eyes and an ornate outfit of pressed gold plates and beads. He chirruped and his frills expanded outwards, making him seem to grow in nearly every proportion, and then he spoke in the same language that the orcish grave robbers had – the language that Lili and Vani understood, somehow.

“Ah, good! The presents are here,” he said. “You are?”

“Liliana Proudheart,” Lili said. “And this is my friend, Vansh.”

“Excellent! Liliana and Vansh Proudheart,” the lizardman said with a curious trill, his tongue flicking into the air and flicking back.

“No, we’re not even related!” Vani exclaimed.

“Ah, well. You can act,” the lizardman said, flicking his hand dismissively. “Lord Krogaxar demanded only the best for his son.”

“Son?” Vani and Lili asked at the same time. But the lizardman, it seemed, was entirely done with introductions. He turned and clacked his claws together, then started forward. Lacking any other options, Lili and Vani followed after. The path wound around several bends before coming out to a massive, palatial estate of a curious stone and crystal construction unlike anything that Lili had ever seen: ornate, geometric patterns carved in stone slabs the size of small houses that had been stacked one atop the other to make the immense structure. It had a large, low wall around it, and the grounds were full of water-filled fields. Undead laborers with broad brimmed hats worked in those fields – they were all just barely touched up by the embalmers. Just enough that they wouldn’t lose body parts. They worked under the sweltering sun – and Lili wondered how hard it was. She didn’t feel the heat the same way she would have as a living woman. Nor did she feel thirsty. Or hungry. Or sleepy. Or... anything.

Then she tried to imagine what it would be like to work forever.

“How much do they earn?” Vani asked, nervously.

“A taler per month towards their freedom,” the servitor lizard said, dismissively. “You, of course, were more expensive – the sculpting price was higher than Lord Krogaxar expected. But you will also earn a taler per month.”

“How long will it take us to pay things off?” Lili asked as they followed the lizard off to the side of the fields and towards the eastern wing of the estates.

This caused the scaled seneschal to pause, tapping his claw against his muzzle, looking up at the sky, murmuring quietly in the way of scribes across the centuries when asked to do large sums without parchment or quill. He flicked his tail, cocked his head, then nodded. “Six centuries.”

Lili and Vani gaped at him.

“Assuming, of course, you don’t levy extra fees by damaging or breaking anything, or disobeying orders,” the lizardman said, then narrowed his eyes. “You will, of course, not be thinking of doing any of those things. Yes? You wish to serve Lord Krogaxar and his son loyally. Yes?”

Lili and Vani exchanged a glance.

It was said that Champions had never let a lie pass their lips.

“Of course,” Lili lied.

“Definitely,” Vani said, nodding. Vani’s left hand found Lili’s right, interlacing fingers. Gripping her.

“Very good!” The lizardman turned and continued his scuttling progress to the manor home.

They entered the eastern wing and were almost immediately presented with Lord Krogaxar and his wife. The lord was more like what Lili remembered from her times fighting against lizardmen mercs. He was immense. Almost eight feet tall, broad shouldered, covered with thick slabs of heavy muscle and thicker scales of blue, gold and a rainbow of secondary colors. His frills were long and feathered, giving him a raptor aspect. A hunting bird that could rip a portcullis out of its moorings. He was dressed in golden finery like his servitor, only instead of beads, he wore glittering gemstones laced through with golden string, completed with a silken undergarment that clung to his impossibly massive sheath and scaled balls. It was almost more lewd, the impression of those full balls and waiting dick, than if he had just been naked.

His wife, in contrast, was short and plump and curvy, with a thick belly, thick hips, thick breasts, and a fertile and abundant bearing to herself. Her scales gleamed as if oiled and she was draped in silks and other fine cloths, gauzy and diaphanous enough to provide the hint of succulent nipples on those pendulous tits and of soft lips caught between those heavy, curvy thighs. Her muzzle was short, her eyes were inquisitive and bright, and she had a delicate set of short horns that framed around her head like a crown. She also looked utterly delighted to see the two of them. “Oh, you’re perfect! Twins, just as we asked!”

“What do you want us for?” Lili asked.

The servitor coughed. Loudly.

Lili blushed. She supposed, as they literally owned her body, she needed to be more circumspect. And so, though the words caught in her throat, she forced them out. “I mean, what do you want us for... my lord?” She curtsied and Vani did likewise, both of them ducking their heads forward.

“So polite too!” Lady Krogaxar said, delighted. “Now, our child, Fin’rash, his hatching day is today. He’ll be twenty one years old. And, um, well…”

“The kid’s a fuckin’ virgin,” Lord Krogaxar rumbled.

“Indeed,” Lady Krogaxar said, shyly.

“By the time I was eighteen, I had already fucked more than a dozen serving girls,” Lord Krogaxar growled. “Hell, I was rutting bitches along the entire fuckin’ Spear Coast. Heh. Some fine bitches too.”

“Oh you!” Lady Krogaxar giggled. “And I was no slouch either. I think I seduced my first chaste priestess before-”

Vani clapped her hands over her mouth while Lili was worried her jaw would literally hit the floor. “We’re fuck toys?” she burst out.

“No!” Lady Krogaxar said.

“Yes,” Lord Krogaxar rumbled.

“Well, sort of,” Lady Krogaxar said, chuckling quietly, her tail flicking. “I mean, you did wonder about the makeovers, yes?”

Lili and Vani looked at one another.

“Don’t worry, our son is extremely handsome and sweet!” Lady Krogaxar said, clasping her hands together. “And he has no idea, he’s going to be just over the moons!”

“And this is fuckin’ important,” Lord Krogaxar growled.

“It’s important that your.. that... why is it important, my lord?” Lili asked, cramming her anger back before the immense lizardman got mad at her.

Lord Krogaxar grunted. “Blue balls,” he said.

“It’s a serious issue for our people,” Lady Krogaxar said, earnestly. “Our son has been going into heat every month since he was eighteen. The cleaning bills alone – let alone how desperate he sounds – oh, it’s just dreadful. And it’s getting worse! Now, he goes into heat every week, just rutting his own bed and howling and, gods, so much cum.” She shook her head. “One of the maids nearly drowned, I swear to goodness.”

“The boy’s gotta nut in some pussy or he’ll die,” Lord Krogaxar growled. “Since he won’t fuck a girl on his own fucking recognizance, we had to get him one. And since he’s got two dicks, we had to get him two.”

“What!?” Lili exclaimed, as Vani very quietly whispered to herself, “Two dicks?”

“Now, we were thinking you could pretend to be deeply in love with him, very eager and happy to please,” Lady Krogaxar said, smiling brightly. “Or, do you think he’d prefer it if you struggled a little?”

“Nah, the kid’s a fuckin’ nerd,” Lord Krogaxar growled.

“He’s a wizard, honey,” Lady Krogaxar said, in the tone of, I’ve corrected you a million times on this, but we’re married, so I’ll do it once more.

“Yeah, like I said,” Lord Krogaxar said, tail lashing.

“We can act like we love him, sure!” Lili said.

“Li-” Vani started. Lili shot her a look. The kind they had shared many times as novitiates and had been very narrowly avoiding trouble by keeping their stories absolutely straight. Vani, seeing that look, nodded back.

“Good!” Lady Kroxgar said, beaming at them. “We’ll put you in his room, and you can be there, waiting for him once the hatchling day is over. Yes, that’ll be perfect!”

“It will!” Lili said, beaming, sliding her arm around Vani’s arm.

***

Fin’rash’s room proved two things to Lili.

The first was the cleaning staff had to be amazing. The only hint that dangerous levels of spunk had been spilled here was a tang in the air that she only scented when she breathed in deep. The fact the smell caused a tingle to spark between her thighs only solidified her determination.

The second?

Fin’rash really was a big nerd. The room was huge, and it was still cramped feeling, purely from the number of books, tomes, scrolls, tablets, orbs, wands, staffs and other sundries that had been collected in the room. There were several tables with alchemic experiments thrumming along, a seeing stone floated in the corner of the room with a set of robes cast over it to conceal whatever the seeing stone was looking at. There were two broad, wide windows with enchantments laid on them to keep the room relatively cool and to prevent the humidity from outside from getting in.

Lili and Vani stood in the doorway, looking about themselves, as the door shut behind them.

“Well,” Vani said. “What’s the plan?”

“We get out of her, and we run, and we find our battle comrades,” Lili said. She went to the window, grabbed onto the stone sill and... froze. She stood still – and tried to will her brain into lifting a leg, putting the leg on the window, swinging herself out. They were on the ground floor! There was no drop. She could just swing out. She trembled and clenched her teeth and pushed harder.

“Is the enchantment solid?” Vani asked, walking over to her.

“N-No,” Lili hissed through clenched teeth. “I just can’t…” She trembled harder, then stepped away from the window. “Fuck!”

“Language,” Vani said, perfectly imitating the Mother Superior. The two girls laughed quietly together. As Lili brushed her hands through her brand new blonde hair, Vani stepped to the window and tried to push through it as well. She gave up after the same amount of time and effort as Lili, gasping. “It’s like my brain just won’t.”

“Or your body. Our bodies.” Lili looked down at her undead hands. “We’re animated by the Necromancer. His will keeps us here.” She scowled. “Damn it.”

“Well, there goes the easy plan,” Vani said.

“Yeah.” Lili shelved her breasts with her arms, still not quite used to how hefty they were. The fact they seemed to be supported entirely by magic without her needing a bra was rather impressive – and necessary, since the bra she was wearing was entirely decorative. She frowned, then looked over at the seeing stone. “Let’s see what we can learn about this boy. Maybe find out why he’s so... chaste.”

She swung the robes off the orb.

The robe contained the life sized image of a nude moon elf woman, her fingers plunging into her sex as she squeezed her bared breasts – apple sized and elf perfect. She tugged her dark blue nipple and moaned hungrily. “Oh fuck, my cute little elf pussy needs some of your big fat lizardcock, Fin. I-” She blinked, seeing the two undead women looking at her. She scowled. “Hey. He didn’t pay me for a lez show.”

“Pay?” Vani asked.

“Yeah, I charge ten taler for this orb time,” the elf said. “This kind of service isn’t cheap, you know!”

“You had a robe over your orb,” Lili said, dryly.

“Yeah, he probably had to go,” the elf said, sighing and tugging the very sheer shift she had had puddled around her hips back up around her. This left her somewhat clothed, but still able to go back to it in a hurry. “You do know this is eating up his orb time, right?”

“Listen, uh…” Lili narrowed her eyes, reading the runes. “SparrowGirl69.”

“You can just call me Sparrow,” the elf said, dryly.

“We were just bought for this guy!” Lili said. “What’s he like?”

The elf scowled. “Shit. He’s not going to fucking pay for orb time anymore, is he?”

“Fuck your orb!” Lili shouted, leaning in close. “Tell us about Fin’rash. Is he a brute? Kinky? Scared of women? What?” she asked. Sparrow rolled her eyes so hard that it was clearly visible, despite the fact moon elves had no irises.

“He’s a harmless nerd. He likes to pay me to pretend that I love him. It’s kinda sad, but, also, kinda sweet. Also, he actually gives a shit about me beyond just the tits. He’s... nice. Not really my thing, I prefer displacer-”

“Lils!” Vani hissed.

“Shit,” Lili whispered – she heard the footsteps and faint sounds of conversation as well. She grabbed onto the robes and hurled them over the orb, cutting off Sparrow’s last sentence mid-word.

“Just tell him to still pay for-”

Vani tried to stand in a way that accentuated her figure. Lili stood next to her, lifting her hands up to put them behind her neck, before dropping them, unsure if that would be alluring or silly. Then the door opened and a soft, male voice – husky and achingly beautiful – said: “Now, they’ll find your clothing near the aligatorox pens and assume you got eaten, I can make the manure look right.”

“Thank you so much, Fin’rash.”

The speaker stepped into the room. He was an undead man in a thick set of robes, holding a broad brimmed hat and a long crow-nosed mask in his hands. Lili and Vani both gaped. They gaped not just because of Fin’rash’s unexpected companion, but because…

Holy shit, Lili thought.

Fin’rash was the perfect middle ground between his bestially huge father and his short and generously curved mother. He was thin and covered with the athletic, toned muscles of a gymnast. His gold and blue scaling intermixed into lovely striped patterns along his body, guiding the eye to glide along his muscular chest, his abdominal muscles gleaming and countable and lickable. His belly button was small and pert, and rather than decking himself in gold and finery, he simply wore a leafy kilt around his hips, with a hole for his long tail. His face had a slender muzzle, and his frills and horns gave him the appearance of a prince in battlefield regalia. Just seeing him put the tingle between Lili’s thighs into a blazing heat that shocked her.

Fin’rash blinked at the two of them.

“H-Hi,” Vani said, dazedly.

“Ah shit,” Fin’rash whispered.

“Who are they?” the undead man asked.

“Who is that?” Lili asked.

“Hi, abs,” Vani said, blinking. “I mean, abs. I mean. Abs. I…”

Fin’rash put his hand over his muzzle, pinching the bridge of his nose, his eyes closing. “My fucking parents just had to get me a hatching day present.” 

Lili pointed at the undead. “Wait, you’re faking his death? Redeath. Whatever.”

“Being eaten by an alligatorox is the best way for an undead to die and it happens every few months. I figure, why not have it work for me and not against me?” Fin snapped, his eyes angry, his tail lashing angrily. “Now, go on, get outta here. I’ll deal with these girls.”

“Gods bless you, Fin’rash Korgaxar,” the undead man said. He slid the hat on, then the mask, and with that and the robes, he looked quite hard to place as undead. Then he went out the window – and was gone. Lili looked from the window to Fin’rash to Fin’rash, while Vani put her hands over her mouth.

“Why?” Lili asked.

“Why do I not like slavery? Gee, I don’t know!” Fin’rash snapped, his tail lashing. “Sorry. I’m sorry, it’s just I’m under some, uh, stress.” He put his hands together, his eyes closing. The kilt around his hips twitched and a scent tingled in Lili’s nose. From the way Vani licked her lips, from the way she slid her hand away from her mouth to her shoulders, from the way her nipples jutted out against her shift, Lili was pretty sure that Vani was feeling the exact same thing she was. She gulped slowly and took a step forward as Fin’rash, his eyes still closed, continued. “My parents got rich buying undead, and now they do it all the time. And I fucking hate it. So, I try and... and…” He tensed as Lili’s hand went to his shoulder, squeezing.

His scales felt warm.

“You’re going into heat, aren’t you?” she asked.

Fin’rash shuddered. His frills twitched up and his tail stilled.

“Uh, I’ll go and deal with it.”

“Why are you not with girls?” Vani whispered. She had stepped to his other side. Her fingers brushed along his scales, gently. “I mean, you’re gorgeous. Like, holy hells, I’d break every vow in my Champion’s duties to lay with you. I mean- uh, that is, if I was, uh, I mean-”

“Because I want to be with someone who loves me!” Fin’rash hissed, his tail lashing faster now. “I don’t just want them to want my money or my wealth or my magic or my family name. I want them to want me. That’s stupid, I know, but…”

Lili leaned in. She kissed his muzzle’s cheek.

“Oh Fin,” she whispered. Her body melted against his side, warmth blazing between her thighs like she was alive again. Her hand caressed along his back, feeling the curve of his spine as Vani leaned against him from the other side. Fin stood very, very still – save for the growth between his thighs. His kilt was tenting upwards, thrust out by his girth. His eagerness.

“Don’t,” he whispered. “I can’t fuck two slaves.”

Vani and Lili exchanged a glance.

They had sworn to be Chaste, to the Lady Goddess.

At the same time, both girls thought the same thing.

Fuck it.

“Eep!” Fin squeaked as the two women grabbed his arms, dragged him to his large, cushy bed, and threw him onto it. He tumbled head over heels, then landed in a sprawl as Vani and Lili both reached up, grabbing their tops and shredding them with wanton eagerness, revealing their perfectly sculpted undead bodies. Their hard nipples. Their gleaming, slick thighs, dripping with glowing, undead juices. Fin managed to get his feathered crest off his eyes, slicking it back with one hand, and saw that his sprawl had sent his kilt flipping up.

His parents hadn’t been lying.

He had two.

Two massive, bright red lizard-dicks, thrusting from his sheaths. They were knotted and the scent of them burned in Lili’s nose as she inhaled his musk. She slid to the left, while Vani slid to the right, and their hands took hold of both dicks, squeezing the bases. Vani caressed his abs, leaning forward to kiss one pectoral muscle, while Lili reached down to cup and fondle his massive blue balls, thick and sloshing with cum. Fin let out a churring moan, his teeth clenched, his nose slits flaring as his arms lifted above his head. “Oh Gods,” he whispered.

Vani kissed his neck, then leaned forward as her hand began to pump his upper dick, moving up and down. Up and down. Up and down. “We want you for you, Fin. You’re a true hero. And gorgeous,” Vani whispered in his ear-slit as she nuzzled him. “Mmm, we’re the luckiest undead girls in the world.”

“Gods,” Fin moaned. “I don’t even know your names.”

Lili’s mouth opened and she braced, then pushed forward. The blazing hot tip of his red dick passed her lips, pressing her tongue down, pushing down her throat. It was here that she realized that being undead? No need to breathe and no gag reflex. She pushed down and down and down, groaning – and even with her advantages, his girth and length was such that she still had to stop at the halfway point, her eyes half closed, her body trembling. He was so fucking big.

Vani giggled. “I’m Vani. That’s my twin sister, Lili. Does her mouth feel good?”

Fin nodded, panting. His clawed hand grabbed onto the back of Lili’s head. Lili didn’t care. No, actually, that was wrong. She did care. She was overjoyed as he pushed her down harder, her lips pressing to his knot as he fucked her throat, his other dick resting against her forehead. A warm droplet of pre-cum dripped onto her hair while Vani giggled quietly.

“Well?”

“Yessss!” Fin hissed.

“Good.” Vani swung around and as Lili was dragged back by that grasping hand, she watched her sister – in battle if not in blood – take the fat red dick above the one she sucked down to the knot with the same eagerness and the same ease as she had. Lili gasped, despite not needing to, as her mouth popped free. She licked the triangular, tapered tip of the big fat lizard dick before herself, her eyes glazed with lust.

“Gods, your dick is amazing, Fin,” she giggled. “Dicks.”

“T-Thanks,” Fin whispered, then closed his eyes to slits. “I’m about to lose control.”

Vani drew back, leaving his dick glistening with her spittle. Her eyes met Lili’s. They both giggled and grinned, too swept up in the heat of the moment to give a damn about escape or their futures.

“Good,” Vani and Lili said at the same moment.

Fin burst into motion. He reared up onto his knees, his kilt going flying as he tossed it aside. His hands grabbed to either side of Lili’s head, holding her in place, and he pushed his lower dick into her mouth with a snarling roar. His heavy balls clapped against her chin with a meaty plap – a sound joined by a fierce, rhythmic plapplapplapplapplapplap as he started to slam his dick down her throat with feral eagerness. His upper cock ground against her forehead, thrusting up into the air and oozing pre down onto her head, dripping down her face as he grunted and growled like, well, like a beast in heat.

“Fuck, that’s hot,” Vani whispered as Lili’s sex spurted and pleasure exploded in her brain, white cresting through her vision as she realized she had just cum from being face-fucked. Her eyes half closed, but she could see Vani moving behind the feral lizard prince. She grabbed onto his tail, lifting it, and kissed between his ass cheeks – and the shocked hiss that escaped his lips was the only warning that Lili got.

It seemed having an eager ex-Champion’s tongue finding one’s anus was enough to push anyone over the edge.

Fin’s balls tightened and he growled in fierce, feral pleasure as warm cum gushed down her throat. Into her belly. But more cum splattered her ass – splashing down her crack. Another thick spurt painted her back, lining her from her ass to the curve of her spine, puddling around her as his upper dick fountained with seed. And fountained again and again as he bucked his hips once, twice, three times – and each time he did, Vani leaned deeper into his ass, tonguing him as her undead hand reached up and squeezed his balls, gently caressing them, coaxing yet more cum from him. Fin sagged, then slid backwards, his sloppy cock dripping with spittle and cum, and then spurted one last time, painting Lili’s face with a thick coating of white spunk. More cum dripped out of her mouth, down her nose, splashing onto her breasts, dripping from her nipples. She sat back on her haunches, completely stunned by the sheer amount of cum that she had drunk and how much had spilled out of... unexpected places.

She swallowed, slowly, but still had more cum in her mouth. Vani leaned over Fin and kissed her, twin mouths pressing together lewdly as Vani reached around to grab onto Lili’s cushy ass, drawing her in close. Their nipples ground together in slow circles and cum smeared onto Vani’s body, while Lili’s tongue pushed, shoving a thick glob of still warm lizard cum into her mouth. Vani took it, moaning, drawing back. A thick line of gleaming white connected their mouths as Vani whispered.

“Gods, that tastes good,” she whispered.

“Fuck yeah,” Lili said.

Fin, rolling onto his back, panting. “Holy shit,” he whispered. “Ah. Oh Gods. Oh wow. I can think clearly.” He blinked up at the ceiling. “The heat’s gone. Normally, it just recedes. But it’s gone. I can actually think clearly again! Hah!” He sat up a bit, his dicks softening. “So, I think we should talk…”

He trailed off.

Because Vani and Lili were both rubbing against one another as lewdly as they could. Vani’s hand delved between her thighs and Lili kissed her on the mouth, cupping one of her breasts. Both girls moaned lewdly – their eyes flicking from their shared embrace to look at Fin. As Fin watched, his nose flared – and his dicks hardened.

“I’m going into heat again,” he whispered. “Shit.”

Vani and Lili drew back.

They grinned.

“Good,” Vani whispered. “Cause we weren’t fucking done yet.”

“W-What?” Fin stammered. “Did you two make out like that just to re-trigger my heat?”

Lili and Vani nodded. Lili licked her lips. “We were Champions, Fin. Pure. We died virgins.”

“Mmmhmm!” Vani said.

“And since we’re undead, our Goddess has turned her back on us,” Lili said, amused. “And you’re, well, Vani said everything.” She swung her thighs around and then planted her hips to either side of his, her knees dimpling the sheets. Her cool cunt teased against his hardening dick as they throbbed and thrust upwards in their eagerness. She rocked her hips, while Vani reached around her armpits, cupping her breasts and squeezing her from behind. Lili moaned lewdly. “So, Prince Korgaxar... fuck our undead pussies till you break our fucking spines.”

“That should not be as hot as it was,” Vani said, giggling, while that feral gleam blazing in Fin’s eyes.

“Okay,” he whispered. “Okay. Okay.”

That last okay was a growl. His clawed hands grabbed onto Lili’s hips and he bucked upwards at the same time Vani and Lili dropped themselves down. At the same time, both undead girls were impaled down to the hilt by his thick, powerful cocks. They both cried out in mixing, musical bliss: two identical voices, two identical pleasures. Vani leaned forward against Lili, her breasts squishing against her shoulder blades. Lili could feel her hard nipples, like cut glass. She tugged on Lili’s nipples, purring in her ear.

“I always wanted to fuck you, Lils. Did you know that?”

“Yeah, I did,” Lili moaned, then gasped as the hips beneath her started to thrust up. Both her and Vani bounced on Fin’s lap, their bodies jiggling deliciously as he thrust up into them with brutal, raw strength. Lili had never had sex as a living woman, so she had no way to compare it, but some part of her knew that there was no way it could have felt this good without the delicate magical work of that embalmer. Every thrust of that long, perfect, knotted dick – the knot slapping against her cuntlips with lewd, wet smack sounds – sent blazing fire through her body, sparking into her brain as she cried out in wordless bliss again and again and again.

“Oh fuck! Fuck! Fucking destroy my undead pussy, ah, fuck! Yes!” Vani screamed, her hands gripping onto Lili’s breasts with the desperation of a drowning woman. Pleasure and pain mingled together as Lili bit her lip to keep from adding her own screaming, lewd words to Vani’s stream.

“Told you it’d work,” Lady Krogaxar said outside, listening through the thick stone door.

“Hurmph,” Lord Krogaxar grumped.

Meanwhile in the room, Lili had lost her ability to restrain her tongue.

“Fucking kill me, fucking break me, fuck, fucking destroy me, yes, yes, I’m your fucktoy, Lord Korgaxar, ah, you fucking own this pussy and you know it, fucking yes!” she groaned out, the words spilling out of her mouth without care or thought. His scaled hands slid along her hips, joining Vani’s in gripping her breasts. “Ah! You like my big fat tits, don’t you?”

“Yessss!” Fin hissed, thrusting harder.

His knot pushed against her. Stretched her. Pushed her further than Lili thought was possible.

Then…

With a lewd pop the knot slipped into her, tying her to his body. The warmth of his dick was inescapable, and a part of her brain buzzed with joy: There’s no way he can’t knock me up now!

Never mind she couldn’t have children.

“Breed me! Breed me! Put a scaled clutch in me, gods, yes! Yes! Ruin me forever!” Vani moaned as Lili threw her head back, leaning into the other woman.

“Yes! Yes! Yes!” Lili screamed.

Fin roared.

His back arched and he thrust up, bouncing both girls so hard that they almost popped off him – they would have, had it not been for the knots tying them to his body. His dicks throbbed, pulsed, and his balls tightened and Lili moaned in pure bliss as she felt the sweltering hot wave of his spunk, gushing into her womb with blast after blast after blast of his seed. Her belly actually swelled ever so slightly, the cum unable to escape around his knot as she was pumped full. She gurgled in pleasure, her eyes half closed, her face literally fucked stupid, her jaw open, her expression mindless, animal pleasure.

Slowly, the dicks inside of the two girls started to soften.

“Oh gods. Oh gods. Oh gods,” Vani whispered.

“Mmmmm!” Lili leaned forward. Her hips lifted up and there was a straining feeling of pressure – then the knot inside of her popped free with an even lewder noise. Vani giggled, then worked herself free and Lili, instinctively, fell left while Vani crawled right. The two women ended up to either side of the sleek lizard wizard, their bellies flattening out as cum flowed from their well fucked pussies, staining their thighs and puddling on the sheets.

Somehow, both women were sweating – their blue-gray skin gleaming like they had been oiled.

“I think you fucked some of my stitches apart,” Vani said, giggling dazedly.

“I think you fucked me into another plane of existence,” Lili said, her voice slightly hoarse. “Holy hell, you were pent up, weren’t you?”

“Yeah…” Fin’s eyes were closed as he panted. “Gods.”

They laid together in silence. Lili’s hand caressed his belly, while Vani’s finger circled his nipple.

“I have to free you,” Fin murmured.

Lili and Vani exchanged a glance. Both smiled.

“If you had said anything else, we’d never have fucked you,” Lili murmured.

“How could you have known?” Fin asked.

“We’re Champions. Ex-Champions. Ex-Ex-Champions, now that we’re not virgins anymore,” Vani said, giggling. “But we’re still good judges of character. But you can’t free us next.”

“Like hell!” Fin exclaimed.

“We have to help you free everyone else first,” Lili said.

“Exactly,” Vani said, grinning.

“Oh.” Fin collapsed back into the bed, completely spent – any hint of energy vanished, bled away into the ether. Lili and Vani giggled quietly and then kissed his cheeks at the same time.

“Consider us your underground assistants,” Lili said.

“Your labor relations,” Vani added.

Fin’s eyes closed. “Mmhm.”

“Oh, also, Sparrow said to tell us to tell you to-” Vani stopped as Fin snored loudly. Like all males, he was prone to sleep after sex. Lili considered the double round with two girls, using two dicks, that he had gone through and supposed, well, wizards tended to have weaker constitutions than stalwart warriors such as themselves. She caressed his feathered head, sighing quietly.

“I think I do love him,” Vani said.

“We just met him,” Lili said, dryly.

“Who cares,” Vani said, snuggling against him more. “All the stories say love is at first sight.”

Lili snorted. “Then what about me?” she asked.

“I can love two people at once,” Vani said, then snuggled against him. And to Lili’s surprise, the other undead woman fell asleep, looking happy and warm in the embrace of the lizard princeling. Lili settled into the crook of his arm, closed her eyes, and wondered.

Would she dream?

She hadn’t in the coffin.

But this was a warmer, softer place indeed.

She closed her eyes, and drifted off to sleep, thinking of how to sneak more undead away. How to one day find the Necromancer. How to end the insidious slavery that had infiltrated the Free People of the world.

And, of course, when she’d next suck those big fat lizard dicks.


“Naked On The Plains” by Raymond Barbocan

Under a burning sun in a stark blue sky, Nia Zampopo stood tall amongst her Peregian sisters. The famously fierce warrior women were forty-strong, and they were feared across the Wide Expanse for their smooth ebony skin, extreme height, brute strength, and primal savagery.

Nia, however, lacked the battle bloodlust of her Peregian sisters.

Like them, she stood taller than any man, and she had a long, lean body of hard, taut muscle. Her hair was a wild black tangle of curls decorated with bone fragments, feathers, and twine.

But despite her fearsome appearance, Nia had a fascination for beauty that set her apart from her Peregian sisters. Nia wondered at flowers in bloom, and listened intently to the sounds of the nearby Samaran River. She remained awake deep into the moon, gazing at the glittering stars, always hoping to see one slide stunningly across the sky.

Nia could battle with skill, but unlike her Peregian sisters, she gleaned no joy from murder and battle. Unlike her Peregian sisters, there was no war raging within the young beauty. Nia longed to witness quiet, simple things of beauty, and not things of blood-smeared horror.

Nia shook with fear. A lone horseman approached across the parched grass and scattered trees of the plains of Zandalis, and the horde of Peregians bristled with thoughts of violence. No man dared come within striking distance of the feared Peregian women. They held their spears and swords firm, ready to attack as soon as the horseman came within range of their weapons. The Peregian horde reverberated with thoughts of the man’s impending torture and eventual death… but not Nia Zampopo.

"Need we attack him?" Nia asked futilely. "Can we not make words? Can we not discern what he wants, and where he journeys to? And who he is?"

"Any man who dares approach us will be attacked," Akuni Shrike, the leader of the Peregian horde, quickly replied. "And if he survives our attack, we will then entertain ourselves with him. He will become our plaything. If this tradition burns your blood, go and watch some flowers grow, or find yourself a friend in a tree-jumper."

"I am sorry, Akuni Shrike," Nia responded. "I will fight with the horde."

"This is wise," Akuni said with a smile. "There are many in this horde who believe you should be cast out for your lack of battle-love... but I like you, Nia Zampopo. You are not like us, but I like you. You bring something different to this horde." 

Akuni Shrike was right. Though bonded by their height, strength, tightly curled hair, and ebony skin, many of Nia's Peregian sisters believed her to be weak and not worthy of her place in the horde. Many of the older sisters enjoyed striking Nia for sport, while others stole her food and attacked her with cruel words. Nia was by far the most hated of the horde. 

Tender of scroll at just nineteen, Nia’s few friends took good care of her, defending her when necessary and providing moments of laughter amongst the enshrouding darkness. The quiet, unstated protection of Akuni and her equally brave beloved, Eshe Adimbola, also prolonged Nia’s life.

Nia clutched the sword sheathed at her hip tightly, and held her war-spear with deadly if not fully committed intent. Her womanly orbs heaving under her beast-skins, Nia watched as the horseman finally rode into view. Nia heard her Peregian sisters breathing hard and fierce in response. They were ready for battle... and ready to kill. This lone horseman was to be defeated and ravaged.

* * *

Nia Zampopo squinted in the sun. The lone warrior’s legs were bare, and his feet were encased in thick boots of fur and twine. At his hips were sheathed two strange curved blades, while a thick broadsword was strapped across his shoulders. A huge battle-axe and short-spear were holstered in balance over his steed’s strong neck.

Nia and the Peregian horde moved in unison toward the horseman, the taut muscle of their legs rippling and their bare feet treading carefully on the dry grass of the plains of Zandalis. The tall, strong warrior women held their sharp spears aloft, and the ropers held their twine looped at their waists. The Peregian women made for a fierce, terrifying sight. 

Most men would have instantly turned and ran in terror, but the lone horseman continued toward them. Nia wondered if this man already knew he was too close, and that escape was impossible. The horseman did not pause or change course, but merely rode hard and fast toward the Peregian horde. This was obviously a man of rare bravery… or rare madness. The reputation of the Peregian sisters stretched across the Wide Expanse, even to its most remote corners.

The Peregian sisters of the plains of Zandalis were the ancestors of the women of the feared community of Peregia, which perched on the banks of the Massor River hundreds of scrolls previously. The Massor River was alive with dangerous creatures rich in nourishment, and it provided the community with much of its food supply. Dotted with modest huts made from wood and beast-skins, the simple community of Peregia was populated solely by women… but these women were different to those that lived across the Wide Expanse.

Taller and stronger than most men, the ebony-skinned Peregian women’s skill in battle was renowned, and the entire community was well-versed in the ways of the sword, axe and spear. Any man that came within sight of Peregia soon learned of the community’s brutality. First taken by any woman that wanted him, the intruder was then relieved of his manly attributes before being killed and dumped into the Massor River, where he instantly became food for the water’s flesh-eating inhabitants.

The Peregian sisters took the seed of men into their womanly purses both for amusement and breeding. Because of the large size of the Peregian women, there was little enjoyment to be had from laying with a man. A typical man-dagger was too easily engulfed by a Peregian womanly purse to provide any real sensation. Occasionally, the Peregian women would happen upon a man whose appendage was large enough to provide feeling and pleasure, but that was a rare discovery indeed. Essentially, a man-dagger was only of use for its seed, and the creature attached to it was to be treated with contempt.

The gift of height and strength was only passed from the Peregian mothers to their girl-children, with the boy-children born of normal size. There was no place in Peregia for men, and any born boy-children were either left at the borders of communities known to accept them, or traded into slavery for weapons and other materials. While most Peregian women adhered to the rules, some mothers shed torrid tears when their boy-children were torn from them, while others escaped into the surrounding wilderness to remain in cruel exile with their cherished offspring.

The community of Peregia was a prosperous one, but it was a source of great fear and disdain to its neighbours. A successful community of women wholly contemptuous and exclusionary of men was an affront to many of the rulers in close proximity, but they refrained from attack, largely due to the possible shame that would grow from defeat at the hands of a mere women. The Peregians were not only taller and stronger than men, but their battle prowess was legendary, and what they did to those men they defeated was a deterrent like no other.

It took another woman to destroy the feared riverside community of Peregia. Nobody hated the gargantuan ebony wilder-women more than Mallory Bethesda, the Acid Queen. So named for the huge pools of fire-water into which she would throw her enemies, melting their skin from their bones in bloody sheets, the Acid Queen supplemented her already fearsome army with brutally skilled mercenaries, and rode hard into the community of Peregia. The battle was horrific in its violence and bloodiness, and the casualties were huge on both sides.

Peregia was completely destroyed. Those that were not killed in battle or captured and thrown into the Acid Queen’s pools of fire-water fled into the surrounding wilderness. Some Peregian women were hunted down and killed, but others lived in hiding in small clusters amongst the inhospitable Miedo Mountains and other dangerous, unpopulated parts of the Wide Expanse.

Many fleeing Peregian women were sheltered by kind-hearted communities for many scrolls, eventually birthing children and becoming part of their rescuing society. Other Peregian women were captured by less kind-hearted communities, where they were utilised for their strength and size as labourers and soldiers, or brutally chained into chamber-slave service as sexual oddities. For the proud warrior women of Peregia, this was indeed the cruellest fate: being toyed with, mocked, and sexually taken by men.

Hundreds of scrolls after the fall of Peregia, the brave and compassionate Peregian warrior, Akuni Shrike, made it her mission to gather and rescue the ancestors of the community into a new society which she established on the plains of Zandalis. With her equally brave and compassionate lover, Eshe Adimbola, by her side, the determined Akuni Shrike rode the Wide Expanse in search of her easily identifiable Peregian sisters.

Following rumours of women impressive in height and strength with ebony skin, Akuni Shrike found her Peregian sisters scattered across the Wide Expanse. They were found carrying rocks in the construction of castles and barracks; leading smaller, weaker men in battle; roaming the wilderness in solitude surviving as hunters; mocked as town dunces and freaks; and being sold in houses of pleasure. Akuni Shrike and Eshe Adimbola eventually amassed an impressively numbered new community.  

Nia Zampopo was emancipated from a travelling troupe of bizarre physical oddities by Akuni and Eshe when she was in her nineteenth scroll. Nia was sold into the troupe when she was just a small child, and pressed into performance as The Strongest Little Girl In the Wide Expanse. To the roars of excited crowds, little Nia would carry out incredible feats of strength. Her brow furrowed and her teeth clenched, the little girl would lift large stones, and drag a wagon packed with rocks by straps over her shoulders.

Alongside the likes of That With Both (a strange, thin, tall man who had both a man-dagger and a womanly purse), The Beast From Below (a curious sea creature who swam in a large tank of water and sprayed black liquid from his man-dagger), and The Magnificent Nubia (a shadow-cat trained to perform incredible tricks), The Strongest Little Girl In the Wide Expanse was one of the troupe’s most popular oddities.

A small child alone, Nia was cared for by The Abomination, a kind man covered completely in hair, and his friend The Enormous Zofia, a woman so corpulent she had to be pushed around in a wooden cart on wheels. The pair showed Nia kindness, and kept the young child entertained with great tales of high adventure, and violent stories of brave warriors on daring missions.

When Nia entered her eighteenth scroll, however, her role in the troupe changed. Nia was no longer a child. She was incredibly tall and strong, and her womanly orbs were full and firm. Nia’s back-walls, meanwhile, were equally womanly and beautifully curved. Now as ripe as a gleaming piece of tree-fruit, Nia was seen by the troupe's opportunistic leader, Master Incantevole, as a means by which to provoke arousal in his audience, rather than mere amusement. Nia Zampopo was now of even greater value to him.

With skimpy furs stretched across her orbs, and wearing a loincloth that barely covered her womanly purse, Nia was renamed The Beast-Woman, and became instantly popular across the Wide Expanse. After Nia lifted a few heavy items and showed off her powerful, muscular form, the men in the audience were challenged to fight the gargantuan ebony wilder-woman for the entertainment of the seething crowd.

The imposing Nia almost always bested her foolishly proud competitors, striking them with force and wrestling them to the ground with sheer power. Nia despised her new role as gladiator, with many of her competitors merely using the fight as a means to grab rapaciously at her womanly orbs, and slide their hands up her loincloth and then right inside her large womanly purse.

Once the men were vanquished by the superior Nia and then ridiculed by the baying audience, Master Incantevole would then ask the crowd what fate should befall the men next. If the crowd were benign, the vanquished men would merely be jeered and then released, but if a crowd was more aggressive, Nia would often be howled at to strip the men of their coverings, hilariously revealing their man-daggers to all in the audience, and playing them for the greatest of fools.

"Ride him like a horse!" a female voice had once pealed from a particularly boisterous crowd. "Make him gallop!"

Nia had then forced the fully bare defeated man down onto his hands and knees, straddled him, and then proceeded to ride him around the show-ring like a work-mule, slapping his exposed back-walls with her right hand to make him move faster. Nia had feigned amusement, appearing to demean her vanquished opponent with glee, though she actually found the entire scenario sad, savage and unnecessarily cruel.

Nia longed to leave the troupe, sick in her heart at having to make even greater fools of already foolish men... and fearful of one day facing an opponent who might defeat her. The Abomination and The Enormous Zofia continued to provide Nia with warmth, but she burned to break her chains.      

On her nineteenth scroll, Akuni and Eshe provided Nia with that opportunity. Shocked and overcome with happiness to see two other tall, powerful women with ebony skin and tightly curled hair, Nia wept tears of joy when the two imposing female warriors gave Master Incantevole a bulging sack of gold in exchange for her freedom. Though she would weep quietly during the high moon for the stories and friendship of The Abomination and The Enormous Zofia, Nia Zampopo walked with her head held high out of Master Incantevole's travelling troupe of oddities.

* * *

Freed from the grind of gladiatorial cruelty, Nia Zampopo began her new life as a Peregian warrior woman on the plains of Zandalis. Though surrounded by enemies who wished them ended, and constantly under threat for their feminine difference, the Peregian sisters stood tall and proud.

Nia made friends with some of the younger Peregian sisters, but most saw Nia as weak of will and heart, despite her clear skills with her fists and feet. Nia took to the sword and spear quickly, and particularly to the art of tracking. Akuni and Eshe happily praised her abilities in battle, but Nia remained an outcast.

When gleefully observing the movements of a brightly coloured light-wing as it fluttered across the sky, Nia had been violently struck across the back of the head by Njinga Musa, the most feared fighter in the horde.

“You are soft of head and weak of heart, Nia Zampopo,” Njinga said, snarling. “I would like nothing more than to run my spear through you and use you as bait in the Samaran River. That is all you are good for, Nia Zampopo. Your weakness makes us all weak.”

Ready for battle at the side of her Peregian sisters, Nia looked even closer at the lone horseman as he approached across the plains, quickly becoming more and more visible. The sun shone bright and hard and prompted beads of sweat to roll down Nia’s ebony skin.     

As he got closer, Nia saw that the horseman wore the shining white skull of a shadow-cat as a helmet, its fangs nestled tightly into his brow. In that terrifying moment, the Peregian sister knew that it was him. That notorious head-piece marked the lone warrior as the legendary Sharakh, the stallion of the steppes, the destroyer of worlds, the bringer of death.   

Her black eyes wide in shock, Nia gasped in fear. Sharakh was a mercenary warrior famed and feared for his skills with both his weapons and his bare hands. He was a famously fierce fighter and gifted horseman to be reckoned with, and Nia feared for both herself and her Peregian sisters. Though men were not worthy opponents, Sharakh could truly hurt them… and even kill them.

During her childhood scrolls with the travelling troupe, Nia was regaled by The Abomination and The Enormous Zofia with the violent stories of the notorious Sharakh, who had almost become more myth than man. He had battled in horrific wars. He had murdered kings and destroyed monsters. A towering, muscular, hulking brute, Sharakh was a man to be feared.

Nia shook with terror and excitement as Sharakh came closer… and closer… and closer. Stolen from his peaceful home on the steppes of Kazem as a child and then raised in slavery on the dreaded Mount Haborym, Sharakh famously broke free of his chains and then burned the entire evil, enslaving kingdom to the ground in vengeance. Sharakh then hacked his way through those that didn’t die in flames. Sharakh was a notorious killer of all who opposed him: man, woman, or child.

Sharakh’s act of apocalyptic revenge on Mount Haborym made the fearsome warrior-slave a mythic hero to Nia. The young woman yearned to be free from the travelling troupe of bizarre physical oddities, and the myth of Sharakh was a beacon of hope. Just like her hero Sharakh, Nia longed to be free from slavery.

Nia was braced to meet her childhood hero in battle. With the Peregian war cry trilling in her ears and ringing loud from her lips, Nia slid her sword from its sheath and ran directly at the great Sharakh, waving the blade wildly above her head.

As the Peregian horde rumbled toward the hard-charging Sharakh, the brave and fearsome Eshe Adimbola was, as always, the fastest and least cautious of the women. She broke ahead of her Peregian sisters, her bare feet taking her closer and closer to Sharakh. Eshe raised her big, heavy sword and prepared to strike.

Nia instantly feared for her fierce but kind-hearted protector. Nia watched in shock as Sharakh loosed his half-spear from its sheath with staggering speed. Launching it low from his side using a method Nia had never before witnessed, Sharakh sent the half-spear hurtling as if it was carried by demons of flight, the weapon moving with almost magical speed and accuracy.

The half-spear sliced through the air, and before Eshe even had time to counter Sharakh’s attack, its sharp, pointed end found a horrific home in the brave Peregian warrior’s face. The half-spear sheared through skin, muscle and bone, and then exploded out of the back of Eshe’s head, spraying blood all over the grass below.

Nia gasped in shock, and then felt tears well in her wide, dark eyes as the half-spear continued its journey and eventually arced into the ground, leaving Eshe Adimbola’s lifeless body suspended. The brave warrior’s arms hung limp at her sides, and her legs crumpled lifeless onto the ground. Eshe Adimbola’s entire body was surrounded by blood, while the implanted half-spear cutting through her head still vibrated.

Akuni Shrike wailed in anguish. Distraught, the Peregian leader ran to her fallen lover’s side, grabbing at her limp arms, as if willing the brave warrior to awake from death. Akuni dropped to her knees and shrieked in a manner never witnessed by Nia. It was the shriek of pure, undiluted, heart-breaking pain.

Though terrified, Nia continued to charge at Sharakh. As she got closer, the young Peregian watched in horror as Sharakh loosed his enormous battle-axe from its sheath. As a Peregian warrior got close to him, Sharakh swung the battle-axe with striking force and precision, taking off her head in one fell swoop.

The great height of the Peregian women made it easier for the caterwauling Sharakh to strike them so effectively as he didn’t need to stoop down and lower his bulging arms to swing his weapons. The feared warrior could arc his axe easily at the ebony wilder-women as they came for him, and his aim was terrifyingly true.

Nia watched with growing terror as Sharakh’s huge, bloodied battle-axe claimed the head of another Peregian warrior, cleaving it in half from the top down. While his arm was still raised after administering another horrific death strike, Nia attempted to grab Sharakh by the leg and drag him from his steed while his side was left unprotected.

His head encased in his shadow-cat skull helmet, Sharakh looked right at Nia, and their eyes met. Sharakh’s eyes were deep, dark and soulful, but they were also alive with excitement, as if he was literally thrilled to be in the middle of a brutal battle to the death. There was no fear in Sharakh’s eyes; the great warrior was exactly where he wanted to be. War was where Sharakh made his home.

As Nia made a grab for his stony, heavily muscled leg, Sharakh brought the base of his battle-axe’s handle right down on the top of her head, driving it with incredible force. Nia heard a loud, thudding noise, and then streams of pain blasted through her whole head. Dazed and shocked, Nia released Sharakh’s leg, and then stood in place as the famed warrior rode away from her.

Nia groaned in pain and felt blood seep into her eyes. The young Peregian then sunk to her knees. The light in her eyes dimmed, and Nia felt the dark chasing her. Whimpering in extreme pain, Nia crumpled onto the grass in a heap. The young Peregian saw nothing but blackness.

* * *

Though it felt as if she had been in slumber for several moons, Nia awoke to find the battle still raging around her. Her ears shook with multiple Peregian war cries, and she lifted her head slowly from the bloodied grass to see Sharakh still wreaking havoc on her ebony-skinned sisters.

With stealth to equal that of a shadow-cat, Sharakh loosed small, strange, star-shaped, metallic weapons from the leather straps that crossed his powerful chest, and then hurled them expertly with his deft hands. One after the other, the metal stars spun through the air and then eventually ripped into the heads of five approaching Peregian warriors, tearing through skin and embedding themselves in bone. 

Nia groaned in pain and shock as she saw the five charging Peregian warriors drop and collapse limply to the ground, their once powerful bodies completely lifeless, victims to Sharakh’s strange, death-dealing weapons. Nia had never seen an outside force cause such damage.

Nia tried desperately to pull herself up off the war-ravaged grass. Her blood-filled eyes, however, betrayed her, and her legs had lost their strength, sending Nia back onto the ground. The Peregian warrior groaned in pain and confusion. Wiping the blood from her eyes, Nia watched Sharakh swing his battle-axe again and again from atop his powerful steed, leaving more Peregian warriors dead on the plains. The battleground was becoming a killing field; Nia feared for the lives of her Peregian sisters... and for her own life too.

But then, dragging herself slowly off the ground, Nia saw the tide of the battle turn. Two of the horde's best ropers shifted their focus from the deft and murderous Sharakh to his powerful steed. Catching the mighty beast's legs with their twine, the ropers then pulled in unison, using their incredible strength to bring his steed down.

The powerful beast pitched horribly forward, and its proud black head went crashing into the grass. The steed then tumbled over completely, at which point Sharakh leapt off the beast with blinding speed and agility. The feared warrior landed on his feet and instantly slid his sword from its sheath across his back. The Peregian horde assembled and then approached Sharakh en-masse, sensing the warrior's vulnerability now that he'd been separated from his mighty steed.

Sharakh was now just a man, smaller and weaker than his gargantuan enemies. The Peregian horde let out a shrill, horrific war cry in unison, and then ran toward Sharakh as one single force of feminine might. Finally regaining her legs and her eyes, Nia ran in uncertainly at the back of the horde, brandishing her sword.

As the horde encircled him, Sharakh jumped upward and cut another Peregian head free from its tall body with a swing of his sword, sending the brave ebony wilder-woman crashing to the ground. Enraged and fevered with battle-lust, the Peregian horde continued its charge, and the women eventually threw themselves onto Sharakh, angry, grasping hands wrapping themselves around his hugely muscular arms and legs.

The Peregian sisters ripped Sharakh's sword from his hand and hurled it onto the grass. The strange, curved weapons were pulled from his sides and discarded. Ebony arms engulfed the feared warrior's neck and tightly braced his head. Nia watched as the fearsome Njinga Musa brutally ripped the shadow-cat skull helmet from off Sharakh's head, fully revealing his handsome face.

Again, even from the back of the horde, Nia saw no trace of fear cross Sharakh's face. Even in obvious defeat, the famed warrior remained resolute and fierce. He struggled valiantly and violently, thrashing his body with such power that the Peregian horde had to fight hard to control him.

With so many female arms, hands and legs engulfing and restraining him, however, Sharakh was finally subdued and at the mercy of the Peregian horde. Nia moved in closer to the feared horseman, and held the blade of her sword at Sharakh's throat. The feared warrior smiled cruelly at her, and Nia shook slightly in fear.

A look of true rage crossing her beautiful, regal face, Akuni Shrike separated herself from the subduing horde, and then walked gracefully to the front of the restrained Sharakh. Akuni grabbed his chin with the fingers of her right hand and pulled upward, so the Peregian leader was looking the subdued warrior right in the eyes.

"You are captured, brave warrior," Akuni spat aggressively. "You are ours."

"I am nobody's," Sharakh countered, his voice so deep and booming that Nia recoiled slightly in surprise. "I am no slave."

"You will not be enslaved, murderer," Akuni responded. "Our laws say that you be taken to lay with us for our amusement... but you have killed too many for such frivolity. I will cut off the things that make you a man, and after you have cried tears and screamed like a child for long enough, I will take your head."

"Take it," Sharakh growled. "Many have tried."

"You have killed my heart, Eshe Adimbola, and many of our bravest Peregian warriors," Akuni said seethingly. "You kill like I have seen no other man kill. You bring death like an underling of the Darkness Overlord."

"I kill those that attempt to kill me," Sharakh said in response. "I search for something of no concern to you. I meant you no harm. "

"That is what every man says that rides upon us," Akuni Shrike said quietly. "They have all lied. They all eventually draw their blades on us."     

"I have no war with you," Sharakh said, snarling. "You brought the war to me."

Nia stood and watched, quietly quivering with fear. She considered telling Akuni of Sharakh's reputation and infamy, but opted against it. Separating herself from the horde rarely brought happiness for the young warrior, and she kept her mouth closed. Nia shook in terror over what was about to befall her childhood hero. She was on the very verge of begging for mercy for the horribly imperilled Sharakh, but decided against it. 

"I have tired of your talk," Akuni Shrike said, the anger rising in her voice. "You have killed too many. You must pay. It is time for you to lose what makes you a man."

"Akuni," Nia said quietly, but the young warrior went unheard as her leader raised her voice violently.

"Take his coverings!" Akuni screamed loudly. "Rip the beast-skins from his body. Take everything from him! Let me see where my blade needs to land!"

As many strong Peregian hands held Sharakh firmly in place, others tore at his leather chest straps, ripping them from his body to reveal a bare torso of hard, stone-like muscle and savagely scarred skin. The ravages of war almost completely covered the upper part of Sharakh's body, prompting a quiet gasp from Nia.

Nia watched with her sword raised as the fur-and-twine boots were ripped from Sharakh's hard, cracked feet, and then thrown to the ground. Akuni looked on approvingly, her lips pursed and her eyes wide with anger and anticipation. Nia could see, however, the considerable hurt and pain that plagued the brave Akuni. 

Finally, hordes of clutching, grasping hands of ebony skin ripped at Sharakh's loincloth, pulling open the leather belt that held it together, and then eventually ripping apart the animal skins that covered the restrained warrior's manly attributes. Once torn from Sharakh's body of marble-like muscle and scarred skin, the loincloth was hurled onto the ground with his stolen weapons and discarded coverings.

Surrounded and restrained by thirty angry wilder-women, Sharakh was finally revealed as he was born. After a few moments of quiet shock and confusion, the Peregian women finally absorbed what they were seeing. Nia again wiped the blood from her eyes to make sure they were not deceiving her.

With Sharakh's arms held at his sides, and his powerful legs pulled apart in restraint, Nia gazed stunned at what had been revealed. Sharakh's man-dagger was enormous, and appeared as if some great, powerful serpent had made a home between the famed warrior’s legs. His man-dagger was incredibly long and thick, hanging lower than any Nia had ever seen. There were gasps and quiet laughs from the Peregian women.

"You cannot cut this from him so soon," said Keola Fong, a skilled tracker whose appreciation for men was far greater than that of most of her Peregian sisters. "We must entertain ourselves first. His man-dagger is so big that we may even feel it inside us. It may even provide us with womanly pleasure."   

“I burn to take it,” Akuni said quietly to Keola. “I want to watch the blood pour from him. I want to watch him cry and scream and then take his head. That would bring me womanly pleasure.”

“I know you burn,” the cunning and brave Keola responded quietly. “Eshe Adimbola had our hearts too. We cry with you. But we have never seen a man-dagger like this. Many of us enjoy the feel of a man inside us; his man-dagger will fill our womanly purses. It has been many, many moons since we have tasted such pleasure. Let us have him for at least a short time.”

There was a long pause as Akuni considered Keola’s request for sensual pleasure. The Peregian leader looked at the restrained Sharakh, her eyes almost burning into him. Nia had never seen her beautiful, brave leader pulse with so much pain and anger. Akuni Shrike hung her head for many, many long moments before finally looking up at the hard, blue sky above them.

“You shall entertain yourselves with this man,” Akuni said to a swelling cheer from her Peregian sisters. “You shall have pleasure in your womanly purses. You shall have him for three moons, and then his man-dagger and man-sack meet my blade. But first, we bid farewell to our fallen sisters.”

* * *

As the funeral pyres burned, and smoke rose into the darkening skies above, Nia moved toward the imprisoned Sharakh, who sat naked with his back against a huge tree, his powerful, muscled arms bound with twine again and again and again, offering him no chance of escape. His ankles were similarly bound.

“You will wait until we are all done with him,” Njinga said fiercely, blocking Nia’s way. “If his man-dagger still has any life in it, it is yours… but you wait until all of us are finished. You spent the battle in slumber on the grass. I saw you, child; feel happy that I allow you to live.”

“Thank you, Njinga Musa,” Nia said quietly, and then turned around and walked away.

Nia sat on the grass under a distant tree, and looked longingly at the imprisoned Sharakh. The young ebony-skinned warrior yearned to speak to her childhood hero, and she also felt a humming in her womanly purse that spoke of much more than just admiration. Nia wanted to feel Sharakh’s gargantuan man-dagger inside her. She wanted to writhe on top of him and put her tongue on his flesh.

In the cool night air, Nia watched as her Peregian sisters had their way with Sharakh. They fondled and made play with his man-dagger until it became stony and firm in response. It stood upright like a spear stabbed into the ground. When his man-dagger was ready, woman after woman climbed atop Sharakh, thrusting up and down until the night became thick with the sounds of womanly pleasure. The famed warrior had become little more than a plaything.

As the moon above them glowed, Peregian sister upon Peregian sister had their pleasure with Sharakh until his head bowed in slumber and his enormous man-dagger lay slack between his powerful legs. With Sharakh’s manhood useless until at least the rising of the sun, the fearsome Njinga Musa sought her pleasure from the man in another way. As Nia watched helplessly with tears in her eyes, the cruel, older woman slapped Sharakh’s bowed head again and again, the back of her gnarled hand slamming across his jaw with great force until the exhausted man awoke.

“We have only started with you,” Njinga growled at her prisoner, before striking him repeatedly with the balled fist of her powerful right hand. “After we’ve had our pleasure, you will bleed and cry. I will laugh as you slowly die. I await your death with great excitement.”

“And me yours,” Sharakh said with a laugh as his mouth filled with blood. “I always enjoy killing the ones that talk and talk and talk. I will kiss the lips of your head after I have removed it from your body.”

Wholly incensed, Njinga roared with anger, and then punched Sharakh once more in the jaw, this time striking him with so much force that the light dropped from the imprisoned warrior’s eyes and he returned to slumber. Nia had always hated Njinga for her cruel ways, and now she despised the older woman with even greater ferocity, despite her impressive feats in battle.

The Peregian sisters continued to ride Sharakh’s man-dagger through another risen sun, an entire moon, and another risen sun. Every time Nia attempted to take her turn with her childhood hero, her access to Sharakh was blocked by Njinga or one of her equally cruel underlings. Nia was sent back to her shelter of beast-skins, or to the lone tree where she would watch Sharakh’s continued tenure as a sexual plaything. The sight of Sharakh’s incredible naked body, the promise of his enormous man-dagger, and the pleasurable moaning of her sisters almost prompted Nia to reach under her loincloth and bring herself some joy, but she resisted. She would wait until Sharakh was hers.

On the rising of the third moon, Akuni Shrike – who had not partaken of Sharakh’s man-dagger, instead sitting by her shelter and holding Eshe Adimbola’s bodily decorations of bone and feather as tears fell down her cheeks – loudly announced that Sharakh’s end was near. This would be his last moon as a man. Nia quietly and secretly wept.

“On the rising of the sun,” Akuni said loudly to her assembled Peregian sisters, “this man will meet his end. My blade will send him to the underground horror of the Darkness Overlord. But first, he will suffer for what he did to our sisters. He will be tied to a tree and we will use him for target practice. We will hurl his star-shaped weapons at his man-dagger and man-sack. We will laugh and mock this murderous man.”

In darkness at the back of the horde, Nia shuddered with fear and horror at the fate set to befall the great warrior Sharakh. Driven by grief, Akuni Shrike had devised a long and painful death for the man who killed Eshe Adimbola. Sharakh would suffer in his body what Akuni suffered in her heart and mind: pain. Pure, unfettered pain.

“I will cut off whatever is left of his manly attributes with one of his strange, curved blades,” Akuni continued. “This man of murder will remain on the tree to bleed until he is near death. When he is perilously close to his final breath, I will deny him the right to die on his own terms. I will cut off his head with his own battle-axe. His life will be ended, and he will begin his slavery at the hands of the Darkness Overlord. Your womanly pleasure ends at the rising of the sun.”

Again, Nia watched from her solitary tree as her Peregian sisters once more took their pleasure from Sharakh, who did not cry or scream or protest. Nia even heard him moan with sensual joy at different times, especially when the beautiful Keola Fong took one of her many turns with him. Nia could see that Keola was tender and gentle with Sharakh, not striking him or kicking him like many of her Peregian sisters, who seemed to resent the fact that they indeed took pleasure from this man. Keola even kissed Sharakh’s handsome face, which none of the others did. Nia yearned to do that too.

Finally, when the moon was high, Nia saw that most of her Peregian sisters were in slumber, and that nobody stood near Sharakh awaiting their turn with his man-dagger. Sensing her opportunity, Nia gathered a bowl of water from the communal well, a plate of soft-bread and dried meat from the food stores, and a cloth soaked in water. Under the glowing moon, Nia walked carefully toward Sharakh.

Paying more attention to the grass in front of her, and the careful carriage of her food and water, Nia was startled to feel a hand wrap around her ankle as she walked down the corridor between the beast-skin shelters of her Peregian sisters. Nia gasped and then looked down to see the battle-scarred face of Njinga Musa staring up at her from her resting place on the ground. Nia began to move, but Njinga held firm on her ankle.

“You take this man food and water, you young fool?” Njinga asked with a snarl. “He will be dead before the next moon. You are like a child tending to a sky-beast with a broken wing. You waste your time; he is not a pet.”

“He has not eaten,” Nia responded quietly. “He must hunger.”

“He is to die anyway,” Njinga Musa said firmly. “You are soft of head and soft of spirit. Your weakness endangers us, Nia Zampopo, and I will kill you for it. In the next battle, or on the next hunt, a mishap will befall you, stupid child, and you will be ended. I will deal death to you, mark my words.”

“Leave me be, Njinga Musa,” Nia said quietly but with strength, and broke free of the older woman’s cruel grip. “I am not as easy to kill as you may think.”

* * *       

Her ebony skin gleaming in the moonlight, Nia looked down at the slumbering Sharakh. She wondered at the marbled muscle and scarred skin of his completely bare body, and gazed lustfully at his lolling man-dagger, which laid upon his tightly bound legs, resting atop his big, heavy man-sack.

Nia could see where the tight twine dug and ripped into Sharakh’s skin where he was bound, while his handsome face was a mess of cuts and bruises where he had been so mercilessly beaten. One of Sharakh's eyes was nearly closed from the brutality he had suffered. Nia’s heart broke for her fallen hero.

As quietly as she could, Nia knelt down beside Sharakh and softly touched his shoulder with her right hand. The imprisoned warrior awoke in an instant, his one good eye flickering open immediately. Sharakh regarded Nia with a slight smile, and then looked her slowly up and down.

"You come bearing gifts," Sharakh said, his deep voice little more than a hoarse whisper. "Most come with their fists or their womanly purses."

"Would you like water and food?" Nia asked.

"I am starved," Sharakh replied. "Thank you, young woman."

Nia lifted the bowl of water to Sharakh's bloodied lips, and the warrior drank in as much as he could. Nia then fed him small portions of the dried meat and soft-bread she had also procured. Once Sharakh had consumed all that she'd brought to him, Nia took the wet cloth and proceeded to wipe the blood from the bare warrior's battered face.

"You show me warmth," Sharakh said with a surprised smile. "You are few. The beautiful one - Keola? - and her friends. They show me kindness."

"Yes, Keola Fong. She likes men," Nia responded. "She has a good heart. She treats all with warmth."

"The one with the scars... I know she is your sister, but it excites me when I imagine what I will do to her," Sharakh said with a growl. "She is needlessly cruel. She will die at my hands."

"Njinga Musa," Nia responded quietly. "She hates me. She will have me dead."

"She is cruel," Sharakh said with a smile. "They are always the most fun to kill."

"I know who you are," Nia whispered after a brief pause. "You are the great warrior Sharakh, the stallion of the steppes, the destroyer of worlds, the bringer of death."

"You know of me?" Sharakh asked. "You have heard tales?"

"Yes, I know the stories of your life," Nia said with a broad smile. "You broke your slave's chains and burned Mount Haborym to the ground."

"It was a place of great evil," Sharakh said firmly. "They killed my people and made me a slave. I took great pleasure in destroying Mount Haborym."

"You slayed a dragon to protect the peaceful kingdom of Solskin Forge," Nia continued. "You cut off its head and burned it on a pyre."

"They paid me well," Sharakh replied, prompting a frown from Nia. "Much of my killing is done for riches."

"You took no gold from the farmers of Abbondanza Flat," Nia said with a smile. "You defeated the bandit Sandros Al Viera. He was going to murder the farmers, take their crops, and rape their women. You killed the bandits and saved the farmers."

"This is true," Sharakh said with a smile. "I took no gold, but I did enjoy the kills. Keep my exploits in Abbondanza Flat a secret, young one; you will ruin my fierce reputation."

"Did you really fight a monstrous cave-beast as you were born?" Nia asked hopefully. "Did you really tear off its arms?" 

"That, young one, did not happen. I am sorry," Sharakh replied with a quiet laugh. "That is just a story."

"I thought that may have been a fancy," Nia giggled. 

"You are very beautiful, young woman," Sharakh said. "Do you come here to lay with me?"

"Yes, I do. I am Nia Zampopo, and I have longed to ride your man-dagger," Nia said, smiling. "My time has now come."

"Indeed it has, Nia Zampopo," Sharakh said. "Unfortunately, you may have to work to make my man-dagger rise. It has been ridden hard for several moons and suns now. It rests."

"Oh, I will make it rise," Nia said with a quick giggle. "I will turn your sleeping serpent into a spear of pleasure again."  

Cooing quietly, Nia ran her hands all over Sharakh’s chest and shoulders, feeling his stony muscles and working her fingers into the great warrior’s taut flesh. Nia kissed Sharakh’s neck passionately, and then worked her mouth down his constricted body, sucking hard on his scarred skin and taking gentle, delicate nips at him with her teeth. Nia licked Sharakh’s body down to his lolling man-dagger.

Nia moved to Sharakh’s side, and bent over his bound, prone body. The ebony wilder-woman gently ran the short-nailed fingers of her right hand up and down Sharakh’s man-dagger, brushing its thick fleshiness tentatively. Nia felt the bound warrior quiver at her gentle, teasing touch, and again brushed her hand up and down his length.

“Your touch is gentle,” Sharakh groaned quietly.

On her knees and staring right at Sharakh’s man-dagger, Nia slowly peeled the bound warrior’s skin-hood back, revealing the big, purple head of his manly appendage, which the ebony wilder-woman could feel hardening in her hand. She then grasped Sharakh’s man-dagger firmly and stroked it up and down, feeling it harden even more.

Nia bent down further, opened her mouth, and then guided Sharakh’s man-dagger between her lips, taking in its increasingly tumescent girth. Nia took in the bulbous head of Sharakh’s man-dagger, sucking it excitedly. As Nia worked Sharakh’s man-dagger with her mouth, she took his man-sack in her hand, gently fondling it. Nia felt Sharakh becoming fully rigid in her mouth, his man-dagger growing and stiffening so much that it pushed urgently at the back of her throat. Nia bobbed her head continually up and down Sharakh’s man-dagger, which now raised as hard and fierce as a newly forged sword. The great warrior was ready to ride.

With an excited smile, Nia straddled Sharakh, throwing her long leg over his muscled hip. Bare and wet under her loincloth, Nia lowered herself onto Sharakh’s fearsome man-dagger. Her womanly purse enveloped it easily, but Nia could feel it inside her, and she moaned in delight.

Sharakh went deep, deep inside her, filling Nia’s womanly purse like no man had before. It brought joy and pleasure such as she had never experienced. With a loud, thunderous moan, Nia slid up and down Sharakh’s man-dagger.

Nia’s orbs bounced wildly under her beast-skins, and her dark, soulful eyes closed in pleasure. She bit down on her bottom lip and ran her hands over her covered womanly orbs, pinching at them through her beast-skins. In the throes of pleasure, Nia continued to slide up and down Sharakh’s man-dagger, her loincloth lapping against his bound legs. Sharakh moaned loudly and his strong hips bucked beneath her.

“I must release my essence,” Sharakh groaned. “It is time.”

Just as Sharakh quietly spoke these words, Nia felt her womanly purse explode with pleasure, like a mountain erupting with heated ooze. The feelings of joy spread through her body as if she was being filled with warm, sweet, caressing water. Nia stifled her moans of joy, and ran her fingers through her tightly curled hair. She had never felt anything like this before. It was not just the enormity of Sharakh’s man-dagger, it was the feelings of admiration and lust that coursed through her too. Nia felt a connection with Sharakh, and it sent her into a cascading joy wholly new to her.

Nia Zampopo pushed down hard on Sharakh’s raging man-dagger, her back-walls slamming into his legs. She felt the bound warrior’s man-seed blast into her like a hard, driving rain bringing nourishment to a barren plain. Tears of joy rolled down Nia’s dark-skinned cheeks, and her heart filled with emotion and happiness. Once the feelings of all-encompassing pleasure had subsided like a tide, Nia drew herself up off Sharakh.

Taking in deep breaths of night air, Nia sat next to Sharakh’s hopelessly prone body on the grass, again drinking in the true masculine beauty of the imprisoned warrior. Nia had shocking feelings; this man opened doors inside her that had always been closed. Sharakh had entered much more than just Nia Zampopo’s womanly purse. 

“You bring me great joy, Sharakh,” Nia said quietly, pulling her loincloth properly into place over her dark, thick patch of curled hair. “I feel you deep inside me like no other man.”

“My man-dagger makes some women cry,” Sharakh said with a smile. “It is perfect for gargantuan women such as you and your sisters.”

“Sharakh, what brings you here?” Nia asked firmly. “Did you mean us harm? Did you bring war?

“No, Nia Zampopo,” Sharakh replied. “I am on the plains of Zandalis at the bidding of King Gallen of Castle Romayne. He seeks the fruit of the dospac tree. He has word that it grows here, its leaves red like blood. Bulbs grow from it that when burst produce a dust that induces confusion and troubled slumber.”

“Why does he want this?” Nia asked.

“Castle Romayne is under constant threat from the vicious warlord Mon Ghazi, who has a mighty army,” Sharakh replied. “King Gallen thinks he can use the bulbs of the dospac tree as a means to subdue his enemies in battle and save his people. He also thinks his alchemists may be able to replicate its qualities and reproduce it in greater number. He is a benevolent ruler and I serve him gladly… but I happily take his gold too.”

“A worthy mission,” Nia said. “It would have made for another great tale of Sharakh.”

“It still can,” Sharakh said quietly but forcefully. “Cut the twine that binds me, Nia Zampopo. Release me. We can escape together. I feel something between us. None shall see us if we flee.”

Visions of wandering the Wide Expanse at the side of the great Sharakh played warmly through Nia’s mind. It appeared a joyous life… but she couldn’t do it. Though most of her Peregian sisters hated her, Nia could not betray the brave Akuni Shrike, who had freed her from horror and protected her since. Nia could not break from her Peregian sisters in such cruel fashion, nor could she invite their wrath with such madness.

Then, Nia’s decision was made even more simple. As she looked back toward the settlement of her Peregian sisters, Nia saw the fierce young warrior, Juma Muthoni – one of Njinga Musa’s cruel underlings – emerge from her beast-skin shelter. The tall, muscular swordswoman peeled off the coverings over her small womanly orbs and slid down her loincloth, revealing the black hair of her womanly purse. Now as she was born, Juma walked across the grass and toward the tree to where Sharakh was bound, obviously wishing to ride the male warrior once again. In Juma’s hand was a small knife, which Nia presumed she brought either for her own protection or to further damage Sharakh.

“We are seen, Sharakh,” Nia said quickly. “Juma Mathoni comes for you. I cannot free you. My Peregian sisters would pursue us to the ends of the Wide Expanse. There would be no escape from their vengeance. They would hang me from a tree and peel the skin from my bones while I live. They would do worse to you... much worse. I am sorry, Sharakh.”

“We will meet again,” Sharakh said bravely. “Thank you for your kindness. Your sisters will not amuse themselves with me.”

“Farewell, Sharakh,” Nia said. “I am sorry.”

Nia bent down and kissed the bound warrior on his beaten lips. She felt tears well in her eyes as she rose and turned, walking quickly back to the settlement. The night air cool on her ebony skin, Nia carefully avoided the approaching Juma Mathoni, and returned to her shelter of beast-skins, where she wept with violent force until slumber finally took her.   

* * *    

“He has escaped!” Nia heard Njinga Musa’s crackling voice shriek in the night. “He has murdered Juma Mathoni and escaped!”

Still enshrouded in darkness, Nia rose from her beast-skin shelter and joined her Peregian sisters – many of them as they were born after slumber – in running to the tree where Sharakh had been so tightly bound. As Nia got closer, she indeed saw that Sharakh had disappeared, leaving behind the pile of twine that had imprisoned him, and the lifeless body of Juma Mathoni.

Nia peered over the shoulders of the Peregian sisters in front of her, and gasped when she saw Juma. Sprawled lifeless on the grass, the fierce warrior’s face was covered in blood, her nose broken and almost completely flattened, and her throat ripped wholly open, exposing muscle and tendon and bone. The blood around her body glistened sickeningly in the moonlight.

“He has battered Juma Mathoni into slumber with his head, and then torn her throat asunder with his teeth,” Akuni Shrike said quietly while standing over the body of her fallen Peregian sister. “She must have been with blade. He has taken it from her and cut his twine. Why would Juma visit him with a blade?”

“She wanted to cut off his ears and wear them on twine around her neck,” Njinga Musa replied. “She knew you would not approve, that is why she went to him so late in the moon.”

“Foolish woman!” Akuni Shrike spat, her inner rage increasingly obvious. “The murderer has killed again, and now he has escaped us. We must divide. Some shall stay here and protect the settlement, while others will track and pursue him. We will find this man… and then we will have our fun before ending him.”  

As the sun began to rise, Akuni quickly divided the horde. Nia was claimed for the hunting party, principally due to her known skills as a tracker. She had been taught by Keola Fong, but Nia had an even greater aptitude for it than her mentor. She could catch scent on the air that others couldn’t, and she could read break-trails in the grass, discerning where human hands and feet had been by looking at the ground upon which they’d moved. Njinga growled at Nia’s inclusion, but one violent stare from Akuni instantly quietened her.

“He did not retrieve his steed, or his coverings and weapons?” Keola asked of her leader.

“No, he did not,” Akuni Shrike replied. “His steed is strapped right near my shelter, and his coverings and strange weapons are secreted inside. He obviously knew it was too much of a risk to retrieve them. He is as he was born. He has nothing. He will be ours.” 

Clutching spears, swords and axes – all stolen from their many vanquished enemies – the hunting party of Peregian sisters ran hard across the grass of their settlement, and then onto the wider plains, their strong legs driving them powerfully onward. Easily following the traces of blood that had obviously spilled from Sharakh’s battered body as he moved, Nia ran at the front of the hunting party, her Peregian sisters falling in behind her as she tracked the escaped prisoner. They ran all through the risen sun, pacing over small hills, through wide valleys, and around small lakes.

The hunting party ran hard through moons and suns, camping in the darkness, and easily following the trail of their escaped prisoner. After ten moons, however, Sharakh’s trail lost its heat, and Nia found it more and more difficult to accurately follow him. With his trail now less obvious, Nia had to crouch to the grass for longer to find traces, which put more and more distance between the hunting party and its prey. Njinga growled and prodded Nia the entire time.

“You are useless,” the battle-scarred warrior said quietly. “You have lost him… and soon you will lose your life too.”

Through more moons and suns, the hunting party trekked until Akuni raised her hand in defeat. The leader of the Peregian sisters was still gripped by grief over the loss of Eshe Adimbola, but she was sensible enough to know that she had far greater priorities than vengeance. That was a selfish motive, and Akuni Shrike was not a selfish leader. She always sought to serve and protect her Peregian sisters, and she knew that the continuation of the hunting party was a futile – and dangerous – pursuit.

“He has eluded us,” Akuni said to the assembled hunting party on a small hill overlooking a quiet lake. “I yearn to end him, but the longer the horde remains divided, the more vulnerable we become. There are always forces working against us. The drums of war beat constantly around us. We must return to the settlement and reunite with our sisters. The greater our number, the greater our strength.”

“Akuni Shrike,” Nia said quietly, surprising the other members of the hunting party with her voice, “can I continue to track this man? I am but one, and I am the most skilled tracker. I will find him, I will wait until he slumbers, and then I will end him on your behalf, my leader. It would be my honour.”

“You think to kill this man on your own?” Akuni Shrike asked. “He has killed many of us, but you think you can vanquish him yourself?”

“Stealth and surprise will be my allies,” Nia replied. “I will cut his throat while he slumbers. I will end him for you.”

“You just wish to lay with him one more time,” Njinga added sneeringly. “You may even allow him on top of you. You are a foolish girl. Your tracking skills have abandoned you.”

“Allow me to pursue him,” Nia said, ignoring Njinga and speaking directly to Akuni. “I will bring his man-dagger back for you as a prize, my leader.”

“Alright, young one. If you so wish it, you may continue,” Akuni said forcefully. “But you be careful, Nia Zampopo, you are on your own, and this man is very, very dangerous. You track him and then you kill him. Do not take any undue risks. Once your job is done, you return to us. May our ancestors look over you, protect you, and offer you guidance. Farewell, Nia Zampopo.” 

* * *

Finally, after many long moons alone – when she had found nourishment in berries, ground-fruit, and the few small animals she had managed to trap or catch – Nia found the great and elusive warrior, Sharakh.

Emerging from a stand of thick bushes and trees, Nia looked out across a small lake and up a sloping hill… and there he was. Still as he was born, Nia could see Sharakh in the distance, his eyes focused on her approach. Clutching what looked like a bow and arrow, Sharakh moved slowly down the slope, his man-dagger swinging violently from side to side, his powerful muscles rippling as he moved.

As he got closer, Nia could see that Sharakh had clearly bathed in the lake. His skin was free of the blood that had caked it, and the wounds on his face had eased with the passing of the moons. Sharakh’s long hair tumbled clean past his shoulders, and Nia drew a quick breath at how handsome he was. She thanked the skies that he hadn’t found anything to cover himself with.

“You have found me,” Sharakh said as he got closer. “You are a skilled tracker. You are alone, Nia Zampopo?”

“Yes, Sharakh,” Nia replied, standing more than a full head taller than the infamous warrior. “We Peregian sisters have many enemies. Akuni Shrike drew fear from splitting the horde. We find strength in our numbers. I volunteered to track you on my own. I said I would kill you and bring back your man-dagger.”

“The only place my man-dagger is going,” Sharakh said with a smile, “is into your womanly purse. Come up to my camp, Nia.”

Nia and Sharakh walked quietly up the hill, the warm sun beating down on them. Nia gazed with great lust at the firm tightness of Sharakh’s bare back-walls, and wondered at the length of his man-dagger, which she could see dangling heavily between his legs from behind. After their quick trek, the duo finally arrived at Sharakh’s makeshift camp. There was a shelter of leaves and branches, and a burning fire. Over the fire on branches hung a plentiful supply of beast-meat, while on the ground next to it lay two shadow-cat skulls, both with remnants of skin, fur and blood.

“You make a meal from shadow-cats?” Nia asked in shock, looking down at Sharakh, her eyes wide and incredulous. “You killed them with your bow and arrow?”

“No, I killed them with my bare hands,” Sharakh replied quietly. “I traded the meat of one for this bow and its quiver of arrows. I crossed paths with a lone hunter desperate for nourishment. I think I fared better in the trade.”

“How do you kill a shadow-cat with your bare hands?” Nia asked in exasperation. “They are so fierce and fast.”

“The first beast leapt at me, I grabbed it by the head, and then broke its jaws backwards with my hands,” Sharakh said quietly. “Without its jaws, I easily beat it to death.”

“And the second?” Nia asked.

“I caught its neck with a loop of tree-twine, and then hung it from a branch,” Sharakh replied. “I do not enjoy such killing, but my belly was empty. I needed to kill them.”

“Like you needed to kill Juma Mathoni?” Nia asked.

“Yes, she also needed to be killed,” Sharakh replied. “She wanted to claim my ears and finger bones for decoration, and I knew what fate awaited me on the rising sun. You would not release me, so I had to find another way. I found that way by killing Juma Mathoni. I broke her small, useless blade cutting my twine bindings. My steed and belongings were with your leader, so I ran bare onto the plains. I have been here now for many, many moons.”

“You have made camp here,” Nia said. “You thought you had escaped us?”

“Yes, after so many moons, I assumed I had eluded you,” Sharakh replied. “The hill gives me a vantage point. I could see a figure approaching, and then finally saw that it was you when you emerged from the trees. The sight of your beautiful face brings me happiness.”

“I have the same feelings,” Nia responded. “My heart fills when I see your face. Your wounds have gone with time, and you bathe in the lake; you are a pleasurable sight, Sharakh.”

“You come to take me back to your sisters?” Sharakh asked.

“No, I just… I wanted to see you again,” Nia replied quietly.

“I am thankful for that,” Sharakh said with a smile. “I am thankful also for something else: I found the dospac tree. It was in a small, sheltered gully by a brook. King Gallen will reward me with much gold for its slumber-making bulbs. I have already tested them. Look, Nia.”

Sharakh moved to the back of his camp, and opened wide a large set of beast-skins. Resting inside were masses of bulbs. Obviously from the dospac tree, they were translucent but slightly red in colour, just like its plentiful leaves. Nia watched in surprise as Sharakh opened up another set of beast-skins, revealing an equally large, second stockpile of bulbs from the dospac tree. King Gallen would be a very happy ruler and Sharakh would become a man of instant wealth.

Nia could wait no longer. She bent down and kissed Sharakh fiercely on the lips, and the pair embraced, the heat between them a true tonic of joy. Their hard, muscular bodies came together, and the pair collapsed to the ground. Nia and Sharakh kissed and kissed and kissed, their hands moving furiously over each other’s bodies until their passion grew too hot and too great. Nia’s beast-skins were pulled apart and thrown aside.

Sharakh eventually buried his face between Nia’s strong legs, working half his face inside her womanly purse, tapping her source of pleasure with his tongue, provoking feelings of joy in her that the young warrior had never experienced before.

“What do you do to me, Sharakh?” Nia moaned. “You put your face inside me!”

“I bring you pleasure,” Sharakh replied. “This now becomes my mission.”

Sharakh worked Nia with his tongue and mouth until her womanly purse became sodden with her juices, and eventually exploded with pleasure, making her tall, lean body shake and quiver like never before. Nia and Sharakh lay on the ground at rest until their mutual passion again rose with ferocious immediacy.

Sharakh went to Nia’s womanly purse again with his tongue, and then took her in ways in which she’d never been taken before. Sharakh lay on top of her, driving into Nia with his powerful hips and legs, his enormous man-dagger filling her and driving her to scream and moan. Sharakh licked and sucked at her orbs, and ran his hands over the flat tightness of her stomach while he thrust himself into her.

Never seeking cover for their bodies, Nia and Sharakh slept and awoke through the moon, arousing each other again and again with their sensual touch. Sharakh put his tongue between Nia’s back-walls, and drove his man-dagger into her womanly purse while she was positioned as a war-dog on her hands and knees. He felt every part of her body, and she every part of his. Nia put her fingers into Sharakh’s back-walls and played with his man-sack like game-balls, rolling and caressing them. Their bodies turned around, Nia sucked on Sharakh’s man-dagger while he worked her womanly purse with her tongue. They moaned and screamed and remained connected through the height of the moon until they finally collapsed into deep slumber, their bodies exhausted by their sensual connection.  

* * *

On the rising sun, Nia and Sharakh woke bare under the beast-skin shelter from their night of pleasure. Both were tired, but they kissed each other passionately on the lips, and Sharakh began to glide his hands over Nia’s womanly orbs, prompting a moan of pleasure from the young warrior. Her blood was hot; Sharakh stoked a fearsome fire in her.

As their lips and bodies were entwined beautifully together, Nia suddenly heard loud shouting. She broke away from Sharakh, and then ran outside, still as she was born. Nia moved quietly to the other side of the hill upon which Sharakh had made his camp. Nestled in amongst the foliage, Nia was shocked by what she saw down below. Numbering over two hundred was a horde of fierce men on horseback; they all carried battle-axes, spears, and swords, bracing for battle.

As Nia watched intently, one of the men expertly and gracefully moved his steed away from the others, and then rode softly until he was on a small mound of grass looking over what were obviously his troops. Looking closer, Nia marked this man as the fearsome General Altan Hamza of Fort Suraksa, by the golden bandanna around his head, and the famous scar that curled dark and thick around his left eye.

“These gargantuan wenches will bring us great riches,” General Altan Hamza bellowed at the assembled men on horseback. “We outnumber them; even with their size and strength, these women will be vanquished. We will beat them to slumber, take their beast-skins, and then sell them off to the highest bidders. Their ebony skin belongs in chains! Sharpen your blades, we have women to rape! Await the call of the battle horn.”

“Yes, General Hamza,” the horde of men shouted back in unison, and then raised their swords in the air.

As Nia watched and listened in quiet terror, she felt Sharakh's presence behind her and quickly turned around. Nia smiled at the sight of his hard, beautiful, bare body, and he returned the warm greeting. After that sweet exchange, however, the mood changed. Danger and war were now raging forward.

"They want you and your sisters for their own," Sharakh said quietly. "They will bring torture and cruelty to your horde. What will you do, Nia Zampopo?"

"I must return," Nia replied quickly. "I will run across the plains to warn them of the horror that rides for them. I must go now. I must put space between the horde and General Hamza."

"Why is he an enemy to you?" Sharakh asked.

"We are women of greater height and strength than most men," Nia replied, "and that makes many fear us. There are many that want us in chains or that want us dead. We will have to battle once more. I must go now, Sharakh."

Sharakh and Nia walked back down the hill to the camp, and the ebony wilder-woman quickly pulled on her beast-skins and loincloth, and gathered up her weapons. Nia looked down at Sharakh and smiled sadly. She knew it was time to part company with her childhood hero. Nia bent down and kissed Sharakh warmly and passionately on the lips. Their tongues and lips found each other until Nia finally pulled away.

"Goodbye, Sharakh," Nia said. "I hope King Gallen rewards you well for your discovery of the dospac tree. Perhaps we will one day cross paths again, famed warrior."

"I hope so, Nia Zampopo," Sharakh responded. "You will vanquish this General Hamza. May Pyrthas protect you and your sisters."

"Even though your man-dagger was marked for removal?” Nia asked. “And your man-sack?"

"I want no harm to come to you, beautiful one," Sharakh replied quietly. "Their victory is your victory, their safety is your safety. That is what I want."

"Thank you, handsome Sharakh," Nia said firmly. "I will not forget you."

And with that, Nia Zampopo turned, left Sharakh's small camp, and ran down the hill and towards the plains with every ounce of power, determination and urgency within her towering frame. An unprepared horde was one guaranteed defeat, and Nia ran hard and fast, the burden of protection heavy on her broad, powerful shoulders... 

For days and moons, Nia ran and ran and ran. She always stayed ahead of General Altan Hamza and his murderous troops. When they were forced to ride around thick swathes of forest, Nia ran through it; when their horses couldn't mount steep ridges, and were forced to find alternate passage, Nia took the most direct route; when they circled lakes, she swam across them. Her feet cracked and bleeding, and her belly empty, Nia knew that the lives of her Peregian sisters were in her hands, and she only stopped when she had to. 

Finally, on the brink of collapse, Nia ran hard across the plains, and she was finally met by the joyous sight of the campfires and beast-skin shelters that made up the modest Peregian settlement. From a distance, Nia saw the wholly bare Akuni Shrike pouring water over her lithe, muscular body, and washing herself clean. Nia smiled as she came within shouting distance of her Peregian sisters.

"General Altan Hamza rides upon us!" Nia screamed as she ran. "He comes with two-hundred men on horseback. He means to enslave us all! We must prepare for attack... or it will be the end of us!"

* * *

Fed and watered after her long, long run, Nia crouched quietly amongst the branches of a huge tree next to Keola Fong. Their spears and swords at the ready, the Peregian sisters were poised to strike. Women were spread around in hiding, with some perched in other trees, and female warriors in pits under false coverings of leaves on the ground. Large pits with similarly false coverings had been dug to ensnare and cripple the horses of General Altan Hamza and his rapacious troops, and twine had been strung between trees for a similar purpose.

Upon hearing Nia's shocking news, Akuni Shrike made the popular decision to stay and fight, rather than run in fear. General Altan Hamza would merely follow them until they were caught, and in this way, they could at least fight on their own territory and prepare properly for battle rather than having to fight on the run. Standing their ground would also give the Peregian sisters the benefit of surprise and ambush. They would at least be able to reduce the numbers of General Altan Hamza's troops through a shock attack before being forced to fight one-on-one. The battle would be vicious, and all of the Peregian sisters knew this could very well be their last stand.

"You have given us the opportunity to fight," Keola said quietly to Nia. "If you had not reached us ahead of General Hamza, he would have crushed us in an instant. Thanks to you, we can at least die while in battle."

"The battle is here, Keola," Nia said and pointed out to the plains, where General Hamza and his marauding troops finally rode into view. "We cannot surrender. Their only goal is to enslave us, abuse us, and sell us to the highest bidder."

"They are here," Akuni Shrike shouted from her perch in a nearby tree. "Show no mercy! Kill as many of these men as you can while we still have the advantage of surprise!"

Nia watched General Altan Hamza as he got closer and closer. He held his sword aloft, and his scarred face twisted with anger and determination. The general and his men rode hard and fierce, their superior numbers obviously charging them with confidence. Finally, General Hamza and his troops were within striking distance of the Peregian sisters.

As the horsemen reached the stand of trees where Nia and her Peregian sisters were crouching and hiding in the branches, the female warriors sent their spears hurtling into the chests of their shocked enemies, boldly knocking them from their powerful steeds, bloodied and lifeless onto the grass below.

Horses rode into the hidden pits, collapsing forward as their legs crumbled beneath them and rendered them useless. As their riders tumbled onto the ground, they were taken by surprise when the Peregian sisters emerged from their false coverings on the ground, and then hacked them to pieces. 

As General Altan Hamza chopped the head off one of Njinga Musa's underlings, his men were dragged from their horses by the far taller and stronger Peregian women, and then hurled to the ground, where they were quickly run through with swords and spears, many driven into their man-daggers. Nia and Keola continued to hurl spears from their vantage point in the trees, felling General Hamza's men with true precision. Though many of the male warriors were ended in the ambush, their vast numbers eventually became insurmountable.

As their Peregian sisters began to struggle under the might of General Hamza's forces, Nia, Keola and the other female warriors in the trees dropped down gracefully onto the grass below, and then bravely took the fight to the forces determined to rape, murder and enslave them. The battle was fierce, relentless and bloody, with the hacked and chopped remains of male and female warriors spread horrifically across the crimson-smeared grass. Lost weapons littered the ground, and the air was filled with the sounds of shouting, screaming, and pain. So much pain.    

Nia slid her bloodied spear from the throat of a hapless male warrior after raising him up off the ground with it. She looked around, and gasped in fear. General Altan Hamza's horsemen had formed a riding circle, and charged violently around Nia and her Peregian sisters. They drew in closer and closer, restricting the movement and space of the ebony wilder-women. The horsemen then began swinging their blades and ropes in unison, forcing the women to huddle together.

One brave Peregian sister broke from the huddle to attack the charging circle, but was instantly decapitated by the sharp blade of General Hamza. Surrounded and facing certain death or enslavement, the Peregian sisters looked to each other, fear finally in their eyes. Akuni Shrike remained resolute.

"No surrender," the brave Peregian leader yelled above the din of the charging horses. "We die with honour. We will not live as slaves and sexual playthings!"

Just as these words left Akuni's mouth, a circled rope sailed through the air, and then made its way around her neck. Before she could react, the rope circle was pulled tight, and Akuni was dragged across the grass and away from her sisters. As the ebony wilder-women screamed, their beloved leader’s body rocked and shuddered across the ground.

Akuni was eventually released dazed from her place behind the raging horse, and then set upon by five of General Altan Hamza's warriors. They overpowered the Peregian leader and then ripped off her beast-skins and loincloth. Tears welled in Nia’s eyes as the riding circle became tighter and tighter, and more of her sisters were roped and then pulled from the horde by General Hamza's horsemen. Their end was near. The new community of Peregia was to fall just as that of its ancestors had. Nia quietly wept.

Just as she was about to close her eyes and accept her fate, Nia looked up to the hard, blue sky, and was shocked to see an arrow streaking across it… and then another… and then another. The arrows embedded themselves in the chests and backs of General Hamza's horsemen, and then exploded, sending bright red dust rising into the air. There were more arrows, more explosions, and more red dust. The air was thick and heavy with it, and Nia felt her eyes water and her throat burn. She staggered on her legs, their power and balance gone.

“What is this trickery?” Njinga Musa barked, and then dropped to her knees, her battle-scarred face covered in tears. “What befalls us?”

Peering through tears and coughing dust from her throat, Nia watched as more arrows found their targets, killing more men and sending more dust into the air. Nia then watched with confused delight as General Hamza's horsemen tumbled from their steeds, the wild animals racing riderless onto the plains. The warriors then staggered around confused and in pain, clutching at their mouths and eyes as the dust enshrouded them.

An arrow raced past Nia’s head and ended its journey in the grass beside her. As it hit the ground, Nia saw that attached to the arrow with twine was a fierce red bulb from the dospac tree, which exploded upon impact. Nia was then covered in crippling dust, and fell to the ground, no longer able to stand, let alone fight. All around her lay fighters – both men and women – similarly stricken, their weapons abandoned. Riderless horses ran berserk across the plains.

Through tear-filled eyes, Nia saw that Akuni Shrike’s attackers had mercifully fallen away, also stricken by the paralysing dust. General Altan Hamza himself lay crawling on the ground, his body no longer obeying his mind’s commands. The sounds of battle had been replaced with those of quiet agony, as male and female warriors writhed hopelessly on the ground, prisoners to the red dust.

Nia looked around desperately, and then finally saw him. Sharakh. The great warrior was still without coverings, his body powerful and strong. Sharakh walked slowly across the plains, his man-dagger swaying fiercely. His supply of arrows obviously exhausted, Sharakh hurled bulbs into the air from a sack made from beast skins. Dust exploded as each bulb landed. At a safe distance, Sharakh stopped and then waited quietly as the red dust settled. Once the air was again clear, Sharakh walked boldly onto the battlefield, moving amongst the writhing, helpless warriors with no fear.

Nia watched as Sharakh searched the battlefield, smiling when he finally found General Altan Hamza crawling on the ground. Sharakh strode over to the invading leader with purpose, and looked down at him. Sharakh then tore the gold bandanna from General Altan Hamza's head, and wrapped it around his nose and mouth, protecting himself from any dust that remained in the air. Sharakh then carefully laid his sack of bulbs on the ground.

The gloriously naked Sharakh looked around until his eyes caught sight of a huge broadsword lying abandoned on the ground. He picked it up, swung it in practice, and then – as if chopping wood for a campfire – simply and easily brought the blade down and severed General Altan Hamza's head from his body, blood spurting like a geyser onto the grass. Nia gasped in shock. Was Sharakh their saviour? Even after what was intended for him?

With General Altan Hamza dead and his men crippled by the red dust of the dospac tree, Sharakh moved with quiet purpose around the battlefield, swinging his huge broadsword and calmly cutting off the heads of every man that lay before him. Slowly realising their fate, the staggering warriors attempted to fight or run, but their legs betrayed them, and Sharakh easily ended them. His blade severed heads and cleaved bodies in half, but went nowhere near any of Nia’s Peregian sisters. The grass ran thick with blood as Sharakh killed and killed and killed, his naked body eventually stained crimson by his relentless death-dealing.

Nia wept as she witnessed the horrors of Sharakh’s march of murder. His face wore no excitement or pleasure; he looked as if a man hauling rocks or beating a blade into shape on an anvil. This was work for the fearsome Sharakh, and he did it with incredible skill. Nia had never seen such things outside of her nightmares. Sharakh was like a merciless warrior in the army of the Darkness Overlord, killing those unable to return the fight. He was death in human form.

As Nia watched on helplessly, Sharakh continued his mission, his heavy blade slicing through flesh, his own body increasingly blood-stained. It was a massacre at the hand of one man. As Sharakh cleaved another head in half, Nia saw Njinga Musa stagger toward the bare warrior uselessly, a sword hanging limply from her hand and her eyes red and wet with pain.

“You save us?” Njinga Musa coughed.

“No,” Sharakh replied fiercely. “I do not save you. I save her!”

Sharakh then turned and pointed at Nia lying in agony on the ground. The bare warrior then swung his blade and cut off Njinga’s head, sending it tumbling to the ground, separated from its collapsed body. Sharakh then bent down, picked up Njinga’s head off the ground, and kissed it gently on the lips. He looked into the dead woman’s lifeless eyes, smiled, and then dropped Njinga Musa’s head onto the blood covered ground. Sharakh then turned and walked toward the confused and horrified Nia.

“You are safe, young one,” Sharakh said quietly as hungry, marauding death-birds circled in the sky. “General Altan Hamza’s army is ended. It is time for you and your sisters to live in peace. I could not leave you to be slaughtered, regardless of your leader’s intentions for me.”

“You have warmth in your heart,” Nia rasped. “I know it.”

“Keep your secrets, young one. Again, you will ruin my fierce reputation,” Sharakh responded quietly, and knelt on the ground next to Nia. “We have forged a bond, Nia Zampopo, I will think of you often. I will keep you inside my heart.”

Sharakh bent down and kissed Nia sweetly on the lips. The warmth between them sent shivers racing through the young Peregian sister, and she knew that she would never forget the great Sharakh. She would always remember his body of stone, his serpent-like man-dagger, his heavy man-sack… and the warmth of his heart. Sharakh broke their kiss, and returned to the bloodied battlefield, killing the few men that still breathed air, his sword without mercy.

Sobbing quietly, Nia then watched as Sharakh strode naked to the beast-skin shelter of Akuni Shrike. He ripped it apart violently, retrieved his coverings and weapons from inside, and then placed them carefully over his bare, blood-stained body. He lifted his sack of bulbs from the dospac tree from the bloody ground and slung it over his shoulder.

Sharakh looked over at Nia Zampopo one last time, placed his shadow-cat skull helmet carefully on his head, and smiled warmly. The great warrior then pulled himself up onto his steed, and rode hard and fast onto the plains of Zandalis, eventually disappearing into the distance; a man once again become myth.

* * *

Many moons later, Nia Zampopo stared into the night sky, and gleefully watched a star slide across the blackness. She and her Peregian sisters were finally safe. The massacre of General Altan Hamza’s army soon became legend, with many across the Wide Expanse of the belief that the Peregian women had conjured a deal with the Darkness Overlord to protect them from their enemies. Nobody would ever dare to attack them again. And as Nia ran her hands over her swollen belly – filled with a child that would never be taken from her, whether a boy or a girl – she knew that the saviour of the Peregian sisters was the legendary Sharakh, the stallion of the steppes, the destroyer of worlds, the bringer of death… and the man who owned her heart.


“The Swole Gnoll” by Serena Silverlake

“I’m telling you, man, you’re gonna love this internship,” Jerek said, clapping Tylan on the back. “The hours are reasonable, the pay is good, and the perks…” He trailed off, then spun in place and spread his hands with a nearly beatific look of pleasure on his face. “Well, the perks are unbelievable.”

“So you keep saying.”

Tylan’s reply was seasoned by a healthy dose of skepticism, but his doubt only served to make the grin spread across his friend’s face like oil tossed on a cookfire.

“After today,” Jerek said with a shake of his head, the smoked crystal lenses of his sunglasses glinting in the morning light, “you’re gonna be on your hands and knees, begging me to accept your apology.”

That seemed a fairly unlikely scenario, but Tylan had to admit that Jerek’s enthusiasm was catching. He pushed his shaggy blond hair from his forehead and rolled his eyes, but followed his friend down Agate Alley anyway as they headed towards the intersection of the Boulevard of Chrysanthemums.

It was a bustling midmorning in the Iron Ward, the sounds of the city a familiar hubbub in Tylan’s ears. The streets were filled with laborers and sailors from the docks to the west, not to mention the shoppers going about the business of filling their larders and emptying their purses.

The two young men wove through the crowds, passing the notorious adventurer’s bar known as the Tipsy Cow. A minotaur stood on the step outside, his enormous frame filling the doorway as he sluiced away the remains of last night’s revels with a bucket and a mop. He grunted at the lads as they passed, his thick golden nose ring sparkling. Tylan couldn’t help but admire the fellow’s shoulders, broad and thickly layered with muscle as they were. The minotaur looked like he could bench an ibaux-drawn cart without breaking much of a sweat.

One step at a time, Tylan reminded himself as they took a left, turning down Chrysanthemum. He had all summer to put in the work, after all.

In the fall he’d be starting at Bharvast College of Wizardry up in the Beryl District. There was a lot of studying, reading, and peering over the rim of bubbling cauldrons in his future, but he'd vowed to buck the spindly, bookworm-type stereotype that hung around the profession of magery. Well, maybe he’d still fit the bill of a bookworm since he loved to read, but that was it. Just because you were a wizard didn't mean you couldn't be fit as well.

Tylan wanted to get jacked. Shredded. Ripped. Whatever you wanted to call it, getting into shape was one of the main reasons he’d taken this summer internship with Jerek. That, and Jerek’s incessant nagging, and thinly-veiled sexual innuendos about the ‘perks’ of the job, whatever that meant.

“There it is,” Jerek said, pointing eagerly.

The building was a two-story affair of old, quarried granite threaded with climbing ivy. The frontage was composed mostly of windows of blown glass, the workmanship evident in the clarity and general lack of imperfections in the vitreous surface. The business must be doing alright if they could afford glass like that. The curtains were drawn so that Tylan couldn’t see the building’s inside, but the sign swinging from the chains above the front door made it clear that this was the place.

“The Swole Gnoll,” Tylan read aloud. “Huh. Gotta appreciate a good pun, I guess.

Jerek was already knocking on the door. It swung open after a few raps, and Tylan’s eyes went wide at the sight of the woman who answered.

“Hey Jerr,” she said, “you’re early. That eager to get started, huh?”

“Hi Brynja,” came Jerek’s reply. “I brought the new guy I was telling you about. Figured I’d show him around before we opened up.”

The woman turned her attention to him, and Tylan wondered if this was what a flower felt like when it was struck by a sunbeam.

“You must be Tylan, right?” she asked.

Her voice was a low, sensual rasp that sent shivers of frisson up Tylan’s spine. It stirred some other parts of his anatomy too, which was pretty fucking inconvenient for first impressions.

It took Tylan’s brain a few moments to put together the fact that he’d just been asked a question. He tried to pick up his jaw from the floor and recall enough words to string together a coherent reply, but all that came out was, “Yeah?”

His voice raised at the end of the word, making it seem as if he wasn’t entirely sure he was, in fact, the aforementioned Tylan. Heat colored his cheeks pink, but the woman, Brynja, just grinned. There was something feral in her smile, and Tylan felt that little shiver of excitement steal across his skin, leaving goosebumps in its wake.

The woman was, for lack of a better term, completely gorgeous. She was an elf, with the slender, gracefully tapered ears of her people. A wave of long brown hair hung past her shoulders, and the woman's silky tresses were streaked with harvest-moon gold. Her hair framed a face whose sweet innocence was balanced by the sparkle of pure mischief dancing in the hazel depths of her eyes.

She was wearing a set of spidersilk workout clothes, and the gray fabric clung to her like a second skin. Tylan could see each and every muscle of her lean, strong body, not to mention the shape of the delicate handfuls of her breasts.

“What’s the matter?” the elven woman said, her voice a teasing contralto, “displacer beast got your tongue?”

“Uhm, nah, nope. I’m Tylan. Tylan is me.”

He gave her a queasy smile, but internally, he was cursing. He sounded like a fucking idiot.

Brynja’s lips twitched. “Well met then, Tylan.” She turned to Jerek. “Words don’t seem to be his strong suit, but I like the look of him well enough. Let’s give it a day and see how things go.”

The elf woman turned without another word, her oak-and-gold hair making a shimmering fan as she spun on her heel. She walked into the building without a backward glance, trusting that the young men would follow.

“I fucking told you, didn’t I?” Jerek said, a smug grin plastered onto his face.

“Wow,” was all the response Tylan could dredge up. "She's, uhm, she's pretty pretty."

He’d gone half-hard already just from staring at the perfect peach of Brynja’s toned ass, the fold of which seemed to be smiling at him as she sashayed away.

"Pretty pretty? Jeez, get a hold of yourself, dude." Jerek smirked. “Apology accepted, by the way.”

***

“Come on, you can do it! Just one more rep!”

“Graaah,” the orcish woman grated out through clenched teeth. Sweat trickled down the green skin of her forehead as she slowly straightened, muscles bulging, straining, and heaving as she pulled the barbell off the ground.

All the effort seemed at odds with the look of the barbell itself, which was a length of iron with two slender pink plates of crystal on either end. The whole thing might seem like a pixie could lift it, but Brynja knew better. The delicate crystal disks were enchanted to be adjustable, capable of weighing as little as a feather or as much as a block of duramantium. What the orc was lifting now was much closer to the latter end of the scale.

The orc woman’s tusks jutted out from her clenched jaw. She was breathing hard, clearly feeling the strain of the exercise in her back, hamstrings, and glutes. She drove her hips forward into the bar with a roar of triumph, her finishing form as close to perfection as Brynja had seen. She held it there a moment, showing off a bit and grinning at Brynja, then lowered her chest towards her knees while keeping the bar close to her body, finally setting it down gently onto the floor of the gym.

Brynja clapped. “Now that’s how you do it! You’re crushing these undead lifts, Tallara.”

The orc woman nodded her gratitude as she unwound the wraps around her hands. She was the last of the day’s customers, and the Swole Gnoll was empty except for her, Brynja, and the two interns.

“Got a new lad, eh?” Tallara said, nodding towards the two young men currently engaged in the process of wiping down the cauldron bells. “You always do know how to pick them.” Tallara's eyes traveled the length of Tylan’s coltish form admiringly. “He looks particularly vigorous.”

Brynja looked over at her interns, and a little smile twisted the fulsome bow of her lips. “That remains to be seen.”

“Someone’s developed a taste for human cock, hasn’t she? How old are they? Twenty?”

“Nineteen. Both of them are going to wizard's school after the summer.”

“God's Cock, Brynja!” the orc guffawed, slapping her trunk-like thigh and shaking her head in admiring amusement. “It's like they always say, there are only three constants in this world: death, the queen’s due, and the lust of elves.”

Brynja affected a pretty little pout as she helped the orc put away the barbell. “I can’t help myself. These young human men are just so enthusiastic and eager to please. It'd be a shame not to put all that energy to good use.”

“All ready to go, Tallara?”

Brynja’s husband, a bearded elf named Jae, had come out of the back office to join them. He caught Brynja and her orcish friend staring at the interns, and a knowing look spread across his face.

“Aye, Jae,” Tallara said, rolling her shoulders. “Just finished. Let’s leave them to it, eh?”

Jae leaned in to whisper to his wife as he and the orc woman headed for the front door. “Have fun, babe,” he said with a wink, “but don’t break your new toys.” He shot a meaningful look at the two interns, who were roughhousing good-naturedly by the racks of dragon dumbbells. “You just got them, after all.”

“Go and have fun yourself with Tallara,” she replied with a laugh. They kissed, and then it was just Brynja and the two lads left in the gym.

“Boys,” Brynja called out, waving them over. They trotted to her, obedient as puppies and twice as eager.

“Yo,” said Jerek.

“What’s up?” asked Tylan.

Brynja crossed her arms over her chest, the beautifully formed muscles of her forearms flexing. She cocked her hip out to one side and tilted her head, making a show of looking over her interns like a battle-elf sergeant inspecting her squad. Her eyebrows furrowed into a pensive frown as if she was contemplating something important.

What she was really doing, of course, was admiring the shapely hollows of Tylan’s collarbones and the strong line of Jerek’s jaw. She’d been watching them throughout the day, noticing them noticing her and stealing just as many glances at their asses as they’d been sneaking of hers. As she exercised or helped clients go through their circuits, Brynja had worked herself into an increasing state of horny excitement until nearly the only thing she could think about was taking her interns down. Or them taking her down. She stirred up enough at this point that she didn't care which.

The elf had been imagining the feeling of their eager mouths on her cunt, and what their balls would feel like slapping against her chin as she struggled to choke down their cocks. She’d fucked Jerek before, and had the measure of him. But Tylan was an unknown as of yet, and she was curious about him–the flavor of his spit, the heft of his dick, and the taste of his spunk.

“Brynja?” Jerek asked, and the elven woman realized she’d been drifting off into a fugue of lusty fantasy. She shook herself, her hair shimmering in the glowstone lamplight that illuminated the gym, and worked at her lower lip with her teeth.

“Yeah, yeah,” she said, trying to claw back some of the boss-and-intern authority. “Tylan, go change the sign on the door to ‘closed’. Jerek, draw the curtains on the windows. Then the both of you meet me by the couch.” She pointed to the furniture in question, which was located in a little section of the main gym floor devoted to socializing and relaxation between sets.

The boys lept to obey. By the time they joined her by the couch, Brynja was pacing back and forth like a caged tigress. Her pent-up lust was reaching a boiling point, and she felt an anxious, warm throb pulsing deep in the core of her sex. She was almost uncomfortably warm, and she could feel the hot wetness gathering between her legs.

“Okay, boys, good job,” she said, lust making her voice low and husky. She turned to Tylan, “How are you liking it so far?”

The young man scrubbed a hand through the tousled crop of his blond hair. He was fighting a losing battle to not look at her tits. Brynja’s nipples had stiffened to diamond hardness with excitement, and she could feel them rubbing against the skin-tight fabric of her workout top.

“It’s good,” he answered, struggling to keep his eyes fixed on hers. “Lots of cool...” He lost the battle, and grabbed an eyeful of her boobs before flicking guiltily back to her face. “Stuff?”

Brynja pressed her lips together and tried not to laugh. The guy’s shyness was adorable. It was one of the reasons she liked fucking interns. Bashful inexperience mixed with cocky confidence was an appealing combination. That, and the hot, toned, young bodies, stamina, and a willingness to try all sorts of new things at the behest of a pretty, older elven woman with an incredible ass.

Young, fun, and full of cum. Just the way she liked them.

"Lots of cool stuff," she repeated slowly, her voice a wry tease. Tylan's blush deepened to a fetching shade of crimson that wouldn't have been out of place on a tomato.

"You dork," Jerek chuckled.

Brynja rolled her eyes. “Don’t get too cocky, Jerr,” she said. “I’ve got a little test planned, and it includes the both of you.”

That got Jerek’s attention. He’d worked for her long enough to know what that meant.

“You’ve done a pretty good job, all things considered,” she said, sweeping her green-flecked gaze across the tidy gym equipment, all neat and freshly cleaned after the day’s hard use. “But there’s one last test that I offer all of my new interns.”

“Okaaay,” Tylan said hesitantly. He was scratching his chin and not looking very sure of himself. “What do I have to do?”

“Oh, you don't have to do anything. If you want to do it though, the task is simple.” Brynja spread her arms to illustrate the point. “I love human cocks–they’re one of my favorite things. Hells, part of the reason my husband and I moved here all the way from Bromelion was the surplus of hot, young, human dick just swinging around all the time in this city." She licked her lips, a faint smile on her face at the mental image. "Anyway. If you’re willing, here’s what’s going to happen. We’re all going to get naked, and you’re both going to sit down there.” She pointed at the couch. “Then, I’m going to get down on my knees and suck your cocks, one after the other, until one of you blows your wet load in my mouth. The one to hold off the longest gets to fuck me, and the one who comes first has to watch.” She shrugged. “I love both cocks and a little healthy competition.”

Brynja’s statement was met with stunned silence from the boys. Jerek rubbed his hands together in gleeful anticipation, the crotch of his gym shorts already pushed into a tent. Tylan, however, just seemed confused.

“Huh?” he blinked at her like a doelark caught in a pair of carriage lights. “Are you serious?” He turned to Jerek. “Is she serious?”

“One thing you gotta learn, bro,” Jarek answered with a smirk, “is that Brynja never jokes about sucking dick. Or gargling balls. Or eating ass. Or–”

The elf rolled her eyes and cut in. “Tylan, let me make it perfectly clear to you that your job doesn’t depend on your answer here. As I said, you did a good job today, and I’ll have you back tomorrow for more of the same if you're willing. Turn me down? No problem at all. You’ll get no different treatment or pay, and certainly no hard feelings from me, yeah? But if you do want to participate,” she wet her upper lip with the tip of her tongue and sent a lingering, ostentatious stare in the direction of the blond man’s groin. “Well, my mouth is just one of the many perks of working at the Swole Gnoll.”

“I told you, man,” Jerek said, “the benefits package here is unbelievable.”

Speaking of packages, Tylan’s shorts had started to form a little bulge themselves. He was obviously getting excited by all the talk about Brynja’s mouth and sucking dicks. The elf looked between the burgeoning erections of the two young men pressing against their clothing and rather wished there wasn’t any intervening fabric to block her view.

Tylan still seemed confused though. “But like, suck us off here? Now? Both of us, for real?”

Brynja’s eyes narrowed, and her brow creased. “It seems like you’re not really getting it, Tylan. What can I do to convince you of the seriousness of my offer?” She put a finger to her lip, then lifted her eyebrows as if the thought just occurred to her. “Oh, I know.”

Brynja hooked her fingers under the charcoal gray fabric of her shirt and lifted. She peeled the top off slowly, revealing the lean, supple strength of her body with a showwoman’s flair. The fabric slid up to showcase her pelvis, then the ridged muscles of her stomach, until finally, it bunched underneath her breasts.

She paused there for a moment, enjoying the expressions on the men’s faces. They were looking at her like a pair of dogs at the feeding bowl. She figured she’d better give them what they wanted before they started drooling all over her floor. The elf woman smirked and lifted, pulling off her top completely and tossing it to the side.

“Holy…” Tylan trailed off.

“If you think her titties are awesome,” Jerek commented, “just wait until she takes off her pants.”

Spurred on by Jerek’s words and her own desire to get completely fucking naked and just jump on some cock already, Brynja stripped herself out of her tights. She didn’t bother making a show of it–her ass was spectacular enough to speak for itself, thank you very much.

The elf kicked off her pants and stood there before her two interns, hands on her hips, nudity displayed proudly for them to drink in. She indulged herself in a little showboating, lifting an arm to flex a toned bicep.

“So, you in?” she asked Tylan. “No presh or anything, remember? If you don’t want a piece of this you can leave, no problem. Or shit, you can just watch as I suck Jerek off. Either way though, I’m going to need both an answer and some dick pronto.”

Jerek’s hand was down his pants, indicating he’d be happy to provide the latter at her behest. Tylan blinked, and the lad dragged his eyes from her luscious nudity.

“Uh, yes! I’m definitely in!” He cleared his throat, and then said in a slightly less exuberant manner, "I'm in."

His enthusiasm was sweet, but Brynja had gotten so horny talking and fantasizing about cock that she was finding it a little hard to think straight. Her excitement was dripping shining-wet down her inner thighs. Making a naked display of herself in front of these two wasn’t helping to get things any less tropical down south, either.

“Good to hear,” Brynja purred, her arousal making her voice hoarse. “Now get your clothes off, sit down on the couch, and spread your legs.”

It didn’t take the men very long to get undressed, given that all they were wearing were shorts and t-shirts. They ribbed each other good-naturedly as they got naked.

“I’m definitely going to win,” Jerek said, moving some of his dark hair out of his eyes with a toss of his head. “Sorry Ty, that’s just how it’s gonna go down.”

“No way,” Tylan replied with a little laughing snort. “No offense or anything, man, but there’s no way I’m not getting balls deep in some elf pussy tonight.”

He blushed as he said it, but he still said it, his eyes darting over to where Brynja stood watching. The fact of them discussing her like she was a sex toy was hot in the first place, but there was just something about young human men that got Brynja going. That mixture of cockiness and uncertainty, the inexperience and the eagerness to learn… when it was combined with sheer, unadulterated horny hunger for her, it was all very, very thrilling. Brynja liked to be the center of attention, and when she was fucking her interns they paid mind to nothing else except her body and the pleasure they could drive into it, or take from it.

“Alright boys, alright,” she said with a laugh as they continued to strut around like a pair of peacocks. “We’ll just have to wait and see who wins, now won’t we?”

The boys said down on the couch, shoving at each other amiably. Tylan slapped Jerek’s bare ass as he sat down, and their chirping at each other was relentless. Short, skittish breaths, cocky banter and back and forth, giggles and glances and smirks. Brynja could feel the nervous excitement in the air, throbbing like the steady drumbeat pulse of the arousal in her sex.

The elf strutted forward until she stood before the two men, moving with a lithe femininity that spoke of strength as well as grace, all toned muscles sliding under smooth skin and perfect poise. The way they were looking up at her made her feel like an idol of Solana herself, set upon an altar in the love-groves for worship.

“Give me a touch,” she demanded.

Jerek didn’t hesitate, reaching up to drag his fingertips along her belly. After a moment Tylan reached for her as well, his hand shaking a little as if he expected at any moment to be scolded for overstepping. His palm rested on the curve of her ass, and when she didn’t tell him off, he gave it an experimental little squeeze.

“Whoa,” the blond lad said, gripping the plush roundness of her bottom a little harder.

“Right, bro?” Jerek agreed. He placed a solid, open-handed slap onto her other cheek. Together, the boys watched her bottom ripple and jiggle.

“Holy hells,” Tylan whispered, eyes wide. “That’s unbelievable. I’m really, really looking forward to watching that ass bounce on my dick.”

She smiled. “Wow. You’re both very confident.”

“Oh yeah,” said Jerek, “but I’m definitely gonna win.”

“You didn’t last time,” she pointed out.

“That wasn’t fair! Jae has, like, a will of iron, and he's married to you.”

Brynja just smirked. “The rules are,” the elf continued, “that you each get treated to my mouth in ninety-second increments.” She pointed at a small, lightly enchanted hourglass sitting on the side table next to the couch. “The first one to come loses, and the winner gets to fuck me while the loser watches. Good?”

“Ninety seconds,” Jerek mused, “that’s, like, a minute and a half? Right?”

Tylan blew out a breath. “Wow, dude.”

“Okay, sheesh,” Brynja rubbed her forehead. “Let’s just get started. Dicks up and legs spread, so I can get at everything.”

Tylan and Jerek did as she asked, and the elf found her mouth was watering as much as her cunt. She was already quite familiar with Jerek’s cock, and her eyes swept up that pleasing length to the straining purple tip, already turgid and welling with precum from the slit.

Tylan’s member turned out to be thick and blunt and paler than his friend's. His meat looked like it would stretch her jaw, and other things, in very exciting ways.

“Oh, fuck yes,” she murmured as she sank to the floor in front of the boys. She reached out and took a cock in each hand, slowly pumping her fists up and down as she watched their reactions. As she’d expected, hoped, and craved, they were staring at her like she was the only burning flame in a sea of endless night.

She felt them up, her palms smearing trails of glistening precum up and down their stiff shafts. The elf massaged balls and rubbed cockheads, getting a sense of the two men, their levels of arousal, and the way they liked to be touched.

She’d fucked Jerek before, but Tylan’s body was a new landscape to explore, his dick a new treat to taste, and maybe if he was lucky, ride. Right there on the padded floor of the gym she built with her husband, Brynja rubbed at her interns teasingly, clasping all that gorgeously straining male meat firmly in each of her hands.

“I almost think that the fresh meat should get to go first,” Brynja said, “but we should keep things fair. You two do a round of boulder-parchment-shears to see who starts us off.”

The two men slapped their fists into their hands, and Jerek groaned in disappointment when he saw the result.

“Boulder beats shears,” Tylan said triumphantly, waving his fist.

"Best two out of three?" Jerek asked hopefully.

“Nope,” Brynja licked her lips, eager to begin. “Jerek, you keep time for us.”

“Yes ma’am.”

Brynja scraped her fingernails up Tylan’s bare thighs, and the lad gave a little shiver of anticipation. His cock twitched, balls already tight and swollen. The elf’s stomach almost grumbled as she imagined each pulse of the young man's thick, heavy load flooding from his cock and down her throat, swallowing spurt after spurt of the heady stuff brewing in his loins.

Perhaps to mask her own nearly abject state of horniness, Brynja spoke. “Already excited, huh?”

“You’d have to be dead not to be,” Tylan replied, his chest rising and falling with short, exhilarated breaths, nipples pink under the glowstone gym lights.

Brynja parted her lips and took Tylan into her mouth, relishing both the groan of bliss that escaped from the man as well as the taste of his flesh. She started to suck, her lips and tongue moving with a wet, swishing slurp. The elf worked at him, keeping her hair out of the way with one hand while clasping the base of Tylan’s cock with the other, drooling down his shaft in wet, messy runnels.

Tylan leaned back on the couch and his forearm over his eyes, wrestling with himself for control as Brynja’s wicked mouth bobbed on him. He breathed out, mastering himself with apparent effort, and reached for her. She felt his hands on her head and a bit of pressure as he pushed down, clearly eager for more of what her lips and tongue were offering.

The elf paused her oral ministrations and glanced up at the lad, lifting a single eyebrow and giving him a level look.

“Oh, sorry,” he said sheepishly, releasing his grip on her head.

“That eager to take the reins, huh?” she asked, lips pursed and pressed against the underside of his crown.

The interns might be full of vim and vigor and excited to engage in all of the unsubtle posturings and jockeying for control that they wanted, but everyone knew who had the real power here. Brynja had long ago learned the strength her pussy held, and how best to wield it.

She winked up at Tylan and returned to her sucking, but was interrupted by the soft chime of the hourglass.

“That’s time,” Jerek said, unable to contain the eagerness of his voice, which was rather spectacularly reflected in the hardness of his prick.

Brynja scooted over until she was between Jerek’s legs, forearms resting on his hairy thighs. Once he’d passed the hourglass over to Tylan she didn’t waste any time filling her mouth with the familiar spear of his maleness, slurp-sucking all over it with the shameless eagerness that only a horny elf could exhibit.

“Oooph, right out the gate!” Jerek groaned. “Slow down a little, would you?”

“Uh-uh,” Brynja shook her head and replied around a mouthful of his cock, a wicked twinkle gleaming in her eyes. Just because he was the most senior intern in her employment didn’t mean he’d get any mercy from her clever mouth.

She licked from the sack of his nuts all the way to the tip of his crown, swallowed him whole, gagged a little then withdrew, dangling trails of saliva all over his genitals. The elf kissed his shaft through the filth, working her way down the length of him to nuzzle again at his bollocks, eyes lidded and smoky with sensual promises her mouth was already busy keeping.

“Nasty,” Tylan breathed appreciatively, obviously enjoying the show.

Dinglinglingling went the timer, and Brynja relinquished Jerek’s cock with more than a little reluctance. She’d just been just about to hit her stride, as the lad’s heavy breathing and flushed cheeks could attest. Still, rules were rules, so she turned her attention back to Tylan.

The intern looked so cute sitting there. He had such an excited, expectant look on his face that Brynja knew she had to do something special for this round. Instead of dropping between his legs again, she slowly rose to her feet, letting the glowstone light play upon the curves, ridges, and valleys of her lovely, gym-toned body.

“Uh, what’s up?” Tylan asked, confused as she climbed to stand on the cushions of the couch.

Jerek chuckled. “Oh shit, you’re in for it now. She’s busting out the big guns. Get ready, ‘cause you’re about to get treated to a position I like to call the ‘reverse gnomish acrobat’.”

“Shush, Jerr,” Brynja said. “More timekeeping, less talking please.”

“Yes ma’am.”

Still standing, Brynja straddled Tylan but turned away from him so that her ass was right in his face. The human seemed a little confused as to what was happening but seemed happy enough to go along for the ride. His eyes were full of the perfect moon of her bottom, his cock beyond hard for her mouth.

“Remember what I told you earlier about the number one rule of working out?” she asked him, looking over her shoulder and down at the lad’s face over the sweet swell of her butt.

“Always wipe down the equipment after you’ve used it?”

“No, not that. Although that’s pretty important too. Nah, I’m talking about diet. You should eat before and after every workout.”

He looked puzzled. “Okay, but I'm not really sure how that applies to this situation–oomph!”

Brynja bent at the waist and pushed her ass into his face. “Be a good boy and eat up,” she cooed while folding herself in half to grip her ankles in a display of slutty flexibility that would’ve made a real gnomish acrobat proud.

The position had a lot going for it. Brynja could squat on Tylan’s face while she sucked him off, and the novelty of it had sent many a cocky, confident intern over the edge into a moaning orgasm. The setup was kind of poetic in a way, too–the blood rushed to her head as she sucked, while the blood rushed to engorge his little head as it was sucked.

Based on the way he was groaning, hot breath tickling her cunt, ‘reverse gnomish acrobat’ was having its intended effect on Tylan. Brynja giggled as she opened her mouth and slurped the tip of his cock between her lips, steadying herself with her hands on his thighs as Tylan began to run his tongue up and down her vulva, licking at the sopping lips of her pussy. Her cunt throbbed with a needy pulse even as the blood throbbed in her head from her inverted position, flushing her face down to the tips of her pointed ears.

Tylan moaned against her pussy, lapping and slurping with less art and more enthusiasm than she might’ve liked, but hey, if he stuck around long enough she’d train him right. He slipped a finger inside of her then, and she found that to be quite the pleasant addition to the sensations building in the core of her womanhood, especially when he sank his digit into her wet, willing flesh up to the third joint and started rubbing her clit with his thumb.

“Need some help with her, man?” Brynja heard Jerek say, and she felt the couch shift as he moved over to get at her.

Soon enough, the elf felt another finger slide into her cunt, curling against that special spot inside of her and making her whimper and suck at Tylan’s dick with renewed enthusiasm, buttercream-thick slime dredged from the back of her throat spilling from her lips all over his shaft.

Fuck, I’m going to have to clean this couch again, she thought absently as she was fingerblasted by the two young men. Then she smiled around the mouthful of dick she was busy slobbering on, remembering that she could just have the interns take care of it.

She bobbed and jerked and tugged on Tylan’s cock while the men made a meal of her cunt. She spat all over her palm to give her jaw a rest and wanked him off, giggling while they both went to town back there. That's what she loved about young human men, so eager and hungry, enthralled by the taste of her and the way she shivered and moaned and writhed for them.

One of the boys slapped her ass–she couldn’t tell which–and the sting spiced the pleasure nicely. Spurred onwards, Brynja took Tylan back into her mouth and went hard, all wet-sucking and slippery jerking, cooing, “Mm mmm hmmm,” while she worked him over. She felt one of the lads squeezing her ass, framing her flesh with his hands while she practically inhaled the spear of dick meat.

Things were beginning to get hot and heavy, and the elf was just starting to feel the tingling pleasure forming that indicated the onset of a burgeoning orgasm shooting up her spine, when the timer gave a little chime.

Dinglinglingling.

“Oh, for fuck’s sake,” she said, speaking with her mouth full.

This competition thing was good in theory and a hot setup to be sure, but she was getting all flustered and pudding-brained from the excess of built-up hornitude. She craved a climax almost as much as she wanted to taste some cum. She was desperate to bathe herself in all the man-gunk she extracted from these virile lads, coating herself until it slid in greasy-warm streaks down her skin.

The boys pulled their fingers out of her and lifted their tongues from her, and Brynja sighed. She straightened out and stood up, leaning back a little so she could use Tylan’s face as a seat while she shook her head to get the blood flowing back into the rest of her body. The dizzy spell passed quickly, and she hopped back down to the floor, taking a spot on her knees in front of Jerek.

“That was so hot,” Tylan exclaimed appreciatively, the dew of her cunt glistening from his chin.

Brynja chuckled. “Thanks. This is turning out to be just as fun as I’d hoped. I have a feeling you’ll fit in great here, Ty.” She gave him a saucy wink. “Or here,” she said, pointing at the swell of her rump.

“Did you see our teamwork?” asked Jerek, settling back down and spreading his legs apart.

The elf shook her head, hair brushing against her shoulders. “No, I was a little too focused on slurping down some nice dick.” Tylan blushed again. “Although, I certainly felt it.” She cupped Jerek’s fruits in her palm. “Still confident you’ll win, Jerr?”

“Yeah!”

“Okay good, ‘cause I think I got you this round.”

“No way! Bring it on.”

Brynja wrapped a fist around the base of the  man’s dick and stuffed his throbbing length into her mouth, taking inch after inch of him into her throat until her lips touched her fist.

“Oh noooo–argh–yeaaaaaah,” Jerek let loose with a moan of confused ecstasy.

He wanted to win, wanted to be the one pounding into her while Tylan watched on with jealous envy, but he was also just as obviously loving the way she was treating his penis at that moment. He rubbed his face with his hands as he looked down at her, the pretty elf devouring his cock like a dockside glad-girl who’d been given a full gold instead of the usual two-bit price as her motivation.

Brynja went deep, moaning right along with her intern’s cries and gagging slime all over his prick. She tucked her hair behind her pointed ears to try and keep it from getting damp with the spit, then gave up and took a breather to tie it back into a loose ponytail before stuffing her face with cockmeat again.

“Bry, c’mon,” Jerek pleaded, “go easy on me!”

Her response was to grab his hand and put it on the back of her head. She popped off his spit-streaming dick long enough to give him a little smile and some encouraging words.

“Use my slutty little mouth to get yourself off, Jerr,” she said.

“Fuuuuuck,” he moaned, but he cradled the back of her head and guided her rapacious bobbing, grunting with nearly-bestial pleasure as she drooled and debased herself in the young man’s groin.

Apparently no longer content to simply watch, Tylan clambered off the couch and knelt behind her. Brynja didn't bother to turn and see what he was up to. When she felt him rubbing at her drippy cunt she simply lifted her ass a little to give him easier access. It was the polite thing to do, after all, and Tylan accepted the invitation, laying down on his back so that she could sit on his face. Brynja glanced over, making sure the hourglass had been turned. As a good boss, you had to be fair about these things.

“Mmmm,” the elf woman burbled around Jerek’s cock as she started to ride Tylan’s eager mouth. Together, they formed a chain of licking, sucking, sweating nubile flesh, there in the gym next to the shelf of Caudron Bells and the new paladin-curl machine.

Jerek groaned, a noise of pure, unadulterated bliss. He’d moved one hand down to fiddle with Brynja’s breasts, squeezing and pinching her nipples as she kept up the wet, steady pace of her sucking. The feeling of him fondling her tits combined with the sensation of Tylan’s tongue slipping into the folds of her needy cunt was serving to drive her near the edge, but something in the way Jerek was moaning told her he was close to losing it too.

Sensing spunk in the water like some kind of super slutty shark, Brynja took Jerek’s tip into her mouth and jerked his shaft hard, her cheeks hollow from the suction. The elf’s eyes were big and sultry and fixed on his face, and she kept eye contact even while she moaned and squirmed, working her hips as she continued her relentless sucking.

“Mhm hm,” she cooed encouragingly.

She felt Jerek’s balls get tight, and his cock thickened between her lips.

“Wait, slow down!” he begged desperately, but Brynja just glared a challenge at him and stuffed more dick past her drooling lips, making a strained gluck gluck gluck noise.

Jerek exploded into her waiting mouth with a groan that was half-victory, and half-defeat. She jerked him off, relishing the taste of the pulsing hot ropes of thick spunk that splashed onto her tongue. She shifted and his spurts hit the roof of her mouth, dripping back down onto the pad of her tongue like some kind of whorish stalactites. The hot jizz dribbled down Brynja’s lips, and she popped him eagerly back into her mouth, sucking greedily and slurping to drain every drop into her insatiable elf-gullet.

“Oh, she got you!” Tylan exclaimed, sliding out from underneath Brynja to witness his victory, and his friend's defeat.

Jerek was spent, panting and flushed and shaking from the mind-melting pleasure. Brynja sat back on her haunches with a triumphant grin on her spunk-decorated lips. The elf giggled as she opened her mouth to play with the pool of cum gathered there, dipping her fingers into it and pulling strands out in delicate spiderweb filigree of jizz.

“Haha,” she laughed, gargling the young man’s semen. “You lost, Jerr.”

“Yeah,” he admitted, pushing dark hair from his forehead, blown breath making his lips flap, “but also I kinda won.”

“The glass is half empty, eh Jerr?” Brynja teased as she continued to play with his spunk. “You did a damn fine job though, lasting that long.”

Her intern spent a happy few moments watching the gorgeous elf swish his semen around in her mouth, the leavings of his balls dripping gooey-wet all over her chin and tits in viscous white smears. Brynja swallowed what was left in her mouth and looked down at her chest.

“Whoops, I’m kind of a slob,” she chuckled, eating the spunk from her fingers.

“That mouth is unreal,” Jerek marveled.

“And now I get to try her pussy,” Tylan boasted, looking like he’d been the one to find the ring in the cake on feast day.

Brynja favored him with a contemplative look. There was confident, and then there was cocky. It wouldn’t do for her intern to get too sure of himself.

“Yeah,” she replied, “you won, so you get to pound the shit out of me. But first, I liked what you were doing before.” She climbed up onto the couch, leaned back, and spread her legs wide to display the glistening folds of her labia. She pointed at her crotch expectantly. “Do more.”

When presented with the meal of her quim the lad didn’t hesitate, she had to give him that. Tylan dropped to his knees and buried his face into her groin with the speed of a striking basilisk. She supposed that he’d enjoyed the taste of her he’d gotten earlier, and was eager for seconds. The young human man dove between her legs and curled his arms around her hips, pulling her close and pressing his mouth onto her cunt as if his life depended on it.

He gave her pussy a few long, slow licks, but his rhythm was staccato, all stutter-stop-start, and it didn’t give her the chance to really build that bulwark of pleasure she needed to jump over the wall of her orgasm.

“Easy there, tiger,” she said, pushing her fingers into his sweat-damp blond hair. “Slow and steady. Spell your name with your tongue on my cunt, there you go, just like that. Now suck my clit, yep, that’s it… Oh, fuck, that’s a good boy, that’s a good intern. You’re doing such a good job.”

Her steady stream of praise gradually turned into incoherent, pleasured grunting as Tylan got the hang of eating her out. Sooner than she’d expected he licked her to the precipice of orgasm, and the knotted muscles of Brynja’s stomach bunched and flexed as she fought down the urge to let go and allow the bliss to take her away.

He was a fast learner, this one, but the elf woman didn’t want to come just yet. She wanted her climax to roar through her at just the same time as Tylan’s did, to match her peak to the moment that the man’s cock blew his load deep into her cunt, to feel the pleasure and the wet heat of his nut painting her insides like a slutty masterpiece of filthy, satisfying sex.

“Alright,” she panted, struggling through the haze of her lusty need. “You ready?”

Tylan looked up quizzically from her drenched cunt. “For what?”

Jerek shook his head. “Bro.”

“Oh. Oh! Right, yes! I was born ready.”

Brynja rolled her eyes and got to her feet. “Fuck me on that workout mat,” she ordered, pointing. “It’ll be easier to clean up afterward.”

The elf strutted over to the mat in question and got on her hands and knees, arching her back and waving her ass at the young man. Tylan blew an appreciative whistle through his teeth at the sight of her, bare and gleaming and soft and ready for him to fill.

“So, like,” he said, getting behind her, “should I just, you know…”

She looked back at him. “You have been with a woman before, haven’t you?”

He looked vaguely offended at that. “Sure! Yes, of course. Just like, I don’t know, do you want me to kiss you or something, or should I just go to town?”

“Okay, here’s what I want you to do,” Brynja instructed, impatience coloring her voice. Interns were great for many reasons, but sometimes they just needed the guidance of a firm hand. “Take your cock, shove it inside of me, then grab my hips and fuck the shit out of my slutty little pussy.” She reached back with one hand and spread her ass apart to showcase both of her pretty holes. She felt hollow then, empty, a vessel in desperate need of filling

“Holy fuck.” Tylan didn’t need much more encouragement than that. He knelt behind her, placed his cock at the entrance to her sex, and eased himself inside.

Brynja couldn’t help but drop her head and let loose with a low, shuddering moan as he entered her. After so long craving something to fill her, the lips of her cunt clenched down immediately around the girth of his prick, gripping him in a slick, warm embrace of welcome. Hands on her hips, Tylan pulled her towards him even as he pushed forward, sheathing himself inside of her body in a torturously sweet fuckthrust that made her feel each and every inch of him.

“Dang it,” griped Jerek disconsolately as he watched them start to rut each other. “I can’t believe I lost. Again.”

“You’ll get yours, Jerr, don’t worry,” Brynja said, a little breathlessly as Tylan took her vigorously from behind.

Their bodies met with a wet slapping of flesh. Tylan’s hands were all over her, running up and down the muscles of her back, grasping her shoulders, slipping underneath to maul her chest. He slapped her ass a few times for good measure, and when she yowled like a cat at the pleasure he smacked her a few more times for good measure.

“Fucking take it!” she hissed, throwing her ass back so she could swallow his cock whole with her devouring cunt. “Fucking use me!” The goddess knew that she was using him.

Brynja felt the young man’s sweat dripping onto her back like warm rain, and when the movements of his hips became more erratic, more frantic, she knew he was close.

“Bry,” he gasped, “I’m gonna come!”

“Do it,” she moaned, “fucking yesss!”

She felt him shift and throb inside of the clutching walls of her quim, and then that wet gush of heat that meant he’d gone over the edge. It was what she’d been waiting for all day, and the feeling of his frantic throbbing thrusting sent her up to her peak and beyond as well. The orgasm had built until she couldn’t contain it, and when it broke she howled with delighted abandon and let it sweep her away.

At first, her orgasm was a hard, urgent, thundering thing of melting pleasure. It changed as it developed, morphing into a blissful unfolding, like the dew-drenched petals of a moon-jasmine bloom, opening to spread shaking, throbbing ecstasy throughout the length and breadth of the elf woman’s highly trained body.

She realized someone was moaning, grunting like a dray animal, and with a flash of realization Brynja understood that the noises were coming out of her mouth. She would’ve almost been embarrassed to come so completely undone and with such unrestrained vulnerability in front of her two interns, except, y’know, it felt really, really fucking good.

Tylan withdrew his prick from the sheath of her body and Brynja flopped bonelessly onto her back, laying on the mat in a pool of cum while the delighted tremors of her flesh subsided.

“That was the best fuck I’ve ever had, no joke,” Tylan proclaimed, sitting down heavily, his dick still covered in Brynja’s juices and the frothed-up foam of his spunk.

“Ughhhh,” she heard another male voice groan and looked up to see Jerek tugging away frantically at his dick, and staring at her.

“Do you have another load in there for me?” Brynja asked, impressed. Yet another advantage of screwing young human men–the stamina.

“Oh fuck, Bry,” he moaned, “can I come on you?”

“On my face,” she demanded, “decorate my pretty fucking face with it.”

Jerek stumbled forward, still tugging, and groaned as he wanked his second load of the night all over the nubile elf. A lot of it did get on her face as she’d asked, but a good deal of his spunk splattered onto her chest and throat, pooling in the hollows of her clavicles.

Brynja chuckled as she dipped her fingers into the man’s spunk, smearing it into a glistening sheen across her chest. It felt so good drying on her nipples. Almost as good as the way the two interns were looking at her, partly like they wanted to worship the very ground she walked on, and partly like they wanted to drag her back over to the couch by her hair and stuff her full of more dick.

As pleasant a thought as that was, Brynja was meeting her husband for dinner down at that new place on the Silverslip, and didn’t want to be late. Jae would want to hear all about what she’d done to the interns and what they’d done to her, and she still needed to wash the spunk and sweat from her skin, after all.

“Thanks, boys,” the elf woman said as she rolled to her feet, her cunt throbbing with delicious soreness. “I fucking needed that. Tylan might’ve won,” she winked at the blond man, “but I hope you don’t feel like a loser, Jerr.”

“Not a chance,” he said, oily jizz still dripping from the tip of his dick onto the workout mat.

Brynja grabbed her discarded clothes but didn’t bother to put them on. She spun her lacy underwear around on her index finger as she thoughtfully looked at the mess they’d made.

“You guys got this, right?” she gestured vaguely to the filth-spackled workout mat and the love-stained couch.

"Wait, what?"

“Thanks," she continued, "and good work today. I’ll see you both bright and early tomorrow.”

She walked away without waiting for an answer, underwear still hooked on a finger and draped across her shoulder, hips swaying as she moved. She could feel the eyes of her interns like a branding iron on her butt, and a grin slid onto her face. She couldn’t wait to tell Jae what had happened tonight.

“Fuck yeah,” Brynja murmured happily.

With both Tylan and Jerek to play with, this was going to be a summer to remember


“Breeding Trouble” by EK O’Doherty

Kass sifted through the collection of roots, flowers, and animal parts spread across the bench. He realised he was tugging at his beard in frustration and hooked his thumb into his belt instead. The hunter, who was still unloading the packs of materials and ingredients from her latest journey into the wildwood, seemed to sense his dissatisfaction.

“I’m sorry if it’s not everything you need. We’re so stretched and we have to prioritise meat.”

“I know, of course,” Kass said hurriedly. “I’m grateful that you gave me first look. Amra is so low on ingredients.”

The hunter nodded. "Everyone's struggling. Our request list is the longest it's ever been, and we have half the hunters we had before the war. Even with extra hunts…" She shrugged. "We're all exhausted and it's still not enough."

Kass understood. They had to prioritise food for humans and dragons. It was just hard to be a potion maker without potion ingredients. And he so wanted to make some small amends for the state the workshop had been in when Amra had returned from the war just two days ago.

“Any hag-beetles?” he asked, craning his neck to peer into the opening of the hunter's bag.

“Sorry. I tried, but they’re all swarming around vargurse lairs at the moment. They seem to love the rotting scraps from the vargurse’s kills at this time of year, but it makes them dangerous to collect.”

Kass nodded gloomily. Amra needed powdered hag-beetle carapace for her preservation salve and they were down to their last few measures. He’d been experimenting with breeding them at the workshop but was coming up against a problem that nothing seemed to solve. It was all very well to be amassing food supplies, but if they couldn't preserve what they were hunting and foraging, it wouldn't last through the long dark anyway. The clan needed all the preservation magic they could get their hands on. Goddess knew the rune scribes were stretched enough just trying to keep the halls lit and the cook-fires burning, so the problem was laid before Amra and the other brewers.

Kass took a pouch of bloodbriar thorns, a bundle of flame moss, and an oozing blue poison sac in a wooden cup that had come from a spined boar. Hanging these from his belt, he thanked the hunter, ducked through the low doorway of the storage hut, and trotted up the steps into Heart Court, the centre of the Dracchus clan’s domain. He paused for a moment in the autumn morning sunshine with the bulk of the clanhouse looming behind him, watching the rest of the hunt team pushing sleds loaded with furs and meat up from where their dragon had landed in Free Court. The hunters were shedding heavy flying cloaks – the sun had only started to set a few days earlier, and it looked like being a hot day.

A group of small children with their minders rambled past, heading towards Nest Court – likely to watch the hunter's dragon having its harness stripped. Kass’s youngest, Liddi, was amongst them, holding hands with one of her friends. He felt his lips turn up involuntarily at the sight of her chattering away, swinging her wooden dragon toy in her free hand. Three years old already. He wondered idly if Amra wanted more children. Despite the challenges of this lean time, he had to acknowledge that he couldn’t feel despondent about the hunters' lack of ingredients for long. Amra, his love-sworn, was back from the war and his children were overjoyed to be with their mother again. The smile had rarely left his face since Amra had climbed from the back of the passage-dragon into his arms two days ago. He clasped the pendant she had gifted him on the day they swore themselves to each other, feeling the curves of the earth-mothers form in silver. To him the pendant represented Amra. After all, she had the body of a goddess - in his eyes at least.

Something woke inside him, the rumble of a stirring beast, his cock swelling in sympathy. He wanted to feel his love-sworn’s skin against his, breathe the scent of her and fill-

Whoa there, he thought, smiling to himself. Amra was tired from travel and the immediate workload that had confronted her on her return. And she’d seen some troubling things at the war-front, even though she was just there to support the warriors. Some of it she’d told him of, some she didn’t seem able to articulate yet. Best not get too excited, he admonished himself, but as he strode through the courtyards and down towards Tordraeg town, he couldn’t help but daydream of brown thighs and soft lips.

***

By the time Kass reached the workshop that was also home for Amra, himself, and their three children, his thoughts had turned again to the problem of breeding hag beetles. Maybe the light levels are wrong? The temperature? Moisture? Wrapped up in his thoughts, he trotted down the steps that led into the potion store – the building half buried in the ground like most in Tordraeg. He walked past the racks of stoppered horns, clay pots, and the rare glass bottles, the stacks of different sized barrels. He stepped out onto the covered deck that overlooked his small courtyard garden and wondered if a change in the type of wood the grubs were living on might do the trick.

Amra walked out of the preservation room, coming to meet him, and his mind went blank for a moment as he took in her bafflingly perfect form. Creases round her eyes and a quirk of her full lips said she saw some of the effect she had on him, but he couldn't do more than look as she brushed dark curls back over her shoulder. The way her curves strained the fabric of her shirt, the pendant he’d given her nestled between her breasts, her hips, her bare legs and feet below her Dracchus-patterned kilt. Everything about her made him feel like the most fortunate man in the world. Made his cock swell too, he realised, shifting his trousers to accommodate. Amra laid a hand on his chest and stood on her toes to kiss him. She broke the kiss too soon and held him at arm's length. Kass resisted the urge to grab her waist and pull her to him. Amra held up a bunch of herbs. “Just fetching some silver-wort. I’m brewing a cauldron of healing draught – they’re running low up at the infirmary. Did the hunters have what we needed?”

Kass shook his head. “They had some basics but no hag-beetles. Apparently they’re hard to collect at this time of year. Tend to be around vargurse. If only I’d kept an eye on the stores-”

Amra placed a finger on his lips, frowning. “You were working long days to grow food for the clan and the war. There are a hundred little shortages now. It’s not your fault.”

Guilt roiled in Kass’s belly anyway. He knew the pride Amra took in her store of potions and ingredients. Knew it pained her to be unable to fulfil the clan's needs.

“I’m still hoping I can breed them. I just need to work out what makes them form cocoons."

"They're mating?"

"Aye, and the eggs hatch out into nice fat larvae. But they need to form cocoons next, and they aren't. They're just dying one by one."

Amra stroked his arm and planted a kiss on the corner of his mouth. "Are they eating?"

"Everything I throw at them. They just get bigger and bigger and then die. The adults are all dead too, so there are no more larvae until the hunters catch something."

"So they need something else to trigger cocooning and transform into adults?"

"Maybe. I could try different meat. Maybe they don't like hopper."

“You will work it out. You solved the dream-wasps light thing.”

Kass smiled down at her hopelessly. “I’ll keep trying. I should go and look at them.” He took a few steps towards the preservation store, running a hand down Amra’s arm. Their fingers entwined for a moment as he passed out of reach.

“And I’d better stir my brew.” Amra blew him a kiss as she entered the brewing room. “We’re running low on dried spelk if you get a moment to harvest some,” she called over her shoulder.

Kass dropped his new supplies in the preservation store noting the many near-empty jars and bins – he had a lot of harvesting, drying and pickling to do before the long dark arrived. He headed through the garden, checking the sky reflexively as he crossed the open space. There was nothing circling there but dreki. The little domesticated dragons should sound the alarm if anything more dangerous were to approach. Always best to check though. His mother had never let him forget that.

He passed under the shade of the old apple tree, picking a fruit as he went, and came to the barn at the back of the garden. At the barn entrance he looked back to where he could see a narrow strip of the brewing room through the open door and a sliver of dark curls, strong hands and bare legs as Amra stooped over the workbench. His heart swelled at the rightness of her presence in the workshop and he headed into the barn with memories of Amra, naked up on that same workbench as he drove up into her and she dug her nails into his shoulders.

The sight of the hag beetles’ cage brought him brutally back to the present. Five more larvae were dead – stiff and shrivelled on the floor.

***

Kass held his breath and flopped the chunk of rotting aurochs meat into the cage. He hadn’t tried aurochs yet – maybe the species of animal was important to the hag-beetles development? The treasury carefully rationed meat at the moment, and aurochs was the hardest to come by.

"Dragons come first," he muttered to himself. He told himself he didn't really begrudge the beasts. The entire clan relied on them after all, now more than ever, but sometimes he felt the brewers deserved a little more acknowledgment. Amra had done her bit in the war, brewing healing draughts and salves for warriors. Who knew how many lives she'd saved.

As the stench of rot filled the barn the larvae raised their mouthparts as if they were scenting the air and writhed forward to find their meal. Kass heard light footsteps approaching the barn and latched the cage carefully. The larvae weren’t large by Heartrift standards – only about the size of his forearm – but they could give you a nasty bite. One had got him recently and the power in those mandibles was surprising. He turned as the barn door opened, rubbing absently at the circle of tender new skin on his hand, and saw Alay, his son and eldest child, silhouetted against the bright light outside.

“Mam said you might need a hand, Fa,” Alay said. “Training is done for the morning.” Alay had just started his prentice in the warrior aspect. He loved the weapons training and was in awe of the warriors' skills, especially the new clan champion. Kass suspected that guard duty would be less appealing. Everyone expected Alay would follow his mother into the adept aspect and be a brewer, but you never knew. That’s ten years off still. Let the boy explore.

“Help me feed the animals,” Kass said, “then you can find your friends and something to eat before your afternoon with the warriors.” Alay darted off to the root store – he did everything with full energy and Kass smiled to see it. Alay flung buckets of gnarled rissa roots into the pen where Cul the young spined-boar lived while Kass fed fresh hopper meat to the sparktongues, the tiny dragons zipping like jewelled missiles around his head. The sparktongues were in a mating frenzy the last few days. He looked back at the hag-beetle cage. If only everything was as easy to breed as sparktongues.

As he carefully fed the dream-wasps and adjusted the shutters that changed the light levels in their hive, his thoughts drifted back to Amra. Had she had a little fire in her eyes earlier? Maybe when Alay went to find his friends they could spare some time for each-other. The rest of the animals were soon fed and watered, Alay running back and forth to the bucket winch overhanging the river that roared past in the gorge below the workshop. Kass thanked his son, passed him a few small teeth to buy a treat to eat, and let him go, knowing he’d likely be joining his friends at their usual spot in the stone circle at the centre of town.

Out in the garden, Kass worked his way down the rows, pulling weeds and checking the plants. There was plenty to harvest – he and Amra would have days of preservation work ahead of them, but at least the store would not be so empty. The sun was high now, baking the walled garden despite the breeze that came from the open side above the river. Kass pulled off his shirt, tied a harvest basket to his belt and began to gather spelk, carefully avoiding the leaves' sharp tips. He could hear Amra moving about in the brewing room, knives on the chopping block, iron ladle clanging against the cauldron. With the sun on his back and the sounds of his love-sworn working nearby, Kass felt a peace settle on him like he hadn’t felt since Amra went off to Sunder and the war. Moving methodically down the rows, he filled his basket, thinking about nothing – just hazy daydreams of soft flesh and dark curls – and only when his basket was full did he realise that the sounds from the brewing room had stopped. He looked up to find Amra leaning against one of the thick stone pillars that held the roof over the deck. She watched him through her long lashes, a smile on slightly parted lips. Kass’s trousers were suddenly uncomfortably tight.

“That's a pleasant sight," she said, her eyes caressing his bare chest and shoulders. "I can help for a bit. My healing draught needs to simmer awhile.”

Kass indicated his full basket. “I’m done with spelk but we need to harvest the burst berries before they, well, burst.” Amra fetched a basket, bundled her hair up into her aspect’s traditional low bun, and joined him. They talked of what the children were doing today and Kass’s idea about trying different meats on the hag-beetles. Kass wondered if they were avoiding talking about Sunder. She’ll talk if she wants to. Probably the last thing she wants to think about.

Soon sweat was beading on Amra’s brow and she stood up, groaning and digging her thumbs into her back. “Oof. The sun is not going down without a fight this year.” She unlaced her shirt and pulled it over her head. It was perfectly normal for people to work in just a kilt or trousers in this kind of weather, but Kass’s heart thundered in his chest as Amra’s heavy, drooping breasts fell free from her shirt. She noticed his look and stuck her tongue out at him, then bent to the berry bushes again, breasts swaying. Kass couldn’t help sending regular glances at Amra as they worked, taking in the shifting muscles of her back as she pulled the berries, the crease at her waist when she turned to the basket, the short curls at the nape of her slender neck, the muscles of her thighs as she squatted on the earth, kilt hitched up. The familiar shape of her body was perfect beauty to Kass, a balm on his worries and anxieties. Amra glanced at him as he looked at her and their eyes locked, her smile spreading wider. She stood and stepped across the row of bushes to meet him as he rose, and this time when their lips met, she didn’t end the kiss. She opened her mouth to him, tongue caressing his. Kass pulled her tight to him, her breasts pressed against his chest, one hand flat on the warm skin of her back, the other exploring the curves of her arse.

“Mmmmm,” Amra moaned into his mouth as her hand found his erect cock through his trousers. He groaned at her touch. “I think I need this inside me,” Amra mumbled without breaking their kiss.

Kass pulled back for a moment. “The stone is by our bed,” he said, referring to the runed contraceptive stone they used to prevent pregnancy.

“We could leave it this once?” Amra’s eyes were dark, her cheeks flushed, mouth open, nipples hard against his chest. He reached for her, ready to lift her, when he heard the door to the potion store slamming. Amra groaned in lustful frustration, but stepped away, still holding his hand.

Namah, their daughter and middle child, appeared on the deck. She looked at her parents with a worried frown. “Have you seen Goluff?” Goluff was her pet dreki, her pride and joy, the little fat dragon given to her by Tordraeg’s dragonmaster. No-one had any doubts that when the time came, Namah would choose to work with dragons. “Vak snapped at him and he flew away,” Namah continued, lower lip trembling.

Kass grabbed his shirt and pulled it over his head. “I’ll help you find him, Nammy,” he said, taking her small hand in his. “Didn’t he hide in the bridge smithy once?”

“I’d better check my cauldron,” Amra said, her voice husky. “I hope you find him, Nammy.” The look she gave Kass as he led their daughter out to the street made the frustrated lust flare in him. Knowing that she wanted him was such a sweet torture, but he could savour the anticipation, for a while at least, knowing that they would be in each-other's arms soon.

***

The sun was past its zenith as Kass left the sun-baked street and descended into the cool gloom of the potion store again. He meandered his way through to the brewing room where Amra was pouring measures of healing draught into clay pots and stopping them with wax. When she looked up she must have seen the desire on his face. The apologetic pout she gave him made his heart sink, and he stopped himself from wrapping his arms around her.

“Rhuaren will be here soon,” Amra said, “I promised he could borrow my blue-flame burner for one of his experiments.”

Kass nodded, holding back a sigh. Rhuaren was the librarian up at the clanhouse. The old chronicler seemed interested in everything under the sun and was always looking for specimens to dissect, plants to process in different ways. Kass didn’t understand half of what he talked about, but he was amiable, and always interested in Kass’s efforts to domesticate new species.

Amra put down a freshly sealed pot and came to Kass, putting her arms around his neck. She kissed him and for a moment the workshop faded and there was only Amra’s soft lips and sweet breath. She rested her forehead on his shoulder and he held her, enjoying the feel and the scent of her. “We found Goluff in the bridge smithy,” Kass said into her hair. “I think he enjoys watching the forge fire. Nammy’s run off up to the clanhouse with her group.”

“Thank the goddess. I dread the day that dreki doesn’t come back.” Amra leaned back and looked up at him. “I was thinking about the hag-beetles,” she said.

“Uh?”

“Your idea of trying different meats. Maybe it’s the magic?” She was tracing a circle on his lower back with her finger and it made it hard to focus.

“The animal's magical ability?”

“Yes. Like in potions. Maybe the hag beetles need a specific effect from a specific animal.” Kass nodded slowly. It hadn’t occurred to him that the magic drawn to a specific animal might be needed to make the cocoons. Most animals in Heartrift drew magic into at least some part of them, making them tougher or stronger or able to breathe flame. Amra harnessed those effects to make different potions. Maybe the hag-beetle used them too. Would the magic be evident in the cocoon? He’d never actually seen one.

“Maybe Rhuaren could help?” Amra suggested. “He does a lot of research into magical effects and animals. He invented the night-sight draught after studying stalker eyes.”

“That’s a good idea. I’ll ask him.”

Amra pulled back, looking up at him from under her lashes. “Maybe when he’s gone, you can put another baby in me,” she said, her voice low and breathy.

Despite the sudden pounding of his heart and the strain in his trousers, her words demanded an answer.

“Do you want another baby?”

“I think I might.” Amra caressed his chest. “What about you?”

“I know I do.” Energy coursed through him as Amra’s eyes widened, a smile of delight parting her plump lips. He wanted to sit her on her workbench, pull her kilt up to her waist and fuck her right now. She kissed him again, hard this time, her mouth hot and urgent against his. He slid his hands up her thighs. She wasn’t wearing underwear. Blood pounding in his head, he grasped her arse in both hands and lifted her up onto the bench. She was breathing fast, fumbling with his belt. One of her breasts spilled from her shirt as he pulled at the laces.

The door to the street slammed, driving them apart for the second time that day.

“Hello? Amra?” Rhuaren’s voice.

“In the brewing room Rhuar,” Amra called out. She hopped off the bench, smoothing her kilt down, lacing her shirt back over her breasts. Kass did his belt up and took a few deep breaths, trying to calm his racing heart and then Rhuaren was there in his worn chroniclers robes, greeting them in his quiet way.

Rhuaren was older than Kass and Amra, losing his hair, always with stains and burns on his hands from his experiments. He accepted Amra’s offer of apple-flower tea and didn't seem to notice her flushed cheeks or Kass’s distant responses to his pleasantries. Kass made the tea while Amra showed Rhuaren the runic burner he’d come to borrow. The runes were tiny – made by a master scribe – and so many packed into a small piece of black-iron produced a flame so hot it burned blue. It was the most valuable thing in the workshop and the only permanent piece of rune-work Amra owned. Her other runic items were made from plain steel or stone that would crumble over time with the force of magic drawn through it.

Kass handed Rhuaren a beaker of tea. “Ruar, I was wondering. Have you encountered any insects that require specific magical effects – specific meat – to advance life stages? I’ve not come across it in the insects I breed, or on the farms, but I’m struggling with hag-beetles.”

Rhuaren brightened at the question. “Hag-beetles… Hmmm, yes, we are in desperate need of preservation magic.” He leaned against the bench where moments ago Amra had perched with her legs spread and her kilt hitched up to her waist. He swirled his tea thoughtfully. “I haven’t studied hag-beetles directly, but there are certainly animals that rely on the magical effects of their prey. It was studying the behaviour of crag wolves that seemed to have learnt to hunt in the dark, that started my development of the night-sight draught. They were killing stalkers but leaving their heads uneaten until just before they went out to hunt at night. The stalker’s eyes were enhancing their night vision.”

Kass glanced at Amra. She’d gone back to filling pots of healing draught. She widened her eyes slightly at him – Rhuaren was known to go off course when talking about his work.

“Insects though,” the scholar continued. “There’s one I can think of – the goodnight beetle has poisonous spines that mean mating would ordinarily be deadly. They have a symbiotic relationship with the green rock-drake and eat its faeces when they're ready to mate. Bile in the faeces has an effect that protects from poison – in the dragon it protects it from its own poison. Eating it allows the beetle to mate safely.” Rhuaren shrugged. “So it's definitely possible that hag-beetles need a magical property to make their cocoons. Maybe it’s related to how hard they are?”

“Hard?” Kass asked.

“Yes, I looked at using the ground cocoons as an abrasive at one point, but it didn't really work. They are uncommonly hard. Almost impossible to break.”

“That could be due to magic,” said Amra. “Something with an unusually hard body part?” She glanced at Kass and wet her bottom lip with the tip of her tongue. His heart thumped in his chest.

“I ended up using crag goat's horns for my abrasive in the end,” mused Rhuaren. “Lasted a lot longer.”

Inspiration struck Kass. “Crag goats are migrating at the moment aren’t they?”

“Indeed!” Rhuaren said. “Heading down from the mountains to endure the cold of the long dark at the Makers' Sanctuary. It’s a fascinating-”

“I have an idea!” Kass said. “Thank you, Rhuar.” He clasped the old chronicler's arms in farewell. “And you, Am,” he put one arm around his love-sworns waist and kissed her. “I’ll be back to finish what we were working on as soon as I can.” Kass dashed out into the street and set off for the clan house at a jog.

***

It took Kass a frustratingly long time to find the hunter he’d bought supplies from earlier that day. Eventually he tracked her down in the Evening Hall, relaxing with her friends in a dark corner, far from the bright flames of the Eternal Hearth, in the lap of a muscled young warrior who was feeding her mead from a horn. As he wove his way through groups of chattering folk towards them, the warrior noticed him and looked up with a question on her face as she caressed the hunter's hair. Her eyes looked red, as if she'd been crying.

“Sorry to disturb, rak,” Kass said. The hunter turned to him, face blank initially, then breaking into a smile.

“Kash, isn’t it? The potion supplies? I’m Sula. Was there something else you needed?”

“I had a question about something you said earlier about hag-beetles.”

“Oh? They’re dangerous to get this time of year.”

“You said that’s because they collect outside vargurse lairs?”

“That’s right. You don’t want to tangle with those hairy demons if you don't have to.”

“Do you know why?”

Sula frowned. “For the meat scraps? Vargurse are messy eaters. That’s where the hag-beetles lay their eggs, I reckon. The larvae seem to be common around vargurse lairs, anyway.”

“But not at any other time of year? Just the fall?” The warrior with her arms around Sula frowned and shifted round to look straight at Kass.

Sula thought for a moment and then turned to her companions, who were also in hunters’ garb. “You find the beetles anywhere, right? Except in the fall?”

The others nodded agreement. “Wherever there’s rotting flesh,” one said.

“And the vargurse,” said Kass, “is their behaviour different this time of year?”

The warrior stood, lifting Sula easily, kissed her mouth, and deposited her on the cushion. “I’m getting more mead,” she said and stomped away to where the keepers had set up the drink barrels.

“It’s glut time for the vargurse,” Sula said, eyes drifting past Kass to watch her lover. “They have easy pickings right now with all the crag goats heading down the mountain into the forest. Horns and hooves are scattered all round their lairs – too hard even for a vargurse jaw.”

“That’s wonderful, thank you,” Kass said, stepping back.

“Do you need anything else?” His questions obviously bemused Sula.

“Are there any crag goat horns in the stores here?” Amra used powdered horn in her potions, but they didn’t have any whole ones at the workshop.

“Sure, we’ve killed plenty ourselves for the meat. The horns are mounting up. They’re in a bin in the dry store-”

“Perfect, my thanks,” Kass called over his shoulder. It’s the horns, he thought to himself, I’m almost sure.

He wove through the corridors of the clanhouse, dodging keepers carrying food up to the Bright Hall for the evening meal. As he passed one of the open doors to the hall, he saw Namah sitting at one of the long tables with her friends, her little dragon perched beside her. She saw him and they waved at each other. His other children would be in there too. For a moment, he was torn between finding them and getting back to the workshop. I’ll see them soon. The clanhouse doors were open, a steady stream of warriors, hunters, crafters and farmers coming in to eat and drink. He realised he’d hardly eaten that day. Time for that later. Despite the breakthrough he hoped he had made, Amra was dominating his thoughts and he just wanted to get back to her. He was struggling to think of anything else.

He clattered down the front steps into Heart Court, heading for the storage huts. No stranger to preservation work in Heart Court himself, he quickly found the bin Sula had mentioned. He snatched up a crag-goat horn in each hand and started down through Outer Court and the winding path down the crag into town. The sun was nearing the jagged mountains to the south-west, bathing the valley in golden light that gleamed off wisps of cloud in the blue above. The horns were heavy, each as long as a decent length sword and too thick at the base for him to encircle with both hands. By the time he reached the workshop, he was dragging them behind him on the paving stones, sweating through his shirt.

The potion store was cool and steeped in gloom and Amra met him at the door out to the garden, golden sunlight silhouetting her gorgeous curves. She took one horn from him and they lugged them through to the barn. The hag-beetle larvae responded differently to the horns than they did to meat. A quiet chittering sound went up and they moved forward to investigate almost cautiously. “Well, that’s different,” Kass said.

“A hopeful sign?” Amra took his hand in hers.

Kass shrugged. A wave of tiredness swept over him. “We’ll see. Now.” He turned and drew her to him.

Amra laughed and danced away, pulling him towards the barn doors. “Let's get out of here.”

In the garden, under the gnarled branches of the old apple tree, with the last rays of the sun highlighting the tops of the walls, they finally melted into each-other, moulding their bodies together in an embrace that felt to Kass like he was being made whole again. They broke a long gentle kiss. Amra ran her hands over his shoulders and chest and he saw the tiredness in her eyes fade, replaced by bright, smouldering lust.

“You know I’ve been daydreaming about you inside me all afternoon?” Her words made fire explode in his belly, his cock hardening. He fumbled with the laces of her shirt, pulling it down as soon as there was space so that her breasts fell free into his hands. He rubbed his thumbs across her swollen nipples and she groaned and gently bit his bottom lip, pulling him into a hungry kiss. Then her hands were inside his shirt, pushing it off his shoulders, tracing fire across his touch starved skin. Kash stooped and trailed kisses down Amra’s neck to her collarbone, breathing the scent of her, the scent of home and happiness. He lifted a breast and flicked his tongue across the large, dark nipple, growling in his throat as Amra threw her head back. Slowly, he drew her nipple into his mouth, swirling his tongue around it. Amra pulled his hand to her other breast and delved into his trousers, grabbing his cock with a sound of appreciation that turned to a cry of pleasure as he gently bit her nipple. She squatted in front of him and used both hands to pull his cock out of his trousers. She looked at it for a moment, running her tongue across her bottom lip, then leaned in and slurped away the clear fluid that was dribbling from the tip. Kass moaned at the sky, a brief glimpse of the first stars in fading blue showing through the apple branches above. His cock pulsed in Amra’s hands and she looked up at him, eyes veiled by her long lashes, licking her lips.

“Those long days without me have you right on the edge, eh?” She gave him a wicked smile.

“I’m not going to last,” he groaned as she ran her tongue up the underside of his cock-head.

“Hmm, well, you can come in my mouth tomorrow. Tonight I want it all inside me. And no stone.” Amra stood and turned her back to him, breasts swaying. Kass watched, delight exploding in his lust drenched mind as she hitched her skirts up to her waist, grabbed the trunk of the apple tree, and spread her legs for him. Kass took in the heavy curves of her arse and her thick thighs traced with silvery stretch marks. His gaze caressed the arch of her back and the swell of her breasts to either side. He loved that she wanted this, and he loved that she wanted him to make her pregnant. It amazed him every time how her body could be so familiar and yet dazzle him as if they were strangers. He loved that familiarity, though some of his kindred thought him odd that one woman could satisfy him for so long. With this woman I can’t imagine wanting anyone else.

Amra looked back at him, hair coming loose from her bun. She rose up on her toes, arching her back, opening herself to him. Shining wetness slicked the insides of her thighs. She swayed her arse a little from side to side and then he was grasping her waist, thumbs digging into the paired dimples he loved so much, feeling her hot wetness on the head of his cock. Then he was in her and she was grinding back against him, taking him deep, her cunt squeezing tight around him. Amra looked back at him, mouth open and rolling eyes catching the last fire of the setting sun, arms reaching high on the tree trunk. In a dozen joyous thrusts, he was gasping her name, filling her with his seed, leaning over her in ecstasy, crushing her against him.

When his last trembling surge had calmed, Amra turned in his arms and pulled him down for a kiss. “I love it when you come in me,” she whispered in his ear, and he knew he’d be ready to take her again soon. He grasped her arse and lifted her and she wrapped her legs around his waist, a questioning look on her beautiful face. Trampling plants underfoot, he carried her into the preservation store and set her down on the heavy oak bench where they had prepared spelk for drying earlier. There was no light-rune in here – they were in short supply everywhere - but Amra was as gorgeous in the shadows as she was in full daylight. She sat smiling on the bench, legs spread wide, their combined fluids pooling on the wood. Kass dropped to his knees before her. He caught her feet, caressing them for a moment before running his hands up her legs, over her hips and across her belly to find her nipples, pulling gently to make her moan. Then he buried his face in her luscious cleft.

The scent of Amra’s body as he flicked his tongue lightly across her clit made Kass’s cock hard again, almost instantly. He loved this – feeling Amra’s body tense, hearing her moan, looking up to see her throwing her head back, eyes closed, mouth open. Time ceased to flow for Kass, enraptured by the scent, sight and sound of this sultry woman who had sworn herself to him. Her juices were running into his beard, slicking his nose and lips. Amra had a hand in his hair, the other propping herself up on the bench. She groaned, deep in her throat. “Yes! More now!” Kass sucked on her clit, flicking his tongue across it, tasting an iron tang. “Ohhhh,” Amra moaned, "It’s coming. I can feel-” She cried out and clamped her soft thighs tight around his head. Kass thought he could hear the pounding of her blood in his ears as she shouted her pleasure and delight to the evening air.

After a long moment, Amra wriggled down off the bench into Kass’s lap. She took his cock in her hand as they grinned rapturously at each other and began to tease it around the outside of her slick entrance. “I want you inside me again,” she whispered, “For longer this time,” she added, narrowing her eyes, a wicked smirk twitching round her mouth.

“Yes, sia,” said Kass with mock seriousness, then he surged to his feet, lifting her with him. Amra squeaked and grabbed his shoulders, but her squeak became a moan of delight as he lowered her onto his cock and began lifting her up and down to work just the head inside her. He loved that he could hold her like this and he knew she did too. Might not last long like this though. Still inside her, Kass carried Amra out to the cushions at the edge of the garden and laid her down. Above them the stars were gleaming across the sky and the bull moon and the cow moon were almost touching.

Amra shrugged out of her clothes and smiled up at the gleaming discs. “A good omen,” she murmured, placing a hand on her belly. Kass had eyes only for her, glorying in her body before him. He ran his hands up the thickness of her thighs, across her soft belly and came down onto his elbows, a breast in each hand, teasing her swollen nipples. Amra craned up to kiss him and gasped into his mouth as he drove his cock slowly into her until he could go no further. She crossed her legs behind his back, holding him in her, wanting him as deep as possible, and he wrapped his arms around her, their tongues entwining, breasts pressed against his chest.

Amra worked her hips just enough to move his cock inside her, rhythmically massaging her deepest places.

“I want to stay like this forever,” he growled into her kiss. He felt the urge to somehow get even closer to her, to merge their bodies completely in ecstasy. Slowly, he moved, pulling out a little more and a little more before thrusting back into her.

“Pinch my nipples,” Amra begged. Kass leaned back and trapped one of the dark buds between two fingers, tapping it with his thumb. Amra groaned. He teased and pulled gently, exploring her swollen, slightly rough areola, running his hand across her whole breast and coming back to the nipple, eliciting a gasp of delight. Amra dragged a cushion towards them and pushed it at him. “Lift me up.” He worked the cushion under Amra’s arse, raising her a little, changing the angle that his cock plunged into her. Making long thrusts, Kass increased his pace, feeling his balls slap against Amra’s arse every time, deep satisfaction flooding him as Amra bit her lip, eyes half closed. He pushed a little deeper and Amra pushed back against him, her eyes rolling back, her grip on his arms tightening. “Yes,” she moaned, “Yes, yes, yes, that’s it!”

The little figure of the earth goddess swung between them as they fucked. Kass had never had much time for religion, but this was a spiritual experience that never lost its power for him. Locked in an embrace with this woman, he felt the wonder of the world suffuse him like it never had in any temple. She was his entire world. The rest faded, leaving him with moonlit curves, soft flesh, and the sweet musk of fresh sweat brewing heavenly sensations between them. Thrumming energy built in his belly – built towards a point where it would sweep everything away uncontrollably. Kass had enough control still that he didn't give in to the flood just yet, looking up at where the moons rode above them, lost in their own mating. Then Amra was tensing, lifting her hips towards him, eyes widening as passion overtook her, nails biting into his skin. “Fuck me,” she whispered, and Kass lost all vestiges of control, thrusting wildly as Amra’s cunt began to pulse around his cock. She pulled him down, hard against her, heat and sweat melding them together. She was everything – too much to take in with the time and senses he had. Then they were both crying out, locked together, the sensation more than Kass could bear, destroying him for a moment before heat and sweat and soft flesh reasserted themselves on his senses.

Amra’s breathless laugh made him lift his head and swipe his hair from his eyes. She was grinning up at him, mouth open, glowing with warmth and love. He kissed her and they held it until they noticed the cooling night air around them. Kass sat up. Amra lay in the cushions, eyes half closed, smiling. Kass marvelled at the shape of her again. He didn’t think he would ever get over that feeling when he looked at her. Maybe the goddess had blessed him after all. Amra placed a hand on her belly thoughtfully, then sat up. “The children should be back soon.” She stretched. “I’m starving. Have you eaten anything today?”

Kass shook his head. “Just an apple.”

“There’s some food downstairs.” Amra grabbed his hand and hauled herself to her feet. “Let’s have a look.”

“I’ll catch you up.” Kass thumbed over his shoulder. “Just going to check the barn.” Amra smiled slowly, kissed him, and walked away towards the brewing room, collecting her clothes as she went. Kass watched her go as he dressed, loose relaxation filling him.

The barn was dark and Kass fumbled around for a few heartbeats to uncover the single rune-light they had in there. He found the catch and swung the cover open. Warm yellow light pushed the shadows back, and he hurried over to the cage that held the hag-beetle larvae. It took a moment to work out what he was seeing. Then his heart leapt, and he pressed his face to the bars. The larvae were clustered around the goat's horn, which was already pitted and looked half melted. And they were wrapping strands of grey, shining material from their mouths, around their bodies. “They’re making cocoons, may the Goddess bleed!” He paced to the door, then changed his mind and came back to watch the larvae building their little chambers of metamorphosis around themselves. He smiled to himself. Once these hatched out, they would have enough hag beetle carapace for plenty of preserving salve, and he should be able to breed them again. His thoughts wandered back to Amra and their bed of furs downstairs. It had been a good day.


“Arms And Armor” by FV Meyer - Part Two

The city was one of the better places I'd seen in my travels. It was far enough south that grey skies and whipping rains were uncommon, but close enough to the ocean that the heat remained bearable except at high noon. Along with the agreeable climate, the people were of sufficient population to have a myriad of issues, coddled enough to be decadent and unable to manage them all, while well-off to the point that payment was assured when I handled them in the people's stead. And most of those issues were merely trifling things, small matters brought large by the hubris of small mindedness.

The work was steady and it kept me in enough coin that I could afford to stay in a luxurious (by my standards) tavern at night.

A few candles illuminated the room dimly, the flickering light barely holding shadows at bay. The hauberk weighed on my back, the little metal links cold compared to the room's heat and held down by my lamellar chest piece. Otherwise I was nude. My hands were clasped while I knelt on the soft, clean bed, touching my head to Kanabo's weighted end. The windows were closed and shuttered, the door barred with my blanket stuck between the gap to keep the sound inside. The city had a reputation – well-deserved as far as I'd seen – as a tolerant bastion of vice, but there were limits. I knew my circumstances were well past what most would consider sensible and I didn't fancy picking up and moving just yet. My ribs weren't yet healed after a close encounter with a lance a few weeks prior.

“Give me your strength in exchange for my beauty. Give me your strength in exchange for my beauty. Give me your strength...”

I started up the chant, speaking it over and over without pause, calling to the gods, spirits or angels that resided within my arms and armor. The pair of them took their time when called, arriving only after a few minutes of ceaseless repetition to fill the room with an unexplained warmth. They were invisible, ethereal and silent. But they could be felt; oh, how they could be felt.

Like usual, Kanabo was the most direct, taking its essence around my shoulders to press me down forcefully onto the bed before kicking my legs apart. I was deliciously spread, the warmth of its touch flowing down the cleft of my ass, over my tight star and further down to my petals. Up and down and up again, in ragged fashion. It was pleasing as I felt its essence lapping at my soft folds and between my cheeks. And before long the unnamed one took its place, binding my breasts and teasing my nipples simultaneously. Working together, the pair sparked my arousal, my rough voice crying out in delight as they worked their ethereal touch wherever they pleased, making no apologies for it. Although pleasure was not my ultimate goal, it was a welcome companion to have around and I rejoiced in its presence.

But I did so carefully, mindful of my surroundings and only letting a fraction of my volume loose, lest someone pressed their ear to the door and assumed they'd let a harlot into their establishment. It was difficult at times. Kanabo and the nameless one were excellent as far as lovers went, more rough than sensual, but with the strength and stamina to make me hurt in all the right ways. In particular Kanabo, who usually took the lead in such things.

It pulled away for a heartbeat before rolling me over onto my back and lifting my legs and hips into the air. I briefly wondered what it was planning when its essence formed a slender yet powerful digit, sliding up into my ass with a smooth, practiced motion before swelling once inside. My eyelids fluttered and I rolled my head to the side, only to have nameless take up the cause of filling my cunt at the same time. And it was not small either, spreading my petals wide, sliding inside me, stuffing my pussy so full that my wetness oozed out and ran down my skin. Once inside, its essence rubbed against Kanabo's, the two of them working together and thrusting in unison, stretching me mercilessly as they took my offering.

The unknowable armor's ethereal bonds around my breasts tightened, a second set of warm, invisible hands pawing at them with slow strokes, feeling them harden under the constriction and thumbing my stiff nipples. The position in which the unnamed one took me was impossible for a man, but without the restriction of physical form, there were no limits on what either of them could do. At least, no limits I could discern, after years of offering myself to them and allowing them to fuck me like the lowest harlot to ever ply her trade by the docks. I tried to keep my voice at a whisper. “That's it, take me! Both of you... mmmph... inside me at once... ooh!”

My hands fell to my sides and I took up the sheets with a white-knuckled grip with one hand while putting a fist between my lips to bite on with the other. The ethereal pair swelled inside me, their combined girth pressing them tighter against one another. The way they squeezed me on the inside was indescribably wonderful and so I screamed into my fist, unable to hold back my cries any longer. A powerful orgasm welled up from within my belly, flowing out like a wave and crashing against the rest of my being, my cunt gushing around the unnamed one's essence. Were it not for my lips being pressed solidly against my hand, the noise would have shaken the walls and brought the city guards running.

None of that stopped Kanabo however. The weapon, finally satisfied with its size, pulled back and pushed its way inside, my tight ring giving only token resistance as it sodomized me, squeezing in every inch of its essence. It had trained me to enjoy this, to enjoy the slow penetration, the degradation and the discomfort until being propped up on my shoulders and taken while upside down was nothing more than a mild change in background. But when rolled into a climax from having my cunt filled, it was far too much and I lost my way, loosening my grip on Kanabo's essence just as it filled me deeper than before.

Its thrust was exquisitely savage, offering an equal measure of fullness as the unnamed one provided my pussy but made more intense by the tightness involved. The effect was undeniable and I began shaking, my feet jerking high into the air and toes curling up tight as a second climax followed fast on the heels of the first. Multiple orgasms were a common feature of my offering, but generally at intervals that allowed my recovery.

Fortunately, as my body was racked with convulsions – with limbs flailing wildly and head thrashing across the bed – Kanabo's own finish came, its thrusts taking a slower, heavier form, the warm essence growing warmer still as it penetrated my ass deeper and deeper. It was an odd feeling, uncomfortable and verging on pain, but the warm, filling sensation slowly spread. Kanabo's essence streamed throughout my body, my own heat rising from my skin even as I felt it tugging me from my body.

But its counterpart wasn't slacking either and nameless began kneading my breasts hard with the supernal bonds it had applied, still hammering away at my purse, my juices squirting from the overstuffed hole before they finally flowed down my belly. Slowly my awareness drifted above the bed and I took the position of spectator to my own ravishment, the unnamed one's ethereal form somehow holding back just a bit longer than Kanabo. Nevertheless, it isn't too much longer before it too fills me with essence, even as my non-corporeal form extended the feel of its thundering culmination inside me.

Suddenly, my eyes open and I am back inside my body, the esthesis allowing me to roll off the bed and onto the floor with a dull thud, quickly dressing with a cloak over my arms and armor before raising them in both hands. “Thank you for your strength.”

With my ritual completed, I stuff Kanabo under the cloak and stepped outside my room. The inn was dark and its hallways deserted, which suited my purpose as I pulled the hood of the cloak tight around my head, slipping out of a side door. While the night was young, I knew my mark wouldn't be long at his drinking, not when the guard schedule called for his presence early the next morning.

It could have very well been that he was already safe and sound back at the barracks, but I banished the thought from my head. Instead I focused on moving swiftly through the back alleys, keeping my head down and eyes averted. I was grateful that the nighttime temperature had not dropped so low that my heated skin would steam, allowing me to brush past the few night-goers who favored the alleys, largely an unsavory sort under any circumstances, but especially dangerous for what their lips might pass onto others. There was no other small mercy delivered to me though; the tavern where my mark took his drink was two districts away and close enough to his barracks that there were city guardsmen thick in the streets and alleyways.

I knew better than most that appearances matter and so I was forced to slow down, stand upright and pull my hood back to my ears, leaving my face open for observation. Hiding my tells in plain sight as it were, although they couldn't be nearly as hidden as one might suppose; the blood red edge of my irises stood out well in the darkness and lent my face an especially sinister appearance. They were part of the blessings given to me by Kanabo and the nameless one, but there were many times I figured them for a curse.

Usually when being hounded out of town by religious authorities or superstitious locals. 

But on that night, the ruse held, none of the city guardsmen even sparing me a second look, preferring instead to cast their professionally paranoid gaze at the drunks stumbling their way down the street in search of trouble. It was nerve-wracking, but I finally reached the tavern, taking my time to observe it carefully before barging right in. The place was the common sort with the patrons outside all bumbling drunk and the city guardsmen inside more concerned with slaking their thirsts than keeping their wits about them.

That was good; I neither needed nor wanted to make a scene. It was strictly a job.

And so I waited, letting the night grow longer before I spotted my mark leaving the bar, thankfully without company. The man was short, but not especially so, and stout, with his arms seemingly too long for his height. He wore mail armor over his chest and down his arms, along with a short, straight sword on his hip. He was still sober enough to walk straight, with his helmet tucked under his arm. I spotted the feathered red-and-white plum affixed to the top of his helmet and searched my mind to remember what it meant. A leader? A master-at-arms? Flag-bearer: that meant he was an experienced, brave and reliable guardsman.

But I had Kanabo.

As soon as he walked out of the tavern, I followed, keeping up my disguise as I matched his stride through the main thoroughfare. While not drunk, he was certainly tipsy enough to be unaware of his surroundings and before long I ducked into a side alley and dashed ahead, coming out in front of the inebriated guardsman, Kanabo held tight in my left hand.

He squinted at me as if he couldn't believe what he was seeing, a cloaked and hooded figure even shorter than himself with a club in their hand. Immediately his hand went to his sheath. “Stranger, what business do you have armed in the street?”

I didn't bother to disguise my voice. “I understand you fancy yourself a suitor of a certain pretty young maiden.”

His hand visibly relaxed around the hilt of his sword, but his stance did not. “A woman? I am a great many things to a great many women. What concern is it of yours?”

“None for you to know.” I spun Kanabo around in my hand one time and continued talking, careful to keep my hood down low but never taking my eyes off him. “What you do need to know is that neither she nor her older sister are interested. I'm told they've made this clear, but you persist. So I'm going to make it clearer.”

His fingers tightened around the hilt and drew the sword out several inches. “Listen here, girl,” he spat the last word out slowly, letting me hear every ounce of dripping contempt as he spoke, “My name is Zamasp, son of Shapur, Flag-Bearer of the City's Guard. Are you challenging me? Because if you are, give me a name.”

“Bearer of Kanabo.” He didn't have time to take insult at my abbreviated introduction. In the moment that I'd finished speaking, I was barely the length of Kanabo away from him, swinging the knobbed iron surface for his upper sword arm. The man only barely fell back in time to avoid having his bone broken but was stunningly fast as well, managing to draw his sword in the same time it took me to regain my balance after the miss.

It was a pity. I had hoped to end things in one strike and leave him essentially disarmed and humiliated with only a broken bone to show for his ill-conduct. Instead, I placed my other hand on Kanabo and began circling, the darkness providing no disadvantage for the esthesis flowing through my body and mind. But he responded calmly and correctly, matching my movements and preventing himself from being driven into a poor position. Neither of us said anything, too wrapped up in the duel, carefully watching the other for any signs or tells, keeping close watch on the other to provide some insight into what might come next.

His left foot shifted.

I dropped Kanabo downward and took a hasty half step back just as his blade flashed in the moonlight and arced towards me. With an extra half-step's distance, I brought Kanabo upward from below, meeting the blade where the tang entered the hilt with a rising swing, sending a shower of sparks and broken metal flying from the point of impact. At the same time, the edge of his sword struck my shoulder but barely even sliced the lamellar outer armor. The swing of Kanabo had broken his blade in one decisive move, leaving the man largely defenseless. We both backed away, but he was unarmed and I was not. It was a foregone conclusion.

If he was not a prideful man, he could have lived, but the flag-bearer's post was never filled by humble men. “I guess this is it,” he said as he pulled out a dagger, throwing it between his two hands as if trying to decide which to use. “I suppose death while trying to kill a demon isn't so bad.”

He caught the knife in one hand, his muscles tensed and he dove forward, flinging the blade towards me. A half-heartbeat later, Kanabo crashed into his face, teeth exploding out of his mouth from the impact as the weighted end shattered his skull and left his brains running into the street. His dagger landed with a metallic clang on the cobblestone behind me a second later, having deflected uselessly off my armor and flown high into the air.

I spared no time mourning him, quickly pulling my hood tight once more and sliding Kanabo under my cloak. I didn't have time to dawdle. The sounds of our duel would have been clear enough even in the busiest bazaar of the city. Deep into the night, on abandoned streets? They begged for prying eyes and curious minds to investigate.

And so I ran, making my trail along the back alleys and side streets once more.

* * *

I was cleaning and polishing my armaments when the knock came at my door.

My eyes looked over at the mirror, making sure I retained none of the fiery essence at the edge of my irises, as it was easily one of the most disconcerting sights that came with the strength provided by Kanabo and the unnamed one. Possibly the only aspect more disconcerting was the trail of broken bodies I tended to leave behind. But my eyes were clear and I rose from the stool, while grimacing at the pain from my right-hand side, an injury that hadn't quite had the time to heal.

The door was barred and I took my time lifting it clear before opening only a crack. “What is it?”

The man standing before my door was a caricature of a tajiri, the wealthy caravan merchants who dominated the city's trade. He wore a white sand hood around his neck and a loose-fitting robe of fine yellow fabric, split in the middle by a length of red silk tied around his waist, completed by a pair of elegant low-heeled riding boots adorned with gold in the tajiri fashion. His face bore a thin beard along the lines of his jaw and chin, which I took to be a local fashion as I'd never seen one so groomed before. In addition, he wore makeup, with his eyes shadowed and his face powdered, at once bringing out the lines of his face while suggesting to a casual onlooker he had never felt the sun's rays on his fair skin. I wondered how such a look became fashionable among those who were actual caravan merchants – if anything, it suggested they were lazy.

But as I looked at him, he looked back at me, his expression fixed and largely neutral. Neither of us spoke, a dozen heartbeats passing before he inhaled and exhaled slowly, still staring into my eyes. I knew better than to look away; a good merchant was many things, but graceful to those he could intimidate was not usually counted among their virtues. As the silence drew longer, I grew annoyed; he'd come to my door, if he had something to say, he could be the first to speak.

Briefly, his lips twitched and I thought he was finally giving up the act, but he simply inhaled again before tilting his head back and looking down his nose at me in a haughty fashion. At that, I tired of his silly game and closed my door, intent on returning to finish polishing Kanabo and my armor. Of course, I only made it a few steps when the knocking sounded again. If he wished to stop being an arrogant tajiri and instead deal directly, I was more than willing to extend a second chance.

However when I opened the door, I was again met with nothing but silence. His previously guarded expression had given way to a sort of vague contempt as he looked down on my diminutive size and stature. I came very close to breaking the silence with an insult but reined in my vexation and instead closed the door once more, barring it shut as my final response to his insult. The knocking came yet again.

My limit had been reached. I hastily grabbed Kanabo, still glistening with oils, and unbarred the door while awkwardly holding the weapon in my hands. I didn't make any threats. I didn't need to. Instead I simply tipped Kanabo's weighted end towards the man's pretty face in what was an unspoken menacing of his person. The haughty expression dropped away and he tilted his head to the side instead, more curious than scared. “Ah, I see now, I do have the right room.” His accent in the trade language was notable, but his cadence lilting and poetic.

“Why are you here?” I didn't bother to keep the snarl out of my voice, but I did hope my accent wasn't so thick it was foreign to his ears. I wanted him to know exactly what I was saying, without having to stop and think it through.

He ignored me in favor of closely studying my weapon, carefully examining the iron with cold eyes as he spoke without answering my question. “You see, they did not tell me one so dangerous was also so beautiful.”

“Flattery won't –“

The tajiri cut me off. “Young girl, it wasn't not a compliment. I took you for a whore, not one of martial skill.”

I felt my face flush as the blood under my skin rose in temperature. “A whore?! I'll –“

“Save the words and spare my ears your indignation. Beauty's worth to the fighting art is like that of flight to a rat. Superfluous. Unnecessary. Almost tragic.”

“I'm not a whore!”

“But you are very beautiful, which is wasted when I've come to hire you for something else entirely.” He reached into his robes and came out holding three gold coins, stamped with a face I did not recognize. “This should cover my intrusion, my insult and my inquiry.”

My hand wavered a bit as I considered not taking the coins and instead simply closing the door on him for a third time. But while I might not have recognized the mint, I recognized the value of gold in any form. My life was not so filled with wealth that I could stand on offense and refuse good coin. So I reached forward and took it in hand, flicking one of them in the air to test its weight and balance before catching it to peer at the stamp and inscription, keeping my voice harsh. “What did you want to ask of me?”

The man stroked his beard and tilted his head in a gesture of respect. “I am Aram, son of Hami, grandson of Mehrang.” He lowered himself to a slight bow with his hands presenting at his waist. I didn't know what he expected of me – or if anything was expected – and let him stay there without saying a word. If it gave offense, he didn't show it as he rose, speaking once more. “My father, honored in our house, has recently acquired a small amount of cargo that he wishes to sell independently of the established caravan masters, in a city across the desert. But to this end, we require a small degree of protection. However we cannot afford mercenaries, nor will any caravan master part with a trusted guard – only thieves and cowards.”

I leaned against the door, allowing it to open a bit more. “And you think me trustworthy?”

“I do not, but I am not the man upon whom it rests to make such decisions. To that, I leave my father, honored in our house, with his age and wisdom to guide him. He says I am to hire you and therefore I am here.”

I couldn't help but snort at the flowery rhetoric that didn't bother disguising his distaste for me. “But you, Aram, you would choose not to hire me, were you to be honored in your house?”

“I would not hire you as a guard, no. You would be hired as a whore and nothing else.”

Kanabo's end dropped towards his face, but the pampered scion of a merchant family easily side-stepped the swing, his vaguely bored expression not even leaving his face. He grabbed it at the nadir of its arc, trapping the weighted end in his hand and holding it in place. It was certain that I was much slower wielding Kanabo when not imbued with his power, but that didn't mean I wasn't still fast. As coddled as the man in front of me might have been, he'd also been trained at least to defend himself.

He casually glanced down at my weapon then back up to me, his eyes as cold as ever. “You ask me a question, yet take offense at an honest answer? I do not understand this. Perhaps you are not so trustworthy as my father, honored in our house, assumed?”

I pulled back, breaking Kanabo out of his grip as I clenched my teeth. “I told you I'm no whore. Perhaps you are not as smart as you assume, which is why you are not honored in your own house?”

His eyes flared in a subtle, controlled fashion but he tilted his head in farewell. “I see you are not willing to be bought. I will tell this to my father –“

“Honored in your house, yes, yes, I understand. Goodbye.” I didn't even look back at him as I slammed the door shut and barred it once again. A flare of pain shot through my ribs, probably the result of the strain after putting so much strength into swinging Kanabo at the tajiri's head. I figured that to be the end of that and slowly walked across the room to resume polishing my armaments when yet again a knock sounded.

My hand clenched Kanabo tight and I stood up slowly, intent on dashing Aram across that pretty face of his. But it wasn't Aram at my door. It was a boy, looking up at me with the innocent surprise of youth. The messenger was perhaps six years old, rosy-cheeked in spite of his tawny complexion with messy hair falling into his eyes and breathless in his eagerness to deliver a message. “My father says to tell you that the white robes are coming to investigate a disturbance. He said he thought you should know, since you weren't out last night, that a man from the city guard was killed by a demon. But my father says demons aren't real. He says he thinks it was an assassin and that any smart assassin would be clearing out of town well before anyone could start asking questions.”

The boy spun and ran off quickly down the inn's hall. I understood his message though, not a hint of subtlety about it. The white robes were no friends of mine and with reports of a demon having killed a member of the city guard, they'd be even less inclined to civil discourse than the last time we crossed paths. And that particular meeting included a handful of them trying to burn me alive, so I wasn't especially keen on another. Suddenly the prospect of rolling out an undersized caravan across a barren desert full of bandits didn't seem like such a bad job.

I just hoped I could track them down among the glut of tajiri in town before Aram's father received word of my refusal.

* * *

“I am looking for Hami, son of Mehrang.”

The majordomo eyed me wearily, with a thin and reedy face, topped by a receding hairline that left a few strays to spoil the smoothness of his bare scalp. “And you are...?”

His voice was raspy and weak, barely discernible over the din of the walled manor that made up quarters for transient tajiri. It was fortified yes, but no less extravagant for it. The interior walls full of murals, the grounds dotted by fine sculptures and statues, each room individually decorated, the windows made of stained glass. It was the lap of fleeting luxury, filled to the brim with people who were willing to pay a ransom for the privilege of being pampered away from their own home. Everywhere I looked, it was full of lavishly adorned men, their painted wives and spoiled children along with the usual hangers on of the wealthy: tailors, cooks, shoemakers, prostitutes, concubines, serving girls, messenger boys, sycophants, fortune-tellers.

I was in no mood for the word games of the wealthy. It wasn't hard to find the area of the city where the tajiri laid their heads, but getting through with only a name on my lips had taken more time than I'd liked, especially with the white robes' inquiry impending. I took a half-step and leaned in close, lowering my voice as I stared into the majordomo's eyes. “I am his guard.” To emphasize the point, I threw my cloak back over one shoulder, revealing my armor and club. The man's eyes grew even more skeptical at the sight and he sat back heavily in his chair, motioning for a serving girl to approach.

“Adala, be a dear and fetch the good trader Hami, son of Mehrang.” As the girl nodded silently and turned away, he rather lasciviously groped at her backside, which wouldn't have bothered me much, except that he stared at me as he did it, licking his lips in what I can only imagine was a decidedly desperate attempt to entice me. I smiled, leaned in even closer and let Kanabo's weighted end drop on his toes.

“My apologies, sir.”

He didn't cry out as I expected but he did keep his demeanor chaste. After a short wait, the girl returned with another robed man, portly and full bearded, with robes even more overwrought with finery than his son. He smiled at me in the genuinely false manner of any good merchant and spread his arms out wide. “Ah, you must be the battle-maiden I've heard so much about. And much easier on the eyes than I'd been expecting. Come, come, surely my eldest son has already spoken to you?”

“Yes, we've met and... spoken.”

His brow furrowed, probably as much from the sound of my unexpectedly deep voice as the way I lodged a complaint with nothing more than a heartbeat's hesitation in my words, but his smile remained in place. “Ah, I see, I see. Surely any offense he may have caused you was properly compensated.”

It was a question delivered as a statement, the mark of a man used to getting his way. Typically, I would have answered such with crass remarks and derision, but this was anything but typical for me and so I nodded, allowing him to continue. “Very well. Has my most impolite offspring explained your duties?”

“He did: guard your caravan across the desert.” It was delivered as flippantly as I figured I could get away with, my eyes watching his face for any reaction. There was not one, his smile stayed fixed in place like a venerable oak tree.

“Excellent, most excellent,” he said, bringing his hands together in a loud clap, “We shall take you to my caravan then.”

The smile on his face grew broader and my anxiety deepened along with it.

* * *

The travel was harder than I imagined it, the sun as relentless as it was blistering, its heat coming in waves that washed over every inch of exposed skin. I'd often wondered about the tajiri fashion of fully enclosing one's face  in wrapping, saving only a narrow slit for eyes, but once I experienced the way the sun's heat reflected upward off the shifting sands, I knew then there was more to the outfit than mere fashion. I'd also questioned their seeming affection for camels, the reeking, spitting trundling beasts no better than large vermin before I'd seen the way they could sustain themselves in the brutalizing heat that sapped every bit of moisture to be found among the dunes. My own “desert” horse quickly grew weaker, his once proud gait reduced to a pitiful shadow as the sun and sands took their due. When he grew too tired to carry my weight, I rode on one of the wagons, yet he continued to weaken and Aram simply shook his head.

“You must be new to the sands,” he said ruefully, “Perhaps a brothel would be more to your horse's liking than our route?” His face held the bored neutrality of pampered scions in every land, but the hands on his reins were calloused and experienced. Whatever mirth he held back was shown instead by his mount, an agitated dromedary whose reek stood out even in the company of other camels, its excited cries reverberating across the shifting sands as the beast guffawed at its rider's humor. “One hears a girl can earn a beautiful white horse in only a few weeks working in one of the fine silk houses.”

Aram took some degree of offense that I was unavailable as his personal whore for the journey, complaining openly that being deprived of a woman was too much for a man of his status. I couldn't see why Hami saw fit to keep the overgrown boy around; much better to cut him loose and allow him to fail in order to teach the hardest practical lesson in humility possible. But as much as I wished to take Kanabo and dash that pretty face of his, I needed to get out of the town – quickly – and to some place the white robes would not follow. There was no better plan than to do so on a merchant's route through the burning sands, filled with secret wells and hidden oases known only to the tajiri and their retainers. And so I held my tongue and stayed my hand, even as Aram offered overt provocation.

I stared at him but my own mount's haggard appearance did no favors to my riposte gaze and before long I looked away, scanning the horizon for signs of dust or figures. Thankfully, Aram didn't wish to pursue the matter further and reined his camel away, riding towards the head of the caravan in the laid back manner of impetuous young men. I was grateful for his absence; the heat and whirling sands were oppressive enough without the uncivil tongue of a brash tajiri.

And so the days went on, each time the cool evening seeming to take longer to arrive than the previous day. Parched and sweaty, I'd eagerly await the cry of Hami to circle the relative handful of carts and wagons. It was a rather meager defense. The “caravan” could hardly lay claim to the name, amounting to scarcely twenty beasts of burden, not including mounts. The guards they'd already hired had the hard, lean look of those who'd traveled the desert before and had met the acquaintance of metal-on-flesh at least once although one of them had the look of a man who was a thief, even if he himself didn't know it yet. In spite of that, I was grateful for the relief even as I knew my guard should have remained intact. The desert took its toll of all things and my attention was surely high on its ledger.

For that evening, the stop was a caravansary of sand-washed stone on four sides, the sole entrance just barely large enough to accommodate a loaded camel and with its only interior feature being a well with a fountain basin at its center. With enough room to accommodate the typical trade caravan of several hundred camels and carts, the walled compound was practically abandoned with Hami's not even numbering three dozen total between pack beasts and riding mounts. Still, he appeared nervous, murmuring to himself while the guards and I drank heavily from the fountain before filling our waterskins. Unlike the others, I brought only two, suitable for carrying on my back if necessary and scolded myself for my frugality; I'd run dry several hours before and spent the early evening so overcome by thirst I felt faint. Had there been an attack, I would have been completely useless.

As I bent over the fountain, a hand clasped my shoulder, followed by a gruff but feminine voice. “Are you well?” I looked back to see one of Hami's twin daughters, Masvash, standing behind me and looking away towards the caravansary's entry gate. Even though she wasn't much older than me, the girl acted as captain of the caravan's guards and looked the part: bearing a wicked scar across her face that marred its womanly lines, tracing from the corner of her left eye and down her cheek, growing thinner and more shallow until it faded just before reaching her jaw. As near as I could tell, Masvash wasn't the slightest bit ashamed of the scar, having sheared her hair to the scalp along both sides of her head and only somewhat less short on top, wearing what remained in a braided top-knot that drew attention to her disfigurement. Yet, even without it she would have cut a presence fit for any battlefield, wearing a set of scale armor with a parma shield on her back, both trimmed in red and yellow, while her arm held a ten foot long ash wood spear, casually shifting it back and forth against her foot. “Your horse will probably be taken by the desert; it would be preferable for the other guards if you yourself did not join him.”

Her voice may have been distinctly female, but she used the phrasing of a warrior; never directly acknowledging death as such, but describing it as nothing more than a toll imposed. I nodded slightly and turned back to my waterskins, ensuring both were filled to the brim before withdrawing them. Masvash continued standing near enough to speak, but said nothing, averting her eyes by pretending to stare at the gate while I recovered skins. Naturally, I'd overfilled them and with the clumsiness of exhaustion, fumbled one of them.

It was just my luck that it splashed right onto Masvash's leg.

“My apologies Masvash –“

“Just go,” She didn't sound angry, merely anxious. Probably on account of the local superstitions regarding wasting water; it was considered bad luck for anyone who touched the water. I didn't take Masvash for the sort to take such nonsense to heart, but I didn't truly know her that well. I took another look at her leg and realized it was completely dry. Perhaps I was mistaken about splashing her?

The spear girl noticed my eyes upon her and quickly turned, walking away while muttering under her breath as I went back and refilled my waterskin.

* * *

Despite the walls and gate barred with heavy iron chains, Hami insisted on circling in tight and maintaining a full guard while turned in for the night. Masvash came to where the guards were lounging, still wearing armor and carrying her spear and shield, but with a hood drawn loosely over her head and cast lots for the granting of the guard. First and last were considered best, but anything was preferable to the middle, at the day's nadir; you could only sleep a few hours before being roused, staring at nothing in the inky blackness, then returned to sleep only to be roused yet again for the start of the day's travel.

As Masvash cast five times, she kept her head down, looking into the lots as they granted watches by chance. I pulled first, to which I shrugged and other guards grumbled. One of them in particular muttered through his heavily bearded face, “Why does the foreigner get first, eh?”

Masvash didn't even glance at him as she cast the next set of lots. “Shut up Tekan. I do not decide these things. The gods do.”

Tekan's voice shifted, dropping to something like a boyish begging. “But why? Why do they favor her? She comes from the lands where they –“

“I said shut up, Tekan.” Masvash picked the lots up and motioned to another guard. “Gernaz, you take the watch after the foreigner.” The manner with which she spoke dictated the matter with Tekan closed entirely and he stormed off in a huff. She'd imposed her will – in spite of her age and in spite of her birth – without even peeking at the man. I was impressed and took that as my cue to put my armor back on to begin my watch.

The first watch is the liveliest as the tajiri and their guards remain awake, reciting poetry, telling stories and singing to one another. It is the only distraction – other than attacks by raiders and bandits – from the relentless heat and endless sands and they threw themselves wholeheartedly into the merrymaking after getting their bellies full of water. Hami's other daughter, Mashid, sang and danced for the men at first, her voice as beautiful as her body, the latter draped in thin silks that hugged her curves as she moved. She was taller and more slender than her twin sister, the two girls as far apart as siblings could claim to be. Whereas Masvash was martially-inclined with a fighter's bearing, Mashid was graceful and well-spoken with looks as soft as her voice was honeyed, the very personification of a desert beauty. Her obsidian eyes, dusky smooth complexion and long, glossy black hair could have men eating out of her palm. And as if those were not enough, the girl had an intellectual bent, able to spend hours discussing classics while riding alongside me during the day. I didn't know most of them – in fact, I knew none of them at all – but she could recall lengthy passages and occasionally rebut the weaker positions therein. I was a bit envious, to be forthright, but I did enjoy her company. Her brother and sister silently disapproved, but said nothing to me about it and so I welcomed the times when she would draw her camel up next to my horse and wile away the daylight hours. It made things bearable.

As much as possible, I snuck in glances at her form as she moved, watching the curve of her hips swaying back and forth while two of the guards played small instruments, taking in the sight of her breasts, almost visible under the thin silks she wore, bouncing in the moonlight. It was a slow, sensual series of motions, enticing as much as entertaining. Yet she paid no mind to the looks of the guards, closing her own eyes and lifting her arms up high, which allowed me to drink in the sight of her nubile form. I watched until I was compelled by duty to roam around the caravansary's walls, looking out across the flat, moonlit landscape.

I took my watch duty seriously, which was good because Masvash seemingly never slept and regularly popped up to check, always wearing her armor and carrying her spear. It seemed as if she never relieved herself of her armaments and I wondered if that was a normal trait for a caravan's captain of the guard or if she did so in order to impress her father. Or, perhaps, if she had simply been rendered paranoid by a moment's inattention at one time and maybe wore a scar as a reminder.

It was an idle thought; Masvash was reticent outside of necessary words for duty purposes and simply stared blankly at any personal inquiry. I only knew she and Mashid were twins because her sister told me; when I asked Masvash about it, she'd pointedly turned away and wiped dust off her shoulder before walking away from me. The spear girl remained an enigma, although the thought occurred that she was perhaps intimidated or jealous of my reputation. If so, I would have been more than happy to absolve her of any of those feelings with stories of camping out with nothing but redfruits to eat and insects for company.

At any rate, the walls were quiet and she spared me a nightly inspection as the guards slowly drifted off to sleep. The sole exception was Hami's cart, the tajiri and his wife making a spectacle of themselves under the stars. From the top of the wall, I could look right down on the two of them, his naked form between her splayed out legs. I was quite sure Hami's wife, Ghohar, was a palace courtesan he'd purchased (undoubtedly at a discount) rather than his true bride. She had the talent for it, wrapping her ankles around his and moaning as if she'd been trained to make a man finish with a shout.

Quickly, she rolled around atop the tajiri, her silks having fallen around her waist to reveal a rather generous bust that shone with sweat. Her hands fell to his chest and she mounted him, straddling his bulk with her slender body. I watched his cock as it split her lips, nestling between her soft folds as she settled onto him. Ghohar cried something in an unfamiliar tongue as his length slipped into her, juices running out of her cunt and spilling onto the rugs with which the vain tajiri lined his cart. They were easily worth enough to feed a peasant family for a year's time, perhaps longer and there he went, fucking a woman not much older than his children on them!

As much as I would've liked to pretend my incredulity overrode my libido, it did not. I could feel my nipples grow stiff as Ghohar rode Hami, bouncing up and down energetically, her head rolling while she moaned. She leaned over him and let her ample breasts fall into his open mouth, the smooth, soft flesh swallowed wholesale with a loud slurping that I could hear even atop the sand-washed walls. She purred as she continued riding him, working her hips up and down, slowly increasing the pace with the gushy wet sound of fucking bounding off the caravansary's walls. With each passing second I watched, it became harder to think of duty and staring across a featureless landscape.

Without even being conscious of it, I shifted Kanabo to my off hand and reached into my armor and clothing to rub the aching nipples underneath, teasing myself as I watched Ghohar's folds split apart by the penis beneath her. Her ass had the finest of curves and legs were so temptingly sculpted. I wasn't usually one for women, but there was an undeniable attraction that went well towards confirming my suspicion she was a trained courtesan. It was the sensual way she moved, the way her cries carried forward as if the very herald of bliss. Either Ghohar had been trained or she was the very personification of sexual desire, lust made flesh, and given dominion over every libido within sight or hearing.

Slowly, I ran two fingers over my hardened nipples, biting my lip to keep any cry from escaping. Ghohar was steadily bouncing, her body rippling every time she landed while her voice continued singing Hami's virtues. There was no way I could maintain a proper watch so distracted and yet I did not care. My only concern was the sight before my eyes.

“She is wonderful,” a voice bounded around the wall, “Isn't she?”

Like a scared mouse, I spun around quickly, my hand popping out from under my armor as I took up Kanabo once more. “Who is there?” There was nothing but shadows around the wall, but they were long, long enough to hold Mashid's full height as she strode out into the moonlight. My heart continued beating like a drum inside my chest, even as my mind calmed. She was still wearing the thin silks – or perhaps an even thinner set, as her nipples showed through in spite of the diminished light along the wall – and carefully walked closer to me. Unbearably close.

“Did I frighten you?” She reached up and brushed a strand of hair behind her ear. “I'm sorry if I did. I thought you'd seen me when you passed by my hiding place the first time.”

The first time? So she'd been up here the whole watch? I tried to deflect that line of thought with a question, “Why are you on the wall? You should be down there, asleep.” My voice was under control, but I was afraid the beautiful girl could hear my heart still pounding in my chest. Being surprised had never suited me well, least of all when I figured I was safe and bringing calm to my beating organ took longer than I was comfortable admitting.

“I'm not tired.” The words were the same that a petulant child would deliver, yet with her voice and tone, I felt the aching return to my chest along with the heat between my legs. Mashid reached up with her delicate hand and traced along my chin. “Are you tired?”

“I... I'm not.”

She smiled and dropped her hand, then looked back down towards the cart as Ghohar let out a drawn-out groan. “You never answered my question: don't you think Ghohar is wonderful?”

“She's, uh, isn't she your mother?”

Mashid gave a dismissive “Hmmph,” and looked back at me. “My mother is dead. Ghohar is merely my father's latest whore. Just listen to her: she even sounds like one.” That much was undeniably true. A very well-trained and skillful whore, but a whore all the same. I nodded in agreement then turned with the pretty girl to keep watching. “See how she gives herself? The way her body yields? It is exciting, is it not?”

While asking me the questions, Mashid's hands came up to my hauberk, her dainty fingers getting under the hardened leather lamellar cuirass and thick iron mail, working their way over the padded shirt I wore underneath the unnamed armor. She didn't even need to directly touch my breasts, only roll her hands over the lumps in my clothing, caressing them slowly while standing on her toes and putting her chin on my shoulder. I tried to keep from moaning yet only partially succeeded, nodding in agreement with her questions to cover my lapse.

“What would you give to be like her right now?” Mashid continued, pinching my nipples through the padded shirt, “Would you like to feel a man's cock inside you?”

While I nodded once more, it wasn't quite a man's cock in my mind. Within the confines of my fantastical imagination, it was instead Mashid's skillful hands running over my body while Kanabo filled my cunt and the nameless one inside my mouth. Just the idea of being shared between the three of them excited me in a way very few other things ever had. I let out a slightly more audible moan and tried to turn my head towards Mashid's pretty face but she was too close. Instead, the movement brought us cheek-to-cheek and the devilish girl took advantage, running her tongue against the side of her mouth hard enough I could feel it.

Without even thinking, I matched her. Our tongues danced together, separated only by the soft flesh of our faces, the skin pressing on either side before one or the other would slip, causing both to wiggle and find another press. My nipples were so firm and plump, my pussy leaving a trail of wetness that fell down one of my thighs and my heart was still racing, now due to arousal rather than shock or fear. Mashid plied my body, pressing herself against my back as she continued working her tongue against mine.

It was intense and sultry, somehow as carnal as anything I'd done in my life in spite of the fact both she and I were still fully clothed.

Below, Ghohar was leaning back, her hands on Hami's shins, giving us a perfect look at her wonderfully moonlit breasts – shining with sweat – while her hips worked up and down, milking the tajiri's cock. He must have had the endurance of a workhorse to be able to sustain such an unrestrained pace and Ghohar's cries fell quiet as she sweated. Her own stamina was apparently hardly up to the task and Hami began thrusting up to meet her cunt as it went down, hilting himself deep. As unseemly as it was for a girl to watch her father and her step-mother rut, I couldn't blame Mashid. It was a sight to behold, particularly when he grunted and started fucking her harder, putting two large hands on her thighs and pumping away like a beast. Ghohar's head fell back with her mouth open and burbling indecipherable phrases in a language I'd never heard before. His cock forced its way inside her cunt as deeply as could be managed and Hami, in contrast, merely gave a perfunctory pair of grunts as his seed spilled out and ran back onto his waist.

The tongue wrestling against mine stopped and I felt Mashid's soft lips on my skin. I shivered and closed my eyes, halfway to my own climax while still covered in arms and armor. When I spoke, it was involuntarily, barely above a whisper and only amounted to a single, pleading word: “Please.” 

Mashid understood exactly what I meant and pulled one of her delicate hands from under my armor, relinquishing a pleasurable grasp of my breast in order to gently press two fingers between my lips. I couldn't help myself anymore than a drunkard could stop their drinking and wrapped my lips tight around her fingers before licking them all over, sighing as I imagined what those fingers would be used for. The girl took her time, letting me lick and slurp and suck on her fingers while the pair atop of Hami's cart threw the sheets over themselves and slept. She was leading me along; I barely paid any attention and had my eyes half-closed, focusing on the digits in my mouth, the hand playing with my breast and the soft, sporadic kisses she laid on my jaw.

“I want to lick you,” she whispered in my ear, “I want to put my tongue to you and make you quake for me.” Then pulled away to run her tongue up the back of my neck.

I nearly gagged on her fingers as she did, completely losing my steady rhythm to the point even their diminutive size was enough to make me sputter. She paid no attention to it and continued gliding them deeper while licking my neck, making my eyes water before I closed them entirely. It wasn't that I didn't want her – gods know, I did – but I was wary of being caught by her sister. Not wary enough to stop Mashid from pleasuring me however. We were quiet, fortunately, or at least quiet enough that no one noticed the shapes pressed tight together on the wall nor the slight noises they made through the next few minutes as Mashid worked her hand under my padded shirt.

I imagined her as gentle, perhaps too gentle in comparison to Kanabo and the unnamed one, but that was a wasted concern: she pinched my nipple hard between her fore and middle fingers, tugging it just enough to bring delight while her hand fondled my breast slowly. I knew it was crossing a boundary, a very well established boundary, to have this sort of relation with an employer's daughter. I'd never done anything like this before and found it only made my body burn hotter, wanting and needing more of her soft touch.

My thighs were wet, sticky with my own desire as my pussy cried out for a touch, a rub, a smack; anything at all! I almost lost myself when her fingers withdrew from my mouth and her now free hand ran down the curves of my body. Mashid suddenly grabbed my breast tight with her other hand and slapped my ass through the light pants I wore. The sound of it echoed and I suddenly remembered what I was doing and exactly who I was doing it with.

“Wait, stop.”

“Hmm?” Mashid managed to sound innocent, even in the throes of hedonism. “What's wrong?”

I gulped slowly and turned around, pushing her hand from under my shirt and armor. “I can't, not while I have the night watch. Even if I could, you're –“

“Hami's daughter.” She placed the fingers that had been in my mouth into her own and sucked them, slowly, while moaning. Her eyes never left mine before she finished, letting each finger fall from her lips separately. “Let me worry about my family. You worry about... other things.”

I adjusted my padded shirt and hauberk back into place and nodded, turning away from Mashid before I gave into the temptation to have her – or let her have me – right there on the caravansary's stone wall.

* * *

Gernaz was late taking the watch from me, having taken a double-helping of idle time when I kicked him awake. He looked groggy and miserable and I wondered whether or not Masvash would catch him sleeping instead of watching the moon-lit landscape. The question was merely a curious one though; I doubted anyone would be interested in this little caravan, let alone interested enough to climb its walls in the dead of night.

That meant my main concern was settling in and going to sleep. Slowly, carefully and quietly I stripped out of my armor and clothes, setting Kanabo aside my bed roll and leaving the unnamed in my pack. In the last hour since my encounter with Mashid, I managed to calm myself but I didn't see the desert beauty anywhere among the sleeping figures. Nor her sister. Probably a wise move; honorable men weren't always so in the dark. The brief thought ran through my mind that probably the same wisdom would apply to myself, but I banished it by remembering all the men I'd laid low and slain. If any man wanted to try, he'd get his skull dashed for the attempt.

My eyes were seemingly barely closed when I felt someone near to me, watching from a shadow with only the whites of their eyes, bright and clear, giving them away. I was awake in a heartbeat, my hand reaching slowly but surely towards Kanabo when Mashid strode out from behind the shadows once more. “You are a light sleeper.”

I wiped my eye with my thumb. “You would be too if you'd lived the life I have,” I spoke while propping myself up on an elbow. “Why are you here anyway? Shouldn't you be sleeping?”

She took another step out and I gasped, far too loudly for the hour and proximity of others nearby. My hand clapped against my mouth and I looked all around to see if anyone else had woken from the noise, but there was the same steady rise and fall of bedrolls and blankets, the same pitch and volume of snores.

I looked back at Mashid, drinking in her completely nude form as she put one foot in front of the other, like a cat stalking a mouse. The mental image I'd gained from seeing her in nearly see-through silks had been – if anything – less impressive than the real thing. And now she was looking for one thing and one thing only: me.

“Mashid, you must be mad!” I whispered. She only smiled and knelt down before me, sliding one of her slender legs into my bedroll, her toe rolling around my bare nipple, remaining silent the whole time.

I thought about pushing her away, of rolling over to wrap myself tight in the bedroll, of simply going to sleep. But those were stagnant thoughts and Mashid merely had to slip her supple body in with me to banish them entirely.

Her hands worked slowly, but methodically, peeling away what little I did wear before massaging my body sensually. “Have you been thinking about me?”

The whispered question was far from innocent and her dark eyes sparkled while her hands took up both my breasts and kneaded them with skill. I didn't answer her. I only closed my eyes and let my own hands explore her curves, feeling every bit of her soft skin and lithe body.

All at once, my own body was burning with desire and Mashid knew it, quickly pressing her lips to mine and bringing her tongue into my mouth. She kissed me like I'd never been kissed before and in spite of myself I moaned into her mouth, letting her hands come up to my face and pull my mouth hard against her. Mashid was no maid and proved it a dozen times over as she dug into my mouth with her tongue in the same way an angler catches fish – with skill and experience gained over years. She was bold, ravenous and unstoppable, tasting me with a fervor that must have been shimmering inside her for days. I could hardly keep up, struggling even to breath against Mashid's passion. Any lingering doubt was dispelled and I gave myself wholeheartedly to her.

And true to her earlier word, she started licking me, first my lips themselves then letting her tongue travel down my chin, my throat, my collar, my breasts. I sighed when she took both nipples between her teeth and slathered her tongue back and forth across them. But she released them and continued licking, swirling around my belly button, then starting in on one of my thighs, leaving a wet trail of spit across my skin and slowly biting my flesh until she had a nice pinch in her mouth to suck upon lewdly. Mashid dragged it out, letting me squirm as she took her time tasting my legs, each one in turn, going as far down as my toes. When I spread them, she giggled and wiggled her tongue between each and every one of them, then gave my foot a broad lick. I nearly cried out at the feeling, having never felt something that deliciously salacious before. To me, feet were mere limbs and instruments; I'd never known they could be points of pleasures.

Mashid changed that for me and I found myself squirming against the feeling, almost like tickling but causing my body to boil over at the same time. She brought my feet together and tongued them back and forth and back against, then went over my toes once more. My hands balled into fists and I closed my eyes tight. It was almost too much for me and I tried – half-heartedly – to pull away from her incredibly talented mouth.

The desert beauty would not have it. She suddenly licked up my shins, moving fast for the first time and forced my legs apart as her mouth reached my sopping wet cunt. I knew I wasn't prepared and bit down on my bedroll. It was a worthwhile precaution.

Because her lips upon my lips made me moan like I've never moaned before, my legs shaking and tears forming in my eyes from the sheer blissful sensation. She didn't even spread me; Mashid merely teased and sucked at my petals like they were a fine dessert to be savored slowly and my own unstoppable arousal forced my pussy wide for her. When she finally did delve in between, I bucked, hard, against her mouth and she clamped her lips around my mound in response, swiftly flipping her tongue from the base right up to the hood of clit, teasing the joyous button with a wiggle and moaning inside me.

I bucked again. She licked harder. I writhed some more. She moaned. I came right into her mouth. She drank.

The pleasure came upon me like a rising heat rather than the usual crash of waves. Mashid's mouth was my everything at that moment, the beginning and end to my pleasure. My thighs parted and squeezed her head but she didn't allow it to distract her from what must have been her purpose in life. Instead she teased me, biting at my folds gently enough that it only brought out the last bits of pleasure, like scraping the last of the honey from a jar. I sighed heavily as I was taken along by the heat of climax, letting myself be consumed in the flames. She helped me along until I couldn't possibly take any more of her sweet ministrations, then laid a trail of kisses up my skin until our lips were locked once more.

The tangy taste of my own pussy was all over her lips, tongue and mouth, but it didn't bother me in the slightest. I relished it, in fact. It was proof that this wasn't just a dream, as I feared. It was real, completely real, more real than any of my other life experiences. Finally, after several long minutes, she broke the kiss and rubbed her nose against mine, settling her head between my breasts as she went to sleep.

Vaguely, I wondered what would happen if her father, sister or – banish the thought – her brother found her like that and if I should get her up and out of my bedroll. I was still considering it when sleep took its hold over me.

* * *

Very fortunately, the answer was that no one would do anything or even remark upon it. The only person who paid any attention at all was Ghohar, who gave me an unreadable glance before turning away to help with getting the camels ready. The guards didn't look askance in my way; it was as if all was normal on caravan, that the usual customs and traditions didn't apply. Even Aram, the pompous ass, had nothing to say about it, although he said something about everything and everyone else. “That club of yours, why do you carry it? It's heavy and unbalanced.”

I was kneeling down and rolling my bedroll. “And how would you know? I don't believe you've ever wielded it.”

“Ah, but I touched it, remember? A skilled warrior can determine the weight and balance from the merest contact. And a true master, he could tell merely by watching it used.”

My hands went on rolling as he spoke and I didn't even look at the man before replying. “You are mistaken. First about Kanabo and more so about skilled fighters.”

“Oh?”

“Implicitly, I mean: you aren't skilled.” I stood up and brushed by the pampered fool. “Although I'm sure another touch of Kanabo might help you learn something.”

I didn't look back to see what his expression was but I imagined it burned him up inside to take an insult and swallow it. He was just that sort, well-controlled enough but with a certain unshakable hubris about themselves that inevitably showed through at the slightest provocation. That made it not such a great idea to antagonize him, but I just couldn't help myself when opportunities presented themselves. And if I had to crack the skull of Aram, son of Hami, honored in his house, then so be it.

Besides, Hami himself appeared to hold no interest whatsoever in anything but getting his caravan moving and keeping its cargo – whatever it might have been – secure from theft and bandits. My horse seemed to have perked up through the night and I didn't want to be seen riding in a cart if I could help it, so I again gathered my things and slung them across his flanks in bags, especially careful with my waterskins. All the rest finagled with the camels, joshing the beasts around and getting them on their feet. It didn't take long, however, and we set out with the rising sun on our faces, a cool breeze at our backs and our bellies full of water.

“They really don't care,” Mashid answered my question about caravan etiquette later that day, her voice muffled by the cloth she wore across mouth and nose. “On caravan is like being given freedom for most people. Freedom in exchange for danger, heat, thirst and hard work. No one will stop anyone from having a woman for evening company. On the long trips, those of many fortnights, I've seen holy men take whores for their wives and watched a royal princess fuck three or four guards a night every night.”

That seemed incredulous so I gave her a smile and a skeptical look. “Was she married?”

Mashid shrugged and fanned herself on her cart. “Only the sands know and they do not answer my questions.” She looked right into my eyes and smiled back. “Or yours.”

“And how do you know the sands don't whisper in my ears?”

“Because only I do that.” Her dark eyes sparkled. “And only at night, when the wind dies down.”

I was just about to give some clever retort when my mount staggered, finally giving way under my weight. Gently I dismounted and looked the poor horse over; its mouth was open and its tongue hung swollen and dry on the sand. Masvash came riding up on her camel, her figure and expression imposing from the height of her stinking mount. “I told you that horse would not make it. Hop on the cart, quickly. I'll not have this caravan stopped for a dead animal.”

Her eyes were covered by a shadow cast by the thick fabric she'd swaddled her face in. I almost wanted to say my horse wasn't dead yet, but Mashid could tell my mouth was opening even through my scarf and shook her head slowly. I glanced back to her sister and saw that she was already signaling the rest of the caravan to continue moving. That's when I decided to take the beauty's advice, rising up and dusting the sand off my thighs before hopping into her cart as the caravan continued on its way.

It was a long day and, even with the pleasant company of Mashid, I was happy to be rid of it as afternoon turned to evening. The sun was less than a half an hour away and another caravansary on the horizon when I spotted a bit of movement to our flank. It was far, not quite to the horizon, but plainly visible to me and I nudged Mashid, who'd returned to reading in the cart. “Do you see that?”

She sat up and followed my eyes. “I see them, yes.” My hand immediately tightened around Kanabo and I reached up to tighten the straps on my cuirass. But she put her hand on mine. “You don't need to worry yet, they will not attack.”

“What makes you so sure?” My eyes never left the slight swirls of dust that marked the movement of probably a half-dozen mounted men. “They are following us, are they not?”

“Yes, but they cannot reach us before we're within the caravansary and will not throw themselves against the walls.”

“You seem sure of yourself,” I turned and grabbed her chin, peeling her eyes away from the raider's trail as I brought her face to mine. “Have you been attacked before?”

She shrugged and looked back towards the dunes, speaking in a distant tone, “The desert takes its due... one way or another. My mother long ago. Your horse today. Maybe me tomorrow.”

“But not tonight?”

“Not tonight, no.”

Her reasoning proved to be correct; the caravan walked right into the caravansary without any attempt to harass or delay, shutting and barring the thick iron gates as soon as our last camel made it inside. But I felt a lingering sense of being watched, even behind the walls and made it my first priority, even before drinking from the basin, to tell Masvash.

I called for her as I approached, but she didn't look back at me, carefully filling her waterskins. “What is it?” she asked, her tone clipped and rigid.

“Raiders, I think, shadowing the caravan –“

“I know.”

“You know?”

“Twelve swift horses, probably coursers watered from a hidden oasis or well.” She pulled one of her waterskins out and put another in, carefully avoiding meeting my eyes as she continued, “I would not worry. They will not attack us here, tonight. Not behind stone walls.”

There was a long stretch of silence between us and I realized just how shoddy the walls of the caravansary really were; crumbling at the top, with cracks in places large enough to look out. It didn't appear nearly as certain a guarantee as Masvash claimed, with the whistling wind and dust that seeped through like water being a particularly bad omen. She stood up with both waterskins in her hands. Her face peered at the far wall, as if she could see through it to the sands outside of it and she picked up right where she'd left. “No, they will wait until we must rest at an oasis, with trees and brush for cover to get closer. Maybe cut our throats if our nightly watchers sleep... or do other distracting things.”

The way she placed a peculiar emphasis on her last five words made me blush while I remembered what her sister and I had done while I had the watch. I didn't know if she'd seen us or merely guessed what we'd gotten up to and I didn't want to try my hand either way. Instead I simply knelt down into the basin and began pulling out my own waterskins to fill.

We filled in awkward silence for a minute then Masvash pulled her last skin out. “I hope,” she said, her hands dry even as she shouldered the heavy water-filled sacks, “You are as good as your reputation as a battle maiden suggests.”

At first I thought it was a subtle challenge and my hand instantly went to Kanabo; I wasn't nearly as fast or powerful when not granted his power, but I was certainly fast enough. However her face remained fixed on the false horizon of stone, my little gesture lost upon her. I used words instead. “I've earned my reputation, merchant's daughter. How did you come about yours?”

Her head twitched towards me but I only briefly caught a glimpse of one eye. “Mmm... you'll see about me as I will see about you. Probably tomorrow, in the evening, when there is nothing more to protect your life and your virtue than your skill, your armor and your, ah, weapon.”

Briefly, the thought of demonstrating Kanabo's ability to dash a skull danced across my mind, but I immediately dismissed it. Those words were a challenge of sorts, but different than the sort of challenge I was accustomed to receiving. Instead of goading me to an end, she was daring me to display my skill by surviving. I could hear it in her voice: she did not expect me to hold up. While not as patently offensive as her brother Aram, she was just as dismissive of my skill.

Honestly, that was far more grating than being called a whore – especially when coming from a girl not terribly older than myself.

I wasn't going to duel her over the slight, however. No, I would let her see what I could do, then she could decide if her father had hired a charlatan or not. If I was still standing and the raiders were not, she would know without a doubt.

But that meant finding a time and a place to call on Kanabo and the nameless one – my weapon and my armor – within the confines of the caravansary. It wasn't that it was cramped by any means (it could easily accommodate a full caravan of hundreds of beasts and as many people) but there was a distinct lack of privacy. And privacy was just what I needed.

Corralling and watering the camels took time, with additional time lost due to manhandling the loads. Within stone walls, guards were expected to help the proper camelmen and cargo handlers. It didn't take long, but as I untied the single last knot, I felt a set of cold eyes set upon my body. Not felt in the normal sense either; it was an actual chill that went down my arms, the first I'd encountered in a good while. As I turned my own gaze to meet the eyes, the face of Aram revealed itself.

“Whores don't know how to treat these beasts,” he said casually, turning on his heels in the haughty manner of a tajiri and walking back to his own camel at a measured pace.

The only reason I didn't go after him was, as if in league with the scion, the camel I was unloading bellowed and shifted, with my hands still caught in its harness. It dragged me a few steps to the side, where the air was apparently much more agreeable and calming to its nostrils, before turning its head back and happily nodding a few times. I found myself recalling all the horses I'd owned or ridden and fantasizing about the day I'd never see another camel in my life.

Despite the camel's attempts otherwise, it didn't take long and, after a bit of time spent eating hard bread spiced with a taste I'd never encountered before, the scarred spear girl motioned for the guards to gather around her. Masvash looked relaxed as she cast her lots for the night's watches. Again Tekan drew the middle, while I received the final watch, the pre-dawn time that was considered ideal. He spat onto the ground while staring at me and whispered something in a tongue I'd never heard before. While a thin trail of spittle dribbled down his beard, I gathered the meaning of his words was shockingly crass by the way the man next to him – Gernaz, who was fair-skinned and hard-eyed – looked towards me for signs that I'd understood what they meant. Tekan continued staring at me with anger mixed with disgust, but I kept my face level as I looked right back at him.

The rest of the guards shifted awkwardly, some glancing back and forth between us, others concentrating very intently on the dusty ground or intense afternoon sky. Nobody seemed to want to move except Masvash, who carried on as if nothing was going on. “Rusaz, have the first.”

The silence pervaded the gathering of guards and the captain looked up from her lots. “Rusaz, did you hear me?”

“I heard you,” he replied, the tension between myself and Tekan thick enough to cut with a knife.

“Then answer to your name. Or pick another for me to –”

I chose that moment to interject. “Tekan, you appear to be uneasy. Why?”

My voice was rough for a woman's and I knew it didn't sit well in many people's ears. There was something disconcerting when I used soft words. Of course I used that to my advantage. “Do you draw issue with the decisions of gods?”

Tekan's gaze only grew harder, his chapped lips parting slightly in the steadily fading light as afternoon turned to evening. “I draw issue with you.”

“Oh? And I thought we were friends? In fact, I thought perhaps we could exchange watches. The gods have been unfair to you and I do not like seeing my friends suffer their whims idly.”

The thickly bearded man didn't react for a few heartbeats, his mind unwilling to parse what I said through his dislike for me. When the meaning finally did catch up to him, he tilted his head, suspicious of my words. “Trade, eh?”

He looked down where Masvash squatted and she raised her hand in a dismissive wave. “I don't care who stands it, as long as they are awake and alert and take no bribes from throat-cutters.”

My best smile spread across my face. “See? Friends.”

Tekan eyed the other guards slowly and stroked his beard before granting me a slight nod of appreciation and walking away. I knew his pride wouldn't allow him to do more – especially after making his disdain for my foreignness clear - but I wasn't looking for his thanks. I needed time with Kanabo and the unnamed one, time when no one else would be awake.

But if I thought I was going to get any sleep before then Mashid's hands circling my hips put a stop to that notion.

* * *

“Give me your strength in exchange for my beauty, give me your strength in exchange for my beauty...”

The sky was bright with stars and a full moon in the way only a desert can be, the entire expanse beyond the caravansary's walls illuminated with their light. With a stillness in the night's air, there was no dust to obscure or dim the light and it was like looking out over a different world, comfortably warm rather than scorching hot, the softer and more hospitable side of the desert's embrace. There was a peace about the sands in the darkness, distinct among the other places and climes. It was less remorseless and more contemplative, more poetic, more comfortable in its place. 

The only thing that broke through the silent calm was my own surprised cry as Kanabo wrapped its essence around my throat, pulling me roughly from my kneeling position and forcing my back against the wall. Normally I'd spend minutes on my knees, beckoning the two to come and take me, but along the caravansary's walls Kanabo wasted no time and came to me after only the third repetition, the already warm air heating further to announce its presence. It was as rough as usual and quickly took my breasts up in a firm – yet ethereal – grip, reaching under my armor and squeezing my nipples, already stiff after being set against the cold metal links of my hauberk.

Kanabo was always unpolished and heavy-handed in its treatment of me but something about the desert made the being particularly cruel, twisting my nipples tight, forcefully spreading my legs apart and giving my cunt lips a solid smack. I would have moaned if not for its tight grip around my neck, choking me off from taking a breath. That was the sole reason I didn't cry out, particularly when it did it again. And again. And yet again.

I felt tears drawing up and building behind my lids, threatening to escape down onto my face, more from the emotion than from the discomfort, and tensed in anticipation. For a part of me, this wasn't just a ritual to call upon the power of the beings who resided within my armaments and imbued me with great power. It was also a primal lust that was being satisfied, a sense of being taken, possessed, subsumed within the essence of the being. I could feel it slipping over my flesh, shivering in spite of the warm night air as it caressed my body before laying against my pussy with another slap.

A single tear rolled down my cheek.

Kanabo spread my cunt lips wide and slithered its essence between, circling the hood of my clit a few times as I rolled my head from side to side. I was much too sensitive for direct stimulation, but Kanabo didn't care, taking its time and lapping around a few times until it was satisfied, then driving a thick portion of its essence into my hole. I didn't know how much I could take while being sensually choked and Kanabo seemed determined to test my physical limits. The sound of metal links clinking bounded off the caravansary's wall as Kanabo's essence pulled harder on my nipples, tugging them like it was picking berries.

A second tear dropped from my other eye.

Another bit of warmth filled in between my breasts, while Kanabo continued tormenting my nipples, the new bit sliding up and down relatively gently, massaging the flesh while pressing my mounds together for tightness. I knew that this was the being with no name, a nameless entity that took my mail hauberk and lamellar chest piece as its physical form. Its essence rose between my bust, coming to my parted lips and slipping in between them.

While the unnamed one was more gentle than Kanabo, it could still offer its own flavor of roughness, prying my teeth wider and going deeper, sliding along my tongue and down into my throat which was still constricted by Kanabo. I gagged on the essence, my throat tightening and my eyes watering even more vigorously. But I held on and kept myself from retching, allowing the two to take part of me as a sacrifice and after a few heartbeats, the essence spread out over my lips in a crude mimicry of a kiss. 

I did my best to roll my tongue over the essence and kiss the nameless being back, even as Kanabo finished teasing my pussy, already dripping wet, and pushed itself up inside me. Naturally, it went fast, hard and deep, filling my cunt out and only offering a mild softening of its grip around my neck in turn. My groan was lost in my mouth, being stretched around the unnamed one and Kanabo slammed me against the wall with its thrust. I could no more stop the two beings from fucking me like the whore Aram claimed I was meant to be than I could stop the sun from beating down on the desert but their real power over me was that I did not want such a thing. When they took me, I was theirs – body and soul – allowing them to fill me again and again and again.

My eyes opened slowly as they both worked, clearly enjoying my form in the moonlight. As I looked around, I couldn't quite see either of the ethereal beings who were ravishing me, but I could certainly feel them. Every movement, every little touch. Their warmth sliding, grinding, groping, massaging, squeezing. They were insatiable in their lust and one of them – probably Kanabo – lifted my legs and raised me higher pushing my head over to where one looking up from the interior of the caravansary could see my hair sprawled along the wall.

But given the hour, it was beyond unlikely that they'd come. Except perhaps Masvash, I suddenly remembered, who liked to wake at all times to check on the watches she had posted. My mouth gurgled around the unnamed one's essence, drool running out onto my chin as I tried to make my desperate  plea for them to hurry and finish known. I only egged it on, giving it the opportunity to fill more of my mouth as it slipped in and out faster. Fortunately Kanabo maintained a steady pace as it fucked my cunt with powerful strokes; had it increased its pace as well, my eyes would have rolled right back into my head and my mind disappeared along with my self-control.

As it was, just the viciousness with which Kanabo plowed into me made my body bounce and I felt lightheaded before long. It was sinful and decadent, but I'd never put much stock on what the religions had said. “Only the moon and the stars tell the truth,” as my aunt explained to me, “Put your faith in them to guide you.”

Of course, she was speaking quite literally; using the stars to help navigate.

At any rate, I gave myself to them whenever I had a need of their power. While there had been times before I'd gone weeks without exchanging beauty for strength, I'd never quite gone to the point of calling on them just to satisfy my lusts. Especially not now with Mashid's clever fingers and tongue to sate my hedonistic urges. But still part of me wanted to lose myself in the moment, enjoy it in spite of the risk. To hell with Masvash, her spear and her scars; if she wished to catch me, let her.

It was the kind of impetuous thinking that led me to look over to the side, looking down the wall's length. It was hard to focus while being bounced along with Kanabo's thrusts, but I could almost make out a rough form in the nearest shadow, a set of eyes offset in the darkness. Suddenly, I realized where I was and what it would look like I was doing. Without thinking, I tried to call out, gurgling around the unnamed one's essence it had pushed into my mouth, bubbles of spittle appearing around my lips rather than discernible words.

I'd never stopped the two beings once they'd started with me and neither of them were inclined to begin, pinning my flailing arms and legs while re-doubling their efforts on my body. My nipples were alight with the pain of being manhandled, my cunt stretched wide and dripping, my jaw wrenched open  and my tongue being sucked and licked like a fruit.

Combined with the fear of being discovered, it made me miss a heartbeat of breathing and start choking; unable to get air into my lungs, their ethereal presence ran hotter inside me as they began to worm deeper. It was more than a physical joining; their essence filled me past my bodily limits, beyond would any person could take. As they so went, my own soul was seemingly displaced, gently rising above to watch myself, seeing it through another set of eyes.

I watched as my desire spilled from my pussy and onto the wall's stone, as my head rolled back, as my mouth fell open and as my body slumped down, exhausted. Then I saw my eyes, alight with a new  esthesis and woke suddenly. Immediately, I scrambled to my feet, coughing a bit and gasping down air as I looked towards the shadow, the darkness no longer the obstacle it was before. But there was no one there... and nothing except a very recent boot print to mark their presence. I wasn't sure how much they could have seen in the night, but they couldn't have failed to hear more than enough to draw the wrong (or right) conclusions.

Suddenly, I felt the presence of another behind me, along the opposite stretch of the wall and spun around, still nude except for my armor and boots, bending down as I turned to scoop Kanabo physical form – a knobbed club – up into my hands, holding it upright in two hands.

My voice was ragged after having taken the nameless one's essence so roughly. “Who's there?”

Slowly, a form in soft orange silks emerged from behind a portion of the wall. “I woke when you left for your watch and followed you up,” Mashid said, her face creased with an emotion that could have been concern or concealed curiosity, “Tell me... what are you?”

“I'm just a girl like you,” I replied carefully, lowering Kanabo and extending my hand towards her, “I just have...”

“Have what? Demons inside you?” She picked up where my voice trailed off, her eyes staring into mine and undoubtedly catching sight of the otherworldly burning red around my eyes. Still, she reached out and took my hand in hers, tracing along the ridges of my palm with two fingers. “I thought you weren't religious.”

“I'm not.”

“Yet you know a demon! A real one!” She took a step closer, holding her eyes to mine. “How can you not believe when you have seen for yourself?”

I realized how far her voice carried in the dark and put a finger to my lips. Mashid quickly brought a hand over her own mouth and stepped closer to me, every curve of her figure filling out the silks in the silvery blue moonlight. With the esthesis heightening my senses, I could feel her skin under the orange fabric, hear as her hips swayed under the folds of silk just as clearly as I could make out her dark eyes staring into mine. She brought face to mine and tilted her head inquisitively, staring at the blood red ring around my iris and the flecks of flame-like color that emerged from it. The tajiri's daughter took her time when examining me, bringing her hand on my cheek and rubbing it.

My first thought was to avoid frightening her and I spoke slowly, “They are not demons.”

“They?” she asked with a sort of detached curiosity, “There is more than one?”

“Just two,” I admitted, “The only two I've ever encountered. Nobody knows anything about them and I've stopped asking since...”

Since a few priests tried to burn me to death.

“But how far have you come?” she asked with a soft voice, sliding her hand along my cheek and over my chin as if she was examining an animal for purchase, “You've seen little of this world, for all your travels.”

I wanted to answer Mashid but when I opened my mouth she pressed her lips against mine without hesitation and kissed me. The sensation was like a hot wash of passion in my mouth. I gasped as her tongue slid against mine, licking and teasing it as she explored, causing me to melt into her arms, Kanabo falling from my fingers with a dull thud. Her intense, erotic energy practically surged off her body and onto my mine, her curious and eager fingers first grabbing my backside before working their way around and up my hips, under my mail hauberk and lamellar cuirass to eagerly palm and grope my breasts with a sort of driven hedonism. The desert beauty had done such things before.

Many times, I was sure.

Her aggressive, domineering kiss couldn't be contained by my lips and spread out, flicking and sucking and licking at my face before going lower, washing my neck with sloppy lips, leaving my skin wet and excited with the sort of sensitivity only lust will provide. I was simmering under the feeling of her tongue's tracks across my skin as my inner hunger grew ever more insistent. Mashid certainly knew her way around women and before long I was open-mouth panting, my cheeks burning and my eyes unfocused as her hands gently cupped and caressed my breasts, each finger somehow tracing its own way over my soft flesh.

I was halfway there just from her gentle but unyielding touch combined with my esthesis making every touch feel many times as pleasurable. I could my wetness running from my cunt, stretched so deliciously as I called upon Kanabo and the unnamed one, but now showing me as something little more than a wanton, lustful animal, fit to be filled. Mashid pulled back and smiled, purring behind her mischievous mask

Then she dropped to her knees, pushed my lips apart and gave me a kiss that would never be described as chaste. Her mouth spread me wider, opened me to her lovely tongue and let it work slowly. She lapped at me gently, half-teasing by licking my thigh and only returning to my folds when I'd groan in frustration, beckoning her to continue, to take me all the way. Her sparkling eyes, so very dark in the night they appeared ebon, held the full extent of her delight at my greedy desires. Still she indulged my whims and set her tongue inside me in such a way... the spiritually-charged senses I'd been granted were not made to experience such pleasure.

When I came, it was as if I was pouring out and burning up and my senses reversed. I grabbed her hair with both hands and dug my nails into her scalp, holding her mouth hostage to my culmination with legs that didn't so much shake as they rattled. At the same time my breath caught in my lungs and my head fell back as I gave silent thanks to whatever god had given women tongues, crushing Mashid's face with my glistening mound. The way my body shook soon took my ability to stand away and I leaned back onto the wall, sliding down slowly until I was sitting slumped, the mouth still pressed tight against my lips.

Mashid, the little sand devil, never stopped licking.

* * *

Masvash's instincts, while good enough, were not prophecy. The raiders attacked just before we reached the oasis, having ridden ahead and watered their horses (proper desert horses, I noticed) before riding their mounts from several cuts in the terrain – trenches dug by men's hands – that were masked by what passed for foliage in the sun-burned wastes. I'd seen more than a few such ambushes in my time; the trenches required a few hours of digging, but the burning sun would have staved off anyone but the most committed. Likely as not, they'd done so at night, some time ago, and been re-using it as a location to spring their trap and launch attacks on small, isolated caravans.

I'd been riding in a cart when the first whoops and war cries sounded, along with the sight of dust being kicked up from behind the sparse foliage. I didn't need my esthesis to know what those meant, but the powers granted to me helped tally the numbers: an even dozen raiders, all mounted, none of the horses armored, but two men wearing chain mail under their robes and the rest with nothing more than padded garments. I could feel the heat rising off the men and see through the swirling dust, rising from behind a bulky bag of trade goods to leap off the cart and into position.

The first rider bore down on me at full speed and my mind immediately recalled the last mounted charge I'd received, which had resulted in a deflected lance strike that still managed to break most of my ribs on one side. It was an unpleasant thought to have moments before the clash of arms and I shook my head quickly to clear it away. The situations were different, I was not alone. With my empowered senses, I could feel the other guards riding to their positions, forming a protective semi-circle against the raiders.

Our captain of the guard didn't even need to shout a command, the mere sign of raiders brought everyone to their places, arms drawn and ready to act. One of the raiders, behind the man in front, drew back with a javelin and let fly. I watched it idly in flight, noticing how well-thrown it was, tracing its arc as it seemed to hang immobile in the air, only growing bigger once it was a mere arm-length away from striking home. At the absolute last second, I shifted my chest and let the thrown missile glide past by mere inches. Then I looked at him and smiled, my own vision showing me with complete clarity the look of disbelief on his face.

If the mounted bandit in front of him thought it would distract me, he was wrong, painfully wrong, as I took him in the leg with a swing of Kanabo, the bone cracking under the impact and his cry of anguish filling the air. He stayed on his horse, barely, and managed to circle away from the rest of our caravan, howling and whimpering in turn. The men behind him slowed, even as the bandits on the other side, crashed into our guards and began matching steel with steel. Through the dust and the thick garments I wore around my face and body to protect from the sun, there was no way they could see the sweat steaming off my body nor my eyes aflame. It was merely the speed, skill and savagery with which I'd swung Kanabo that gave them pause.

My suspicion was that they were the sort who never encountered real resistance and didn't know what to do when the caravan's guard failed to fall into panicked disarray. They were still riding towards us, but had slowed to a trot, the javelin-thrower now in front. He slowly drew out another shaft from a bag hanging off his mount's flank and took aim, eyeing me carefully to judge the distance before shouting something in his foreign tongue. The others briefly balked, but the javelineer shouted it again, louder, and they kicked their mounts into a gallop.

It was the classic conundrum – does one avoid the thrown weapon and thereby take up a disadvantaged position against the close-in attacker? Or does one trust that the javelin won't penetrate their armor deep enough to influence the melee fight? Fortunately, the choice was easy for me; not one of them was my equal after having been granted power by Kanabo and the unnamed armor I wore. So when the horses beat faster and the javelin sailed through the air, I simply shifted my weight and tucked into a sideways roll, going from one side of my closet attacker to the other in a flash. The javelin skittered harmlessly into the sand and I dodged the hasty, ill-advised swing of a hand axe by staying low before launching my full weight into a rising swing that cracked the second rider's desert horse right in its snout. The resulting spray of blood blinded its rider just as the poor beast reared back and toppled over, tossing him from the saddle.

The third and fourth riders veered away from the wounded, kicking horse as it thrashed about, leaving me free to first put the horse out of its misery with a second swing onto its skull, then perform the same service for its rider. But I was in a bad place, as the other bandits were circling, close enough that I could see the dark tans and harsh lines that only came from hard living on the edge. I'd already laid low two of their number and there wouldn't be much mercy left in their hearts – if there was any there to begin with.

The javelineer, the farthest away, raised another shaft to throw my way, as I slowly spun around and around, trying to keep at least two in front of me at all times. I knew I could win, but the big question was how bad it would hurt. Those javelins looked painfully sharp and heavy, but taking a wound from a hand axe would not be a bed of roses either.

That was when Masvash's spear drove through one of the horse's neck, its rider distracted by looking towards me and away from the caravan at large. It was a wet, brutal sound, the animal falling dead so quick it did so without a whimper, spilling its bandit rider to the ground where he too met the same fate, the steel spearhead passing through his cheek and out of the back of his head. That was a feat that was only typical of a heavy lance at full-gallop and Masvash had done it one-handed with a standing thrust, while carrying her shield in the other hand.

She looked towards me and hastily away, as if ashamed by the feat. I took it as keeping alert and brought my eyes back to the bandits before me. They too, had watched as their fellow had fallen, trotting further away and grouping back together – for the safety of closeness and numbers as much for conference – before tearing away from our side of the caravan. The other side, where most of the guardsmen fought, was a mass of swirling dust caused by horses and camels trampling about, but I could still pick figures out of the dusty haze.

Aram, for all his faults, proved to be an excellent swordsman as he met one bandit's blade with his own, the high quality curved steel neatly slicing what was certainly cheap metal in two before continuing on to nick the man's throat. Even on a clear day, a good set of eyes wouldn't have seen the wound, Aram's edge so sharp it took no flesh – and very little blood – along its point. Instead, they would have merely seen the man's hand rise to his throat before appearing to leak blood through his fingers, urging his horse a few steps away before falling from the saddle, writhing along the fine sand as the life drained from him in steady splashes. As he finally lay still, a wind picked up, blowing the cloud of dust away.

Without surprise on their side and their advantage in numbers whittled away, the raiders gathered themselves about in a rough circle, their horses shaken by the smell of blood and whinnying loudly. I thought that was the end of it, but Masvash confidently strode out towards them, setting her spear against one of the cart's – her sister's cart, as a matter of fact – and plucking a javelin half-hidden in sand. The raiders weren't worried; a single javelin wasn't hard to dodge if seen and she was at a distance only the finest throwers could hope to reach with their metal – and none of them accurately.

Even so, she carefully tested its balance and heft, throwing and catching it a few times before spinning the weapon around to the proper hold for an overhand throw. Then she planted her foot, reeled back with her arm and whipped her body into a powerful throw. The javelin moved at a frightening speed, far faster than I'd ever seen one fly before and along a much flatter trajectory. The funny thing about any missile flung at you is the way that the ones aimed straight for you seem to just linger without moving or growing larger. It can be deceptive if you're not alert for it.

The largest bandit – and one of the two wearing mail – simply sat upright in his saddle, watching the javelin with what amounted to idle curiosity. He could've been called handsome, with a trimmed beard and rough lines on his face, along with fair skin and dark, intelligent eyes that seemed to take everything in. He bore no expression at all from the failed attack and even less at the antics of Masvash in returning one of their javelins to them, almost studying her. At least until his entire face exploded from the impact of the javelin. His horse bucked and dashed away in a panic, the man's hands gripping the reins and his legs holding him steady even in death as his corpse flopped around madly.

The remaining bandits took that as their cue to leave – quickly.

* * *

Mashid's face was between my thighs, her tongue licking me expertly, but all I could think about was her sister.

Not in the same way as Mashid, certainly not, but Masvash's obvious strength and skill at arms. I'd figured her for more of a commander of men and not a man-slayer herself, but that judgment was so very wrong that I found myself wondering what else I could've been wrong about. To drive a spear through a man's skull and out the back was the sort of feat of arms that minstrels would sing of where I'd come from. And being a master javelineer took a lifetime of training and practice – and good fortune to be blessed with the right strength, eye and balance. Yet when I'd asked her where she'd learned to throw, the answer came in a single word, without Masvash even turning to face me: “Rocks.”

Then she rose from the water of the oasis and walked away, putting an end to any conversation.

Later that night, I tried to ask her sister about it but she only shook her head as she pulled at my nipples, dropping her mouth down and biting one of them in a very pleasurable fashion. Whatever secrets her sister held would not be brought open from Mashid's lips. At least not while those lips were pleasuring me, softly sucking on my skin and tasting my flesh. Her dark eyes looked to me and she dragged her teeth across my breasts.

I moaned and stroked her head, then took her hair in my hand and pushed her head down, spreading my legs for her. She smiled and brought her mouth to my pussy. I closed my eyes and called out her name softly, but in my mind, I couldn't get over her sister. Again and again I thought of the way she'd killed those men. Ruthless and skillful. And without remorse, although I assumed that was due to the nature of her trade; no merchant's daughter is going to hold a soft spot for a band of thieves.

Particularly not when the thieves were probably following us, according to her father Hami. Indeed, the main reason I pushed Mashid's mouth to my cunt so fast was that I had the next watch and not much time to enjoy her efforts. Masvash had taken stock of the oasis and declared it indefensible if our caravan was taken by surprise, doubling us up on our watches to hopefully spot any night-time intruder before they were among us and slitting our throats.

That didn't leave me much time for sleep, which in turn meant not much time for enjoying Mashid's ministrations. I'd asked her to come to me sooner, but she insisted on dancing for the men first. I didn't watch, preferring instead to listen to Hami mount Ghohar roughly while using two fingers to keep myself as close as possible to climax so Mashid wouldn't need to work quite so hard. Hami, I had to admit, was an adequately excellent lover and the way he fucked Ghohar excited me in a way I'm embarrassed to admit, but I kept myself from going over the edge, leaving my cunt wet and ready for Mashid. A quick climax, followed by sleep.

She spoiled that plan by making me shudder from her fingers while kissing me, then going in for an encore with her mouth. In so many ways, she was perfect – from her obsidian eyes to her glossy black hair to every wonderful curve of her body – and when she massaged my thighs while licking me, I couldn't help by call her name, again and again, feeling my wetness as she lapped it into her mouth like fine wine. Her tongue and fingers and lips and nose all acted in concert as she drank everything I offered and more. I was twitching atop my bedroll and none who looked in our direction could be confused as to what was happening, but I no longer cared. Her hands were on my breasts, kneading them, stoking the fires of another culmination while mine were in her hair, guiding her to my finish. My entire body was covered in sweat in spite of the cool night air and my voice carried across the oasis when I screamed her name a final time.

The sleep I was looking for came quickly after that, my last waking vision being Mashid smirking at me and wiping her chin and mouth clean with a fine silk handkerchief.

* * *

My eyes popped open in a start and I immediately knew something was wrong. I was supposed to have the next watch, but the way the stars sat in the sky was wrong, all wrong. I'd overslept – either because the previous watch didn't wake me or because I'd been so exhausted, after maintaining Kanabo and the nameless one's power for a full day prior, that I'd rolled back to sleep unintentionally. Either way, it was not good.

The oasis was quiet, deathly quiet almost, the near-lifeless desert lacking the tell-tale cries of animals and insects that made the forests and hills of my home seem alive. Those sounds were a guard's best friend, frequently giving away the presence of stalkers and raiders in the darkness by way of their absence. My first few nights in the desert had been maddening because I didn't hear the sounds and started seeing movement and strange shadows wherever I looked, verging on paranoia as my watches drew longer.

But gradually, I'd adjusted and so I was certain there was an actual sound that had woken me. Even within a deep sleep, I wasn't oblivious. The first thing I did was reach over for Kanabo, tied off to the side of my bedroll, the exact same place I'd placed my weapon for a thousand nights or more. But my fingers closed around nothing but sand and rough strings lying loose.

Kanabo was gone.

I bolted upright, thinking maybe some small creature had chewed through the knot and allowed it to merely roll a few feet away. But there was nothing there, the strings intact and my weapon gone. I turned my head over to my pack and saw that it – rather than being stiff and full – sat limply on the sand. My hands reached over and grabbed it, feeling the lightness before I confirmed that my mail hauberk and lamellar cuirass – which together formed the nameless one – were gone as well. I was wide awake, my sense reaching out and taking everything in as I scrambled out of my bedroll.

Unlike some guardsmen, who were veritable walking arsenals, I carried only Kanabo and a dagger. The dagger wouldn't do much, but it was more than nothing and I pulled it from my boot, figuring that whoever had taken my armaments was within because intruders from without would have slit my throat and taken everything. The guardsman closest to me was a boorish but affable fellow that everyone called Tooth. I didn't figure him for the thieving type but I had to be sure and knelt beside his pack. He was snoring loudly, face up in his bedroll with a thick strand of drool running down his face. Naturally, there was nothing in his pack but the usual soldierly accouterments.

Next was Tekan, who I'd had my issues with, but also proved to be guilty of nothing more than an attempt at trade, with a box of ladies' silks in his possession. After him came Gernaz, who'd taken a nasty wound to his hand during the fight and laid with it swaddled in bandages. I couldn't imagine how he would have undone the knots with one hand silently but searched anyway, only to come up with nothing. And so on and so forth down the line of guards, every last one of them.

Only then did the thought impose itself in my head, 'If all the guards are asleep, then who is standing the watch?'

I whipped my head back and forth quickly; it had taken me the better part of an hour to search all the guards' possessions, yet I hadn't seen anything of the watch. Was there even a watch posted? There had to be; Masvash was nothing if not thorough and alert. She'd catch anyone sleeping – except she hadn't caught me. My throat itched at the thought of what the caravan must have looked like in the night, completely unguarded, to a pack of scoundrels.

That was when I looked to Mashid's cart and found it curiously lacking her presence. That much was bewildering to me – it wasn't as if she would have simply gone off on her own, thieves might pose as honest guards and merchants and make off with stolen goods, but she was Hami's daughter. There was no way she would have stolen from his caravan, which might as well have been her caravan, and left in the dark. But the fact remained she was not in her cart and nowhere I had seen in the oasis.

I didn't know what to do, but I knew that Masvash needed to know what was going on.

Her cart was not hard to find, with five camels tied to its side. It wasn't that she was vain, merely that a captain of the guard had a great many devices and bits of equipment to carry for this situation or that.  As I approached the loaded cart, one of the camels burbled in its sleep. I stopped for a second, before realizing that it was not I who needed to fear a guard catching me, pushing away the edges of my apprehension and stepping closer. I only stopped because I heard a voice.

Two of them. Mashid and Masvash. Arguing in half-whispers, using their native tongue. While I couldn't understand the words, I understood the flow of disagreement in any language and could tell this one had been going on for more than a few minutes. And as I listened even more closely, I heard the slight metallic shifting of mail armor.

I didn't want to believe it but...

My legs took me forward and my head poked around to confront them directly. Neither were conscious acts, but my words were. “Mashid, Masvash! What are you two doing?”

Within the cart should have been perfect darkness, but the sisters sat with a very small candle between them. Masvash looked at me with the closest expression of fear I'd ever seen on her face. In fact, it was almost the only expression I'd seen as she'd continuously cast her gaze away from me in all other times and places. She was wearing all her armor, with her spear and shield laid across her lap. At the same time, Mashid was clad in the unnamed armor that was mine, the mail hauberk on backwards and Kanabo held inexpertly within her dainty hands.

“Ah, this is...” Mashid began, blushing.

I narrowed my eyes at her. “This is mine, yes?” As she sat there, I put a knee up and crawled into the cart with them, reaching towards my possessions. I'm quite sure I didn't look nearly as friendly as I usually do but drew up to Mashid, reaching towards her to pluck Kanabo away. At least until Masvash moved in front of me, the fear having fallen from her face.

“She told me there is a spirit in these,” Mavash began, the scarred side of her face the only portion illuminated in the dim candlelight, “I wanted to know for myself, since you did not deign to inform my father or myself of this... fact.”

I could feel my face twist into a deep scowl, replying “Why, you never asked,” and continued reaching towards her beautiful twin in spite of her imposition between us, “And I didn't think it mattered, since you're not a white robe.”

She pushed my hand aside with her own. “So you answer to the white robes then?”

The question bristled more than she knew and my face turned red. I was glad I was no longer under the effects of my empowerment; were I in such a state, my eyes would have been alight with red and my skin hot enough to be noticeable in the cramped conditions of the cart. Slowly, I calmed myself and spoke. “I do not answer to the white robes.”

“Then you are heretic in your lands?”

“No,” I said through clenched teeth, “And I'm not interested in being interrogated. Least of all by you.”

Mashid peeked out from behind her larger twin, her face drawn in an almost child-like innocence. “What about me?” She blinked twice and seemed to look straight through me. “Would you answer if I asked you?”

Before I answered, I pulled my hand back from Masvash and looked back and forth between the sisters. “That depends on what you ask. I may or may not have answers for you,” putting emphasis on the last word to make my meaning especially clear. Masvash remained tense. Mashid only nodded slightly.

“So, how did you bring the demons out?” she asked quietly, plucking the mail that sat heavily on her silks with two fingers and shaking it, “It seems like all the other armor to me and nothing special happens when I wear it.”

“They aren't demons, I told you that before.”

Masvash grunted and leaned back, crossing her legs under her, with her spear across her thighs. She took Kanabo from her sister's small, soft hands and held it into the inadequate light, rubbing her fingers along the knobs and studying it closely.

There was a few seconds of awkward silence before Mashid broke in with another question, “Can you show me how you call them?” She was staring wide-eyed at me, as if I held the key to some great treasure. That wasn't very far off the mark I suppose, but I didn't like the look or the idea that I would show them. But when I opened my mouth to refuse, Mashid reached over and traced a single finger along the underside of my arm, from elbow to palm, and leaned forward to lick one of my fingers. “Please?”

Whatever words I had for her caught in my throat as I suddenly remembered how good – how very good – Mashid was when it came to using her tongue. My mouth went as dry as the sands around us and I shot a glance to her sister. Masvash wasn't paying any attention at all; she held Kanabo close to her face, examining every inch of its length carefully, rolling it back and forth between her fingertips to consider every angle, tilting it to gauge the balance.

When my gaze returned to Mashid, she said nothing. Instead, the beauty slowly reached to my hand and brought it towards her. I opened my mouth to speak, but a single finger of hers was enough to ensure my silence, as it pressed against my lips. She locked eyes with mine and took two of my fingers between her lips, licking between them, letting the sparks of arousal travel from the tip of her tongue to deep inside me. I bit my lip and nodded.

The wise part of my soul was telling me that it was a bad idea. Even as openly debauched as the wealthy merchant's outlook could be, surely they wouldn't sanction what I was about to do. I could make a brothel whore blush when Kanabo and the nameless one really found their stride. The only reason I was tempted was the sultry expression Mashid wore on her face; there was no reason otherwise for me to even consider what I was doing. But I was wavering, honestly imagining it wouldn't be so bad, that maybe it would only excite them and –

No. There was nothing to be gained by revealing my “prayer” before the two sisters. I knew it with a certainty that was uncommon for someone who fought for money and lived outside the figurative (and sometimes literal) bounds of society. And I wanted them to know it with as much certainty. I brushed Mashid's finger off my lips, as politely as I could, before clearing my throat. Masvash almost looked up at me before stopping herself – it was so odd that she would be demure when any other time she'd be completely forthright in asserting herself. She was a woman with a warrior's pride; I couldn't think of any reason she'd feel the need to shy away from me. My reputation certainly had weight but not that much weight.

Whatever the reason, Masvash presented Kanabo to me with both hands and I took him with a soft word of thanks. The two of them sat nothing alike – Mashid on her knees, her weight on her heels with her eyes locked onto my mine, smoldering with what might have been curiosity, mirth and lust all mixed together in unknowable proportions; Masvash with her legs cross and looking to her hands as they rested on her knees. I looked to Mashid, her beauty hardly dimmed in the partially lit wagon. “Am I free to go now?”

Her lips curled upward in the corner, forming a half-smile. “We're not holding you here, love.”

“Mmm.” I began to slide out of the wagon. “I was just being polite, asking first.”

Mashid's tongue slithered out of her mouth and fell down to her chin before rolling back upward in the lewdest fashion I could imagine. It made my heart race: I wanted nothing more in that moment than to push her onto her back, straddle her face with my knees spread wide and ride her mouth until my whole body was shaking and I saw stars. But I knew the price she'd ask for such pleasure and there was no way it would end well. For any one of us.

That was why I simply kept moving, leaving the sisters behind just as the night winds picked up, sending sands billowing across the endless dunes and making the wagon disappear in the distance behind me as I made my way back and settled in for a cool, dusty night.

* * *

Kanabo held me down tight, pinning my arms above my head and maintaining a slight pressure on my throat. It was just enough to thrill me, heighten the pleasure I felt as my companion dragged his essence down my bare chest, teasing my nipples and kneading the soft flesh of my breasts. The moan that escaped my lips wasn't loud, but the nameless one choked it off with his own essence anyway. I could feel the way he slipped in deep, pressing my tongue against the floor of my mouth and forcing my neck to bulge outward as he filled me. Somehow I could still breathe but there was a deliciously warm feeling of strain that marked the way the unnamed one was filling me. I could only savor it as his essence kept my mouth open, gliding back and forth smoothly.

At the same time, Kanabo had not stood idle and parted my legs forcibly, splaying them out to either side as he teased my needy pussy with something like licks. I tried to squirm, involuntarily, but could not; Kanabo forced me to take what he was giving without movement to mitigate the intensity. The pleasure built quickly and I felt my eyes roll back into my head, shaking like a leaf as my armaments used me like a whore. Again and again, my cunt gushed before Kanabo took hold of my clit and gave it a painful tweak that sent me over the edge and out of my physical form.

I could see them clearly; Kanabo, in particular, as he forced his way into my nether lips with all the grace of a blow to the back of the head, knocking the air from my lungs and taking full advantage by clenching my throat tight. That only spurred the nameless one to go faster, my mouth nothing more than his pleasure as I saw through their transparent forms allowed me to see myself as no one else ever had. Their warm essence flowed all over and into my body, touching places that made my whole body fill with ecstasy. Their touch was relentless, unyielding and unbidden to any form of restraint. The pair of them would never hold back on account of good manners or common decency – a fact starkly proven when Kanabo spread my cheeks apart and wiggled himself into my other hole, thereby setting off another round of climaxing that made my body break out in a chilled sweat.

It was overwhelming pleasure of the kind I'd spent years experiencing without ever growing tired of feeling. The only problem was that, this particular time, I hadn't offered myself to them. They'd come in my sleep of their own volition, to take and ravage my body. I was being used in my sleep, which was a new experience in every way, particularly when a sudden and powerful force took hold of my head – my ethereal one – and forced it to look upward as Kanabo and the unnamed one finished with my corporeal form.

In the swirling night-time dust, Masvash was stomping towards me. She was clad in her armor with spear and shield in her hands, a look of ruthless determination on her face like a mask. Then my heart stopped in my chest as she came closer, my esthesis suddenly providing additional clarity through the darkness and billowing sand. I could see her eyes glowing with an essence I'd never seen before.

Masvash was as empowered as I was.

Suddenly, I was flung back into my body, sitting upright and scrambling to put on my armor. Masvash saw me wake and broke into a sprint. I hardly had time to draw the nameless one's mail shirt and lamellar cuirass over my nearly nude form before she was upon me, her spear flying forward to pierce whatever part of me remained in its way. But I was fast enough to dodge, the spearhead thrusting through the gap between my arm and my ribs and I stepped back onto Kanabo's handle, bringing him up and into my hands with a stomp against the sand.

Masvash's eyes watched me intently – unlike the blood red edge of my own irises, hers were the yellow of a powerful flame – her grimace deepening as I rose fully, Kanabo held at the ready.

I asked her cautiously, “Why are you doing this?”

Her only response was a sharp shake of her head and a half-step forward, bringing me within the range of her spear point. I didn't overreact, keeping myself still until I saw the muscles in her arm tense, then quarter-turning my torso so that the strike – as fast as a snake's – slid past my chest with perhaps a finger's width to spare. Once she'd extended herself fully, I grabbed the shaft of her spear with one hand, holding it in place long enough to lift Kanabo high and bring him back down towards her exposed head. At the same time, using her spear to keep myself upright, I lifted my foot and gave her shield a nice, powerful kick. It flew aside and behind her, dragging Masvash off-balance and in a very poor position to defend herself.

But Masvash was obviously quite skilled in her own right and jerked her grip back on the shaft before lifting it up and ducking herself underneath. It stopped Kanabo, at the cost of a sickening crack as the black iron knobs connected with her fingers, breaking two or three of them. She didn't make any sound whatsoever, no acknowledgment of the pain at all.

I might have called it to my advantage anyway, but for the way she immediately dropped her hand and yanked her spear back towards her, dragging the diamond-shaped steel head through the palm and the fingers holding it still. Whatever she was, Masvash was no layabout when it came to maintaining her weapon and the edge of the spearhead was as sharp as anything I'd encountered, halfway severing my fingers and cutting deep into the meatiest part of my hand. It hurt.

Badly.

I snarled and pulled my hand away, making a tight fist to stem the flow as best I could, but blood seeped through my fingers and dripped on the sand regardless. All told, I was still at a disadvantage; I didn't have a spare hand to grab and control her spear, not unless I'd like to take a wager on how many fingers I could lose in a fight, and her own shield could reliably stop Kanabo's strikes. It was the kind of fight I'd never imagined facing before: where my esthesis provided only parity and my opponent's style was a direct counterplay to my own.

“Is it about my arms and armor? Are you working for the white robes?”

There was no answer, merely another thrust. It came slowly in mind's eye, parting individual grains of sand as they flew through the air, shining in fits and starts as the moonlight caught the right angle against the spearhead's edge. The strike was aimed towards the thigh of my lead leg, at the lower portion not covered by the nameless one's mail hauberk. I was forced to step back to avoid it, putting me off-balance to strike with Kanabo. Masvash, of course, used the opportunity to rapidly close the distance while I re-established my stance, bashing her shield against my face hard enough to make me stumble another two steps back and flail about to keep myself upright.

I could see her muscles as they shifted and flexed, coiling her body in preparation to lunge forward, adding the strength of her entire body's weight to the point of her spear, which would undoubtedly skewer me as I flapped helplessly. Armor or not, that much power behind a small enough head would be more than enough to end me.

Yet there was an opportunity there, a dangerous gamble, but one offering me the chance of victory. Marvash's shield was out of position, one of the risks anyone had to run to finish a fight against a highly competent warrior. She probably didn't even think about it, relying instead on instincts honed over hundreds of days spent training, again and again, then further refined in a dozen or more similar mortal contests. One might have called it arrogance, but if she was anything like me, she'd never fought an opponent who also held the esthesis – the enhanced strength, sense and speed that allowed her to best anyone comparable with relative ease.

Neither had I.

I didn't even bother finding my proper footing, letting my back foot fall into the sand and flinging myself forward. It was through good fortune alone that the pad of my foot found purchase and allowed me to continue suddenly reversing my retreat and closing the distance between us in less than a heartbeat. Masvash was still preparing to lunge her spear and herself forward, her body set and wound tight for just the right moment. I was still flailing, however, and couldn't bring Kanabo around to bash her.

Instead we simply crashed into one another gracelessly, my thrashing knocking her over into the sand while her spear's tip dug into my mail just under the cuirass. I felt the prick of metal against my skin and smelled the coppery scent of fresh blood  – my blood, no doubt – but I was on a mission. Kanabo's metal acted as a post when it drove into the soft sand, holding me above Masvash's supine form. I screamed and brought my sliced and bloody hand down onto her face, smashing my knuckles against her cheek as hard as I could, as fast as I could, again and again and again and again. The blood dripping from my wound splashed and smeared across her face while she snarled right back and drove her spear deeper into me; it was ineffectual due to the angle but with her strength, she managed to pierce the mail hauberk and begin digging into the muscle beneath my flesh.

So I kept hitting her as hard as I could, ignoring the wetness as blood continued pouring out, ignoring the sound of bones breaking, ignoring the pain I felt racing up my arm. My fist pummeled her until it was a mass of mud-like blood that had mixed with the dust and the sand in the air, utterly numb after being used as nothing more than a club. She wasn't moving.

Finally I stopped swinging down onto Masvash, breathing dry, dusty air into my lungs and coughing profusely. My eyes were burning from the grains of sand that were slipping past my lashes and being trapped under the lids while I could feel the blood from the spear's entry just below my ribs running down my leg. Then she twisted it, hard, tearing open muscle and bringing a spray of red through my mail shirt and over her chest. I might have screamed, I don't remember.

What I do remember is dropping my bloody forearm across her throat, lifting Kanabo high and bringing him down onto her face with a dull thud. The twisting stopped and I rolled over onto the sand, my spirit so spent after the fight that I could hardly find the strength to pull Masvash's spear out of my belly and cover the wound to staunch some of the bleeding. It hurt so bad that I closed my eyes, almost thinking I could wish away the wound, as irrational as that was. All around us, the blowing sand developed into a proper sandstorm, the fine grains blasting across my face, my arms, my legs... all of my exposed skin.

Part of me didn't think it was a bad way to die.

That's when I heard her. “Masvash? Masvash? Is it done?”

My eyes snapped open and I sat up in spite of the pain. The blood that had already run out was growing cool and sticky against my skin, mixing with the sand until it was more like a copper-smelling slime. It took effort but I gathered my legs under me before wobbling upright, calling upon my esthesis to see through the sandy haze. I could hear Mashid, but I couldn't see her; even with the power imbued within me, it was far too thick. And the pain in my side suddenly flared, an incredible overpowering of my ability to keep it at bay. Down onto one knee I sank, and struggled a few times to regain my footing before giving up and reaching over Masvash to take hold of her spear to use as a walking stick.

That helped enough to get me back on my feet and walking towards Mashid as she continued calling for her sister. Asking if it was done. If I was dead.

I struggled toward her without answering, letting the winds blow across me as I spilled blood from my wounds and took sand into my nose with every breath. It was the longest, most painful walk I'd ever endured, like I spent a lifetime in those few steps until I could make her out. The few ambling steps I took drew her close enough that her own eyes could see me standing upright.

“Masvash,” she called, mistaking me for her sister, “Are you hurt? Please, say something? Did you get her armor and weapon for me?” There was concern in her voice, but also the opportunism of a jackal in her words, as naked as the greed on a poor man's face when he grasped a handful of gold coins. I spat blood into the sand and continued my way towards her.

We were close enough to almost touch when she extended her arms in a sisterly embrace, only to suddenly recoil in horror as her eyes finally revealed who I was. “You're still –“

“Alive.” I spat on the sand again. “No thanks to Masvash.”

Mashid's face was swaddled in wraps but I could see the venom in her eyes. “Where is my sister?”

My shoulders rose and fell, telling her exactly how much I cared about where her sister was. My mistake: she might have been a desert rose, but she was no shrinking violet, reaching into her cloak and pulling out a long curved knife. “If you harmed her, I will do things to you that they will most assuredly not sing of in ballads.”

I eyed her as coolly as possible. “Why?”

“Because she is my sister!”

“No, why did you try to kill me?”

The hatred in her eyes fell away, replaced by condescension. “You stupid girl; you have no idea what you're wearing, do you? The history and power you so callously claim as your own is not yours anymore than the sun or the moon could be.” The blade waved in her hand. “We don't know how you came about it, but we're taking it back.”

“We?”

“We.”

I nearly flopped over in shock as Masvash stood behind me. Her face was lumped and bloodied, her blood streaming down her nostrils and out of her mouth, giving her a decidedly ghoulish appearance as she stepped towards me. For her to not just survive having her skull bashed by Kanabo, but also being up and walking... well, I suppose my own esthesis had brought me through equally impressive trials at times.

But I didn't feel threatened by her, not even when she reached out and took her spear from my hand. I could barely hold Kanabo in my hand, my head was swimming and I was as helpless as a newborn babe. If she wanted to kill me, she could have, near effortlessly. Even Mashid could have probably managed to finish me off.

However, that wasn't the way it ended.

“Sister,” Masvash began, “She's earned it.”

Even under all her layers, I could see Mashid visibly blanch at the words. “What? How? That isn't –“

“It is.”

Masvash's words had the air of finality to them and even if they didn't, the tall young woman slumped her way past both of us, utterly without rancor or threat. I sank to the sand without the support of her spear to keep me upright, my sliced hand on my thigh as the other pressed tight against the spear wound under my ribs. The beautiful desert daughter looked at me, still in shock at her sister's words.

I looked up at her. “What do you know about these... friends of mine?”

“Nothing fit to tell you,” she spoke curtly as her feet took her close to me and her hands pulled the wraps from her face quickly. Her lips pressed against mine, all softness and warmth, the slightest hint of jasmine against her tongue as it filled my mouth. I moaned and hoped my tongue wasn't covered in blood, but suddenly I didn't care. Mashid pulled her mouth from mine and brought her lips to my ear, softly whispering, “I'm so sorry.”

Then she pushed herself away and hurried after her sister, leaving me in the howling sandstorm.

Remaining upright was too much effort; I slumped onto my heels and flopped onto my back listlessly. Each heartbeat making me feel more accepting of my fate. Being alone with the dust brushing over my skin made death seem not nearly so bad. There certainly would be no more suffering, something that interested me greatly as all my various wounds -- both present and past -- seemed to come alive inside me.

With the pain of fights long past burning their way across my body, I made my peace with dying alone. 

At least I thought I was alone, but sure enough, the tajiri’s damnable son was there, casting what passed for a shadow over me, with the wind still whipping up dust all over. I looked up at him and he down on me, his face still fixed in the steady gaze of a young man pretending very hard that he’s seen everything before. He was the last person I wanted to see before I died. The condescending sneer on his face; something in me wouldn’t give in, wouldn’t allow anything for him to latch onto. Aram would not eat fine foods and share the tale of how a beautiful maiden tried to play at battle and wound up dying alone in the  sand.

“Aram,” I struggled to speak even his name, my lungs short of breath. “What do you want?”

   His eyebrow lifted. “You truly have no idea who you’re carrying, do you, whore?”

   I tried my best to glower at him, but for all his faults, Aram was no coward and would never back down from a near-dead opponent. Instead he knelt down next to me, brushing a few stray hairs away from eyes. “It is a shame, to lose a face like yours. I can see why they chose you to grant their power.”

   “Who?” My voice croaked. “Who are they?”

   Aram gave a single, infuriatingly nonchalant shrug and stood as he unhooked a fresh waterskin from his belt. “What does it matter if you know?” he spoke softly before taking a drink right in front of me and walking away. “You are dead anyway.”

* * *

By all rights I should have died there.

They left me wounded, waterless and lost in the sand, without the slightest hint of where to go. But something guided me, pulled me as I dragged myself back. The caravan was gone by time the sandstorm died down, but the water was still there, along with a single ornery camel. It was nothing like the fine mount my desert horse had been, but after crudely dressing my wounds, I was able to ride along the green parts of the desert for another two days, where I located the next oasis and a small caravan.

The caravan guards were not trusting of a wounded woman on a camel, but the caravan master had pity. He had me given a bit of dry meat and bread, dressed my wounds and set my broken hand properly. And he allowed me along their journey, mercifully without asking me to explain that brought me to the desert and led to my being wounded. I wasn't sure I was able to explain them myself.

The caravan reached the city a week later. It cut a rather illustrious figure in the desert, with high walls of white, topped by green and gold towers at set intervals and wide-set, elaborate murals of writing in various languages, as if to proclaim its literacy to any who'd set eyes upon it. But the guards were hard-faced and competent, keeping the gates barred while the captain of the caravan's guard shouted his credentials and our cargo to them.

The master spoke one of his very few words to me while waiting for the gates to open, “Those are fine things.” His dark wrinkled eyes glistened, not really in a happy way. “Finer than you probably know.”  

“You know what they are?” In truth, the nameless one looked in decidedly ill-repair; I hadn't had any energy to clean the blood off the metal links and worried that if I didn't get the sand and old oil off soon, they would stain. The only way anyone would think that my armor was particular in such a state was if they were familiar with it in some way. Or at least that's what I assumed.

But the old man only offered a slight shake of his head before returning his attention to the city's large gate. It opened slowly, by some mechanical process hidden from our view, and drew back to reveal a bustling, prosperous city within. Taking care not to unset my stitches, I cajoled the camel into a walk and took myself inside, to a place that offered me none of the safety I'd imagined.

But if the answer to Kanabo and the unnamed one lay within the walls, I figured I could stand a bit more danger.
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