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Under A Werewolf Moon
(Adventures of the Randy Elfmaid)
 “There they are, my Lady,” Larkin said.
 I reined my mount to a stop at the edge of the meadow. My magnificent white stallion whinnied and pranced in place. Warlock was a beast of movement and battle. He didn't like standing still. I loved that horse.
 Larkin's brown gelding gave Warlock a wary look, and tried to move away. Larkin covertly slanted a dirty look my way.
 "I saw that," I said, smirking. "Don't blame me if your mount is a pussy."
 To our right was a rotting trunk of an ancient elfin oak. It was a big one before it fell, maybe five hundred feet all. Since the land around it hadn't been cleared and cultivated in centuries, it was probably a rare wild elfin oak. If anyone lived in its canopy they were out on their own. Hermits or religious fanatics favored lone oaks like that. I couldn't tell, since the surrounding forest hid most of the tree, so I couldn't see if there were any treehouses.
 "Forgive me, princess," he said, not sounding regretful. Larkin also knew I hated being called "princess." I was a captain in the Army and the Air Cavalry, after all. So I slanted an equally dirty look back at him. "Humgh."
 He grinned. Larkin was Her Majesty's Huntsman, arguably a higher rank than me. Technically I was still a little higher as Heir Apparent, though he commanded more respect. He was the Emerald Forest's greatest living huntsman. So he was second only to me on the mission.
 Four men stood around a small fire, using the massive rootball as a windbreak. I only recognized one of them. Wynne was Torin of Lower Redwood. It was his tuath beset by the werewolf, so as Lord it was his duty to hunt the monster down. After three months of failure, he requested royal assistance.
 High Lady Maeve, my mother, assigned me the mission. I called upon the Emerald Forest's greatest hunters – Larkin, Aidan, Glyn, and Taggart – to help me. I wanted to brief the other huntsmen on the mission before we met with Lord Wynne, but apparently the ancient warrior couldn't wait.
 The three huntsmen were all dressed like Larkin, in soft leathers of brown and green. They wore soft-soled boots, and carried short swords and bows. Sometimes it was hard to tell rangers and huntsmen apart. In contrast, I wore red leather breeches stuffed into over the knee boots. My shirt was light brown, at least, with a snug black leather vest over it. And Lord Wynne wore all white, to compliment his great mane of startling white hair.
 I carried a sword and bow, but also various talismans to fight the werewolf. The sword was a gift from my mother when I joined the Army, a Named Blade called Fang. The hilt was a dragon's tooth. Fang also had silver inlays along the blade, making it deadly to werewolves.
 I also wore my mother's own enchanted battle braces, called Maeve's Braces. They gave me greater strength and endurance in my arms. I could punch as hard as an orc while wearing them. Hopefully, it would give me strength enough to fight off a werewolf if it came to that.
 I also wore two enchanted rings, one on each middle finger. On my left hand was an Inquisitor's Ring, to help me rout out the truth with witnesses and victims. My right middle finger held Jepper's Ring. It was a jet black ring, of unknown material. The ring was created to fight magical beings, like werewolves and wizards. Basically, it had a small prick I could pull up when fighting. When I punch a shifter, and manage to penetrate his skin with the ring's prick, he would be instantly returned to his human form for up to an hour. Used on sorcerers it would suppress their magic for up to an hour.
 All told, I felt pretty confident with the talismans provided. It was my usual complement of weapons and talismans for fighting werewolves and other shifters. None of them had failed me yet.
 "Maeve sent you?" Wynne said, scowling.
 "Nice to see you, too, my Lord," I said, giving him a brief nod.
 "No disrespect, Duvessa, but if I couldn't hunt down the werewolf, I don't see how you can help," he said. "Are you even a hundred years old yet?"
 I tried to remain calm and placid outwardly. That's what elfin royalty did. I failed and scowled at him. I think Larkin was amused.
 "This is not my first werewolf, Lord Wynne," I said, and disdainfully flipped my waist-length black braid over my shoulder. His pale gray eyes narrowed. "And honestly, I'd have expected a thirty-seven hundred year old warrior to make short work of a mere werewolf, but what can we do?"
 Wynne turned blood red. His pale complexion really showed it, too. 
 I didn't care. He always irritated me. He had nothing but contempt for anyone younger than himself. Hell, he was almost twelve hundred years older than the High Lady, so he questioned most of her decisions. I was just a hundred and one, just barely an adult elf, so a mere child in his judgmental eyes. Yet, I'd hunted a dozen werewolves in my time, and never failed to vanquish the beasts. Mom liked to give me challenges, so I'd be ready when it was my turn to rule the Emerald Forest.
 "It's not like that. This beast is different," he said through clenched teeth.
 "I know," I said, and wagged my brows. "A randy fellow, from what I hear."
 Wynne turned red again, but held his tongue.
 "Oh?" Taggart said. He was the lone half-elf. Though he was only six hundred and eighty, he looked remarkably like an early middle-aged human. He was short and heavyset, bald, but with a thick gray beard. I thought he looked like a really big dwarf, but knew he was half-human. "Is there more to this than we were told?"
 The other two huntsmen perked up. Like rangers, huntsmen loved challenges.
 "Despite being quite active, the werewolf has never killed," Larkin said. That alone made him a strange beast, since they were usually all about slaughter. "And the Human Kingdoms have denied us the right to hunt him in their lands."
 The Tuath of Lower Redwood shared a border with two human kingdoms. Their refusal to allow us to pursue the werewolf across the borders wasn't due to animosity on their part. We also wouldn't allow them to cross our borders armed to the teeth. Yet, they hadn't put much, if any, effort in finding the werewolf since he hunted exclusively within our borders.
 "The Redwood werewolf isn't so much hungry, as...frisky," I said.
 "Ah!" Aidan and Glyn said, and smirked.
 Lord Wynne scowled at them.
 "He's raping our women!" Wynne shouted.
 "Actually, they are pretty much seeking him out, my lord," I said. Which, I suspect was the real reason the men of the tuath were so upset. Lady Aishlyn, his wife, was one of the first to succumb to the werewolf's lusts. And she still went out for nightly walks alone. "Women are taking long moonlit walks in the woods of late."
 "But," Glyn said, frowning at me. "Elves can't be werewolves, so that means he's human when he's...ravishing the women."
 Some elves couldn't fathom having sexual relations with any race but their own. I found humans to be immensely fun. They were as good in bed as any elf, and maybe a bit more adventurous. My love of humans drove my mother mad. A half-human child would be such a scandal.
 Larkin grinned at me. He knew about my randy reputation.
 "Gentlemen, we are here to stop the werewolf, whether he's murdering or mounting his victims," I said. "It doesn't matter. So let us study the terrain, interview the victims, and come up with a plan to end his predations within the tuath for good."
 "You mean kill him?" Lord Wynne said, glaring at me.
 "Not necessarily," I said. "He's not a killer, so killing him will be the last option."
 Wynne rose up to his full height, flipped his great mane back, and huffed at me.
 "I will continue to hunt the monster with my men," he said. "And we will not be so..." He looked me over contemptuously. "Soft."
 The ancient lord turned within a swirl of white cape and hair, marched to his waiting horse, and rode off without so much as a "by your leave." I worried my lip watching him ride away, before turning back to the huntsmen.
 "I wish I had hair like that," I said, wagging my brows. They laughed. "So, it's too late to do anything today. Am I the only single person here?"
 Larkin rolled his eyes and dismounted. The other huntsmen looked at each other, and then nodded to me. I knew it was unlikely men of their age would be unmarried, but a girl can dream. It helped that they looked disappointed they wouldn't be sharing my blankets.
 "Damn," I whispered. I was a little saddle sore, and a good long romp in the blankets really helped me work out the kinks. "This mission sucks already."
~ * ~ * ~
 I lifted my head, listening intently to the sounds of my companions' breathing. They were all sound asleep. A tiny smile tugged at my lips, though I tried to keep my excitement in check. Slipping out from between the blankets as quietly as possible, I knelt on one knee to listen again.
 The night is mine. So exciting. I glanced up at the starry sky. The moon was up, providing a silvery light. I have a good feeling that this is the night.
 I was positive that my mother directed Larkin to ensure my safety, above all other concerns. That meant he would try and marginalized my participation. Playing it safe was not my style. Where was the fun in safe?
 I bedded down in my soft leather shirt and pants, so I'd be ready if opportunity arose. Carefully picking up my soft-soled boots, I looked around for my bow, and both quivers. The bow was there, but not the quivers. My eyes narrowed as I looked at each sleeping man in turn. It was probably Larkin, thinking I wouldn't sneak away without my most potent talismans against werewolves.
 Easing over to him, I waited while a cloud passed across the moon, dimming the silvery light. When it passed, I spotted one end of my quiver under Larkin's blankets. He was lying across it.
 The bastard is sleeping on my arrows!
 All I could do was glare at him. I couldn't get it without waking him, and he would put an end to my planned escapade. Yet, I really needed the Soul Arrows if I caught the werewolf.
 It's a dark conspiracy to spoil my fun. I glanced at the night-shadowed forest surrounding us, and then at the sky. The moon was almost full, or what was called a Werewolf Moon. Of course, I knew a full moon was not necessary for a werewolf to shift, but shifters were a lot more active and aggressive during a full moon. I know he's out and about tonight. I can still scout the area, even without a bow.
 I again paused to listen to my companions' breathing, noting all still snoozing deeply. Biting my lip to hold a giggle at bay, I quickly picked up my sword and slipped out of camp. Maeve's Braces gave me the strength I needed to confront the cursed shifter, Jepper's Ring gave me a way to temporarily neutralize his curse, and the silver on my sword would kill him if it came to that.
 Larkin will be so pissed if he wakes to find me gone despite his efforts.
 I didn't stop to put on my boots until I was over the next ridge. The air was cool and crisp, and the forest a feast of earthy scents. My sensitive elfin nose picked up fox, rabbit, deer, and even a human. The human scent was so faint I guessed he passed through between three days and a week back. I loved the wet rot smell of the lowlands along rivers and lakes. The capital where I grew up was in the Hill Country, which was a little drier.
 Hearing a shuffling sound to my right, I grinned and eased towards it. Just minutes later I spotted a deer snuffling through the dead leaves on the forest floor, between stripping low branches of leaves and tender new growth. I stealthily moved closer and closer, practicing my woodcraft. I loved to hunt like this. Counting coup hunting, where the goal wasn't to kill, but to surprise the prey.
 The deer was a speckled doe, her reddish coat devoid of color in the night shadows. Mostly all I could see was her outline and the little white spots decorating her hindquarters. Easing closer, controlling my breathing, I got closer and closer even as she moved towards me.
 I lunged at her. "I count coup on you!" And slapped her on the butt.
 That deer took off like a lightning bolt. I smelled her urine as she squirted her bladder empty in fear. I giggled, watching her vanish into the night shadows. After a few minutes silence returned to the forest.
 Dropping to one knee, I centered myself and held my hands out, palms down. My training in magic was coming along nicely. My teacher, Master Egan, thought I was gifted in the Arts. Whispering the spell, I felt the magic flow through me. It burned a little. Not particularly pleasant.
 "Ah," I said, smiling down at the map of the region hovering a foot off the ground. It was bright as day, so I could make out tiny details. There was even a tiny miniature likeness of me on it, indicating my location. "Closer than I thought."
 The river valley where most of the "attacks" took place was just over the next ridge. So waving my hands to dispel the magical map, I took off running. I loved running through the forest. Elves were creatures of the forest. Our first love was the eternal forest.
 "The Steppe Elves must be miserable creatures," I muttered.
 There were only a few elfin people I'd never visited, and the Steppe Elves were one of them. They were nomads, acting more like humans than elfinkind. They didn't particularly like other elves, or any other sentient creatures.
 Soon, I was standing atop the ridge. The forest was even thicker in that valley, so I couldn't see very far. I cast out with all of my senses, noting the unease in the air. The air was silent, the night birds having reason to remain quiet. It seemed even the insects were subdued, if not in hiding.
 "Something foul is afoot," I whispered, a tiny smile tugging at my lips. Yeah, I was excited. "Werewolf? Or something else?"
 I plunged into the darkness of that valley. Heading for the river, I was alert to anything and everything. I crossed game trails recently used by deer, rabbits, and even real wolves. There was a lot of life in that valley, and I sensed it all. When I reach a narrow, muddy trade road, I was assaulted by a riot of unsavory scents. Mostly human and horse and oxen, and their droppings. Trader caravans didn't smell very nice. But then…
 I hurried to a spot, just making out a large footprint in the soft earth. Dropping to all fours, I sniffed it and all around it. Werewolf. Their scent was quite distinct. The scent and print were fresh. Next to it was the much smaller footprint of an elfmaid, and it smelled just as fresh. Have to say, I got a little excited. Maybe more than normal. Odd, that.
 "Oh my, I think there's going to be trouble," I said, following the trail.
 It didn't take long to find that trouble, either. I heard a faint squeal, then rustling. I took off running towards the sounds. Then another squeal, definitely a woman.
 "Not on the road," I said, stopping and holding my breath to hear better. "Down by the river!"
 I plunged into the forest. I raced through that thicket as fast as I could, heart hammering and a thrill up my spine. Soon I heard running feet. She was running from him. I heard the werewolf growl, crashing through the woods after her. Then she hit the ground with a pained grunt.
 "I'm coming!" I cried.
 Suddenly I was out of the thicket, and there was the river. To my right was the elfmaid, on her back and crawling backwards as a huge monstrosity of a werewolf loomed over her. He had to be ten feet tall, half-man and half-wolf. I've hunted a few in my day, but that was the biggest one ever. His fur was dark brown, almost vanishing in the darkness.
 Every werewolf looked different. This one had the longest snout I’d seen, with very sharp features. His ears were big, pointed, and stood straight up. And his taloned hands were wicked scary looking.
 His teeth were stark white in the moonlight and were the most frightening of all.
 He was big in more than one way, too. That shaggy bastard was hung to shame an orc. I have to admit, I got a little tingly hot inside. My mouth watered, and my imagination took over for a second.
 His scent washed over me, and I knew his was the trail I followed on the trade road. Up close, it was a much headier scent. It called to something deep and primal. The other elfmaid must've been affected the same way. She stopped backing away, and rose up on her knees. When he moved in, she reached out and grabbed his erection.
 I realized he was quickly morphing back into a naked human man. He was shrinking fast, but that gigantic cock remained the same size. His nearly hairless human skin shone brightly in the moonlight.
 Who knew sex could soothe such a savage beast? I thought.
 Her knees spread wider as she knelt, and the elfmaid looked up into his fierce eyes as her mouth opened wide. I froze, realizing she was about to suck him off. No resistance at all. She was definitely one of those women out "walking" and hoping to be accosted by the frisky werewolf.
 "Stop it!" I cried. Not sure why. I didn't really blame her. I kind of wanted to go down on him, too. But the powers that be decried he must be stopped. I had my orders, and would do what I had to do to stop the beast. "Quickly! I found him! Bring up the warriors with the silver wolfspears!"
 The werewolf stepped back from the elfmaid as he wolfed-out again, looked all around, and growled menacingly. I froze, stunned by how fast he could morph. None of the other werewolves I hunted could transform between man and wolfman so fast. Most took a few minutes to change. Then he surprised me out of my reverie when he turned and jumped into the river.
 "He's getting away!" I cried, starting towards the elfmaid gawking at the escaping shifter. "Hurry! He's swimming across the river!"
 I reached his prey just as the werewolf emerged on the far bank and ran into the forest. In a flash he was gone, though I could hear him crashing through the woods for a few more minutes. His woodcraft was lousy.
 "Are you all right?" I asked the stunned looking elfmaid. She was on the small side, but a full adult. I guess her to be around my age. She had long red hair and big green eyes. "He didn't hurt you, did he?"
 "Bitch," she cried, leapt up and kicked me in the chin.

Chapter 2
 There was a lot of unusual activity in and around Dunloe as we approached the next morning. Armed men were everywhere, and many looked at us with angry eyes. I'm sure they didn't appreciate outsiders coming in to save the day. Had to be embarrassing.
 The town of Dunloe was the only town in the Tuath of Lower Redwood. Most tuaths only had a single site large enough for a town charter. They had lots of one to three tree villages, though. Lower Redwood was pretty densely populated by Emerald Forest standards. Since they were just an hour's walk from the border, the town was surrounded by ramparts and a moat. Ten foot long logs stood on end topped the earthen ramparts. I noticed the small "down low" enclosure was burned to the ground.
 "What happened to Down Low?" I asked the gate guard.
 He looked tall and strong, filled with the arrogance of a professional soldier. There were a dozen soldiers guarding the gate into town. They wore the crimson and white livery of Lower Redwood, armed with swords, shields, and spears. Their helmets were lined up along the wall.
 "Some of the men chased off the humans and burned it down," he said.
 "Why would they do that?"
 "A human assaulted one of our women."
 "Are you sure?" I said. "It had nothing to do with the werewolf attacks?"
 The look he gave me said it had a lot to do with the werewolf. The men of Lower Redwood were angrier than I was led to believe.
 "I wouldn't know, elfmaid," he said.
 He just downgraded me to nothing. Common elves did not own, much less ride horses. Indeed, horses were almost exclusive to the military, with only a few nobles keeping their own stables. It was much more awe inspiring to fly a direhawk, after all.
 "She's Princess Duvessa, dog," Larkin snapped, eyes flashing.
 I cringed. Technically, I wasn't a princess. That was a human concept spread by romantic ballads into our lands. I was the only daughter of the hereditary monarch. Officially, I was Heir Apparent of the Emerald Forest. Yet, in recent decades the term princess was bandied about more and more, mostly among the common born elves. A few elfin realms had made it official in their lands.
 "Thank you, Larkin," I said, and turned angry eyes on the soldier. "Send word to Lord Wynne that we have arrived."
 "Yes, ma'am!" he said, and hurried away.
 He at least looked a little concerned that he'd be in trouble. Even though elves weren't required to grovel before their rulers like in many human kingdoms, rude behavior toward a royal was not acceptable. The other guards averted their eyes, still looking angry.
 I nudged my mount over to another soldier, forcing him to look up at me.
 "What's your name, soldier?" I said.
 "Owen, ma'am," he said.
 "Why are everyone's feathers rustled this morning, Owen?" I asked, indicating all of the men and soldiers running around the fields and up and down the roads into town.
 "Three more werewolf attacks last night, ma'am," he said.
 "Really? He didn't return to human lands when I chased him away last night?"
 The soldiers all stared at me.
 "That was you that saved Ena?" Owen said.
 "Was that her name?" I said, frowning. She just kicked me and stomped off in a huff. "Yes, that was me. I didn't think he'd continue hunting."
 "He usually takes two or three victims," he said. "He got two, and you saved one."
 "Victims?" Aiden said, and all of the soldiers stiffened. Even I knew what was coming, but it had to be acknowledged. "Everything I've heard is the women are all willing participants, if not eagerly searching out a tryst – "
 Half of them pulled their swords.
 "Cease and desist!" I cried. "How dare you pull weapons on us!"
 First time in my life an elf pulled a weapon on me. I just shook with emotions, and not sure what emotions. They'd just committed a capital offense.
 "The Torin will hear of this," Larkin snarled.
 "No," I said. "It stays here. Sheath you blades. Now."
 The soldiers seethed, visibly shaking, but they slowly put away their swords. My heart pounded. I've faced death a hundred times, but never was affected like that. In my worst nightmare I'd never dreamed a subject of the Emerald Forest would pull a weapon on me.
 "I understand emotions are running high," I said through clenched teeth. "But threatening me, the Heir Apparent, is a capital offense. No one need die today, but that means you will have to control yourselves."
 "My Lady," Aiden said. "They can't be allowed – "
 "No. I've made my decision," I said. Narrowing my eyes, I gave them a withering look, "But it better not happen again."
 "Yes, ma'am," Owen said. "We're sorry. It's…that damned werewolf."
 "I understand," I said. "It has to be frustrating for you, but I promise we will not leave until he is stopped." I glanced at my companions, who were just as agitated as the soldiers. "Owen, you have leave to escort us to the Torin's Court."
 The soldier saluted and took off at a trot. I followed, with the others trailing behind. There was very little activity on the grounds, since in elfin towns everything happened in the trees. My group was the only ones on horses.
 Dunloe was a classic elfin town. There were fifteen elfin oaks, in which the entire population lived. Brightly painted elfin homes decorated the trees from the lowest branches to the highest strong enough to bear the weight. Rope ladders and bridges stretched between the different homes and even between the trees. More solid wooden stairs spiraled up most of the trunks. Stables and storehouses dotted the ground under the trees, but none of the elves lived on the ground.
 The only residences on the ground in an elfin town were in the area just outside of the town proper set aside for the non-elfin traders. It was usually called the Down Low, but sometimes Dirt Town.
 The Torin's Court was located in the centermost elfin oak. That tree held the Torin's residence in its highest branches, with all of the government buildings spread through the rest of the tree. Very nice stables sat under the wide canopy, where we left our mounts.
 "Lady Duvessa," a man in servant's livery said, bowing low. "Welcome to Dunloe and the Torin's Court."
 Teenage servants quickly took all of our gear, and took off up the spiral stairs at a run. Our possessions would be waiting in our assigned rooms.
 "Hello, Hagan," I said. This wasn't my first visit to Lower Redwood, so I knew Lord Wynne's head servant. He was tall, slim, and blonde, with the greenest eyes I'd ever seen. "How are your wife and two sons?"
 "Three sons now, my Lady," he said, bowing with a big smile. "They are doing splendidly. Thank you for asking."
 "That is wonderful," I said. Glancing up, I raised an eyebrow. "Shall we go up?"
 "Please follow me," he said, and started up the stairs.
 I ascended the stairs to his left, since I was senior in social status. That placed him near the edge and me next to the tree. Also it was customary for men to take the outside, and adults take the outside when climbing the stairs with children. The huntsmen followed us.
 Dunloe was small, but a beautiful town. The country around it was hilly and covered in thick hardwood forest. Most of the cleared farmland was in the valleys between the hills. As we neared the top and the Torin's Residence, I paused to look at the horizon.
 Pointing, I said, "That is the human town of River Dale. I suspect the werewolf lives in or around it."
 Larkin and the other huntsmen studied it through squinted eyes a long moment. We could see the border, which was marked by tall, slim cedar trees not native to the region. The river snaked through the forest between Dunloe and River Dale.
 From our viewpoint, River Dale was a cloud of woodsmoke over cleared forest. I've never visited it myself, but understood it was about an hour away by foot. From that distance I could barely discern the town itself.
 "As does Lord Wynne," Hagan said, giving distant River Dale a narrow look. "But the humans won't let us hunt him in their lands."
 "That's understandable," Larkin said. "But I don't understand why they won't hunt him down themselves. He's as much of a danger, if not more, to them."
 "You'd think," Hagan said. "Who understands the minds of humans?"
 "Their minds work just like ours," I said. "Until the werewolf proves a threat to them, there is little incentive to hunt a big, vicious werewolf who very well might kill many of them when cornered."
 “Or bite some of them, thus forcing their friends to either kill them immediately, or after they turn with the next full moon,” Larkin said. “As elves, we don’t have to worry about that, but I’m sure it’s a significant concern for them.”
 “Then they should welcome us in to rid them of the threat,” Hagan said.
 “I agree,” I said. “But, alas, that is not how nations behave.”
 A platoon of heavily armed elfin soldiers waited on the platform just under the Torin's Residence. Another platoon stood guard above the sprawling treehouse. As a visiting royal, I was expected to review the troops on guard. They were out in their shiniest, brightest uniforms and armor. I got a tingle looking those young, strong men over.
 I spent a few minutes reviewing the troops. They normally wore brown leather armor, with a steel conical helmet. Today they were in silvered armor and parade helmets with red feather plumes. Their tunics were bright red, and their leather pants were black. They were all armed with spear, sword, and round shield.
 "Well, the men of Lower Redwood are quite fierce and dangerous," I said. The soldiers puffed up a little. "I'm impressed. Very impressed."
 As soon as we stepped on the final flight of stairs to the residence, the tall double doors swung open. I always got a thrill making an entrance. So when we passed through the double doors of the ornate Audience Hall, I stepped past Hagan as he announced us.
 “My Lord Wynne, please welcome the High Lady’s emissary, Duvessa of the High Oak, Heir Apparent of the Emerald Forest, and Captain of Her Majesty's Army.”
 I smiled and nodded to my left and right, acknowledging their less than enthusiastic welcome. The men looked surly, while the women looked suspicious. My men followed a few steps behind.
 Lord Wynne and his wife, Lady Aishlyn, sat upon their large chairs at the far end of the tall hall. Humans would call them thrones, but in the Emerald Forest only the High Lord and High Lady were allowed thrones. To distinguish between large, ornate chairs and thrones we decided only thrones rested atop a dais. No dais, no throne. So their chairs sat on the same floor I stood upon.
 “Welcome, Duvessa,” Lord Wynne said. He looked handsome and dashing in his all white robes. “The Heir Apparent is always welcome in our home. The fact you saved one of our beloved elfmaids from a vicious attack last night gives us great pleasure.”
 “Thank you, Lord Wynne,” I said. I stopped a few paces before them and bowed. “Lady Aishlyn, I pray you are well and happy.”
 “Of course,” she said, rather icily.
 Lady Aishlyn was a tall, slim beauty, with waist-length hair and big forest green eyes. She was quite a beauty, known for her grace and kindness. The way she regarded me made me more than a little uncomfortable.
 “I’m glad to hear that the elfmaid Ena got home safe and unmolested,” I said. “But I was saddened to hear upon arrival that two others were not so lucky.”
 “Yes, it’s quite disturbing,” Lord Wynne said, scowling. I noticed a tiny smile flicker across his wife’s lips. He glanced at Lady Aishlyn with more than a little annoyance. “My own wife fell victim to the monster last night. For the second time.”
 “Oh!” I said. That surprised me. “I am very sorry to hear that, my Lady.”
 Our eyes locked, and I saw she wasn’t the least bit distraught. In fact, it quickly turned into an angry glare. I have to admit, she kind of scared me. The great Lady was a powerful sorceress. Which made me wonder how a mere werewolf could subdue her, much less molest her. Unfortunately, the answer to that was uncomfortably plain to everyone.
 “Did you see his face, my Lady?” I asked.
 “It was quite dark, Duvessa,” she said. “I’m afraid I’ll not be any help.”
 “Perhaps,” I said, my belly getting tingly. I was about to push the limits of my authority, and if she objected I’d be quite embarrassed. Yet, she was my best chance to resolve this quickly and without bloodshed. “But then again, it’s possible in the excitement of the moment you don’t realize just what you noticed. If you’ll be so kind, I’d like to use a tiny bit of magic so I can review the experience through your eyes.”
 The spell was really beyond my feeble abilities, but my mother entrusted me with a talisman that will perform the spell. The Inquisitor's Ring was on my left middle finger. It was silver and enchanted with a spell to allow me to see an incident through another person's eyes. Normally, it was used in criminal investigations to determine guilt or innocence.
 I thought I’d use it on common born elfmaids, not the Lady of the Tuath. It was well within her right as a noble to refuse my request.
 Lady Aishlyn’s breath caught, and her eyes darted around the room. The men were all staring at her intently. I put her in a bad place, and we all knew it. Truth was, I just wanted to get the deed done as fast and easily as possible so I could go home.
 The Lady of the Tuath's eyes fell on my Inquisitor's ring and her eyes narrowed. My heart started to race. It wasn't looking good. What would I do if she refused? I didn't have the authority to force her to do anything.
 “I’ll give you an experience,” she muttered, eyes narrowing.
 “Pardon me?” I said, trying to hide a flash of fear.
 “I mean, but of course,” Lady Aishlyn said, rising sensuously from her chair. She moved gracefully up to me, no longer looking angry. That scared me more than the angry looks. The Lady extended her hand. “Let’s see if you notice anything I didn’t.”
 I hesitated, but slowly clasped her right hand with my left. All we needed was skin-on-skin contact using my ring hand. She arched a haughty brow at me, kind of worrying me even more, and then I started to center myself to do the magic, but Lady Aishlyn struck first.
 Her tilted elfin eyes narrowed, and her lips moved. Her spell lanced into me before I could release her hand. I felt it with every fiber of my existence.
 My breath caught, and my body froze. I couldn’t move. She bound me with her spell, and a second later darkness engulfed me. Soon my “eyes” made out shapes, and I realized I was walking down a forest trail. Very dark, with the forest canopy blocking most of the moonlight. My nose picked up a myriad of invigorating forest scents: Rabbit, deer, mouse, and more earthy scents of vegetation living and dead.
 I heard a dry twig snap in the near distance. My breath caught, and my heart started racing. I struggled to remind myself that I was experiencing the previous night's “attack” through Lady Aishlyn's memory.
 An unseen branch in the night forest scraped painfully across my left upper arm. I realized I wasn't seeing what happened through her eyes, but the spell she used forced me truly experience what she felt. Everything.
 Uh-oh.
 "Is someone out there?" I said, and was answered by a low growl way too close. The musky scent of the werewolf washed over me. Too late I realized he was right behind me. "Aaiiee!"
 Terrifyingly clawed hands came around in front of me, and ripped my dress open, and then yanked it off my body. I spun around to find the beast towering over me. My eyes dropped, finding a huge erection rising before me. So big. I got a chill, and my insides turned so hot and tingly, while warm wetness spread between my legs.
 His scent was so thick. There was no ignoring it. At first it was just an animal scent I recognized as werewolf, but there was something about it I'd never encountered before. I really liked it. It was…intoxicating.
 "Oooooh," I heard myself sigh, and relaxed as he seized my shoulders and bore me straight back to the ground. My back bowed, pressing my naked belly against his furry belly. "Oh yes. Yes."
 The werewolf quickly morphed to human as he straddled me. I looked in his face, but it was so dark and he had a beard. The bright moon was directly behind his head, turning him into a black silhouette, denying me a good look at his features. Then he grabbed my wrists, and pressed them into the dirt to either side of my head.
 I struggled, but didn't put much effort into it. Mostly, I managed to rub by breasts against his chest. He looked like he stared at them, before he lowered his face and started kissing, licking, and sucking on them.
 I writhed and squealed, struggling weakly. He easily held me down, and drove me crazy with his lips and tongue. I started trembling, and not from fear.
 "Oh, you beast," I said, though it was Lady Aishlyn's voice I heard. My legs spread wide, and he slid in between them with ease. I bit my lip, feeling his cock probing around my pussy. And then he found the spot, and forced my sex open. "You got me again, you monster."
 Really? That's her idea of 'resisting' him? I thought. More like encouraging him.
 "Uggh!" I cried when he suddenly thrust deep inside me.
 His enormity felt even bigger than he looked. I don't know about Lady Aishlyn, but I'd never been penetrated by anything so big. It hurt. A lot. But then, there was something so damn satisfying about it, too. Was that her feelings, or mine?
 He kissed me. I sucked in a deep breath, filling my senses with his scent. I felt myself slipping under his spell. The scent! His very scent was an aphrodisiac.
 Why wasn't I told that? I thought. Is that why none of the women fight back?
 "Oooooh," I sighed raggedly.
 He thrust into me hard and fast. His cock was still swelling. Not the whole thing, either. It wasn't swelling at the base, but just the head. Knotting? Really? He's not even a real wolf. Oh, but it felt so damned good. No one's ever filled me up like that. Soon it was so thick he couldn't pull out of me if he wanted to.
 My legs wrapped around him and I ground myself against him. I started bucking, writhing, crying out with every thrust. It was the most amazing thing I'd ever known. He growled, even in human form, and kissed and sucked on my neck. I squeezed my vagina around him, wanting his seed inside me so much. I wanted it. I needed it desperately.
 "Yes. Yes," I gasped out. The rush to climax started, and there was nothing I wanted more in the world. "Yes! Yes!"
 He was so knotted up inside me, the werewolf could barely slide in and out enough to call it thrusting. He was grinding against me, while I ground against him. And I went over the top. My body erupted with intense pleasure. I froze, body pulsing with pleasure, and struggled to breathe. And then I felt him come, pumping so much hot seed inside me.
 Head spinning, huffing and puffing, I relaxed completely beneath him. The beast slowly deflated inside me, and the moment he could pull out he did so. I sighed, feeling empty. I wanted him to do it again, but I didn't have the wind to ask.
 As he rose up to his feet, he morphed back to full wolfman. The most vicious looking creature I'd ever seen. Yet, at the moment he was beautiful.
 Lady Aishlyn released my hand. The spell abruptly ended. I dropped to my knees and leaned against her legs, panting furiously. My heart raced and my sex throbbed with achy need. I was so aroused I thought I would explode.
 She leaned over and lifted me face. We stared into each other's eyes a long, intense moment. Lady Aishlyn's lips curled into a knowing smile.
 "Would you like me to share my first encounter with him, too?" she asked.
 "Yes," I said, and my insides tightened up.
 Her smile widened, and then her eyes narrowed. "No."
 Lady Aishlyn stood up and returned to her chair. I remained on my knees. Looking around, I saw lots of satisfied smiles.
 "Did you see his face?" Lord Wynne said.
 "No," I said.
 He frowned at me. Waving a servant over, "Show our guests to their rooms." He looked at me as I rose unsteadily to my feet. "This afternoon we will all go out and scout the area and let you and your huntsmen get the lay of the land."
 "Thank you, my Lord," I said. "Tonight we will hunt."

Chapter 3
 I ran through the lowland forest, trailed by my huntsmen. It was twilight, so really starting to get dark under that thick canopy of leaves. I could see patches of blue sky, but it wasn't as bright as when we left Dunloe.
 We moved quickly and silently. Elves were the most deadly hunters of the forest, whether at day or at night. Our eyes and other senses were well adapted for hunting in darkness. We could see, hear, and smell as well as any predator, and better than most.
 Soon the werewolf would be on the prowl, who was a whole other kind of predator.
 The huntsmen wore all black. Their faces, necks, and hands were blackened with soot. I wore a white shirt and green leather pants, with soft-soled boots. My job on the mission was different from theirs, so didn't require me to be the least bit stealthy.
 Stopping atop a steep ridge, I dropped to one knee and brushed dead leaves away to reveal bare earth. I drew a series of lines as the others circled my little cleared spot and dropped to one knee as well.
 "We are right here," I said, tapping the line closest to my knee. I pointed to the other side of the cleared patch. "That is the border. So we're only a short run from where I suspect he is crossing over into Lower Redwood."
 I drew another line in the dirt, running parallel to the ridge where we were located. "This is the trade road below us. Almost a third of the attacks happened on this road, and most of them in this area." I scratched an X next to the road. "This will be our ambush spot. It's a flat, dry place next to a stream and a common campsite for travelers."
 "How will we get him to that place?" Aidan asked.
 "I'll be the bait," I said. "And pretend to be a traveler camping there."
 "Absolutely not!" Larkin said. "You are Heir Apparent. We will not risk your life."
 I was ready for that argument. Every day people were trying to protect me from myself, so I had lots of practice.
 "He's not a killer," I said. "Besides, there are two points you fail to understand."
 "They are?"
 "One, I'm in command of this mission," I said. He scowled at me, but the other huntsmen's faces remained impassive. "And two, I'm the only woman. He doesn't like men, so I have to be bait."
 It helped that I was truly senior there. Despite my birthrights and designation as Heir Apparent, Lord Wynne had the authority to override me on many issues within his tuath, and that would probably fall under his rights. Which was the reason I didn't reveal my plans until away from the Torin's Residence and Dunloe.
 "I'm sure we can find plenty of volunteers among the townswomen to be the bait," Taggart said. "It's still early enough to send someone back for a willing woman."
 "I won't use innocent women as bait," I said. "Besides, I'm the one with all the talismans, so I have to get close to him."
 I didn't really have to get that close. I could shoot him with a Soul Arrow from quite a distance. Two quivers were slung across my back, one with Soul Arrows to kill his curse, and one with silver-headed arrows in case his curse was too strong to kill. I didn't want to kill him if I didn't have to. My huntsmen would kill him in a heartbeat.
 Before anyone could voice any more objections, I drew small circles between the ridge and the campsite. "You will be spread out above the campsite."
 "So we are going to kill him?" Glyn said.
 The huntsmen were all armed with wolfspears. The spearheads were a foot long and silver-cased. Silver negated the curse's immortal element, and allowed the shifter to be killed by any weapon. Even if no one managed to strike a mortal wound with the silver-headed spears, if one of them could gets a spearhead into him anywhere on his body, a simple knife or sword would then be sufficient to kill the werewolf. Of course, even a wound caused by a silver weapon would heal remarkably fast if he was not killed.
 "It is your job to kill him if I cannot kill his curse before you reach him," I said.
 My Soul Arrows were created by my mother, and the High Lady was the most powerful sorceress in the Emerald Forest. If those enchanted arrows didn't cure him of the curse, then nothing would. He would have to be killed.
 "I don't know why you are so determined to save the bastard," Larkin said. "Just kill him and be done with it."
 "Because he is not a killer," I said. "Besides, about half the time the cursed man doesn't even know he's a werewolf at night."
 "They figure it out pretty fast," Larkin said. "They aren't as innocent as you want to believe."
 "And the mortal man is not as evil as you want to believe," I said. "It's a curse. Most of the time they don't even remember anything that happened while they are changed."
 "Must be nice to be young and idealistic," Glyn said.
 "It is," I said, wagging my brows. "It's part of the charm of youth."
 "Yes. Charm. That was the word I was thinking," Larkin said.
 "I'm sure," I said. "Aidan, give me your pack. I'm going to make camp, while the rest of you spread out in the forest above me and settle down. The moon is already up, so he could already be on the way, so let's not waste anymore time."
 Aidan and Glyn carried packs with our supplies. Aidan's pack was filled with blankets and food in the oft chance we needed to stay out in the field instead of returning to Dunloe. Glyn's pack was full of medical supplies in case one or more of us were injured. Larkin and Glyn were eldest and senior to the others, so didn't have to carry any burdens.
 I quickly half-slid down the side of the ridge, wending my way through the thick underbrush and ancient trees. The huntsmen found their ambush spots with almost no sound. I really had to strain to find them from my vantage point on the trade road, and then I only spotted Aidan and Taggart. There was a night breeze blowing lengthways down the valley, so we didn't have much concern the werewolf would sniff them out.
 The trade road was a dirt track about half again as wide as a wagon. It hadn't rained in over a week, so the road was dry with few muddy ruts scattered down its length. The road was clear of leaves and debris, and covered with foot and hoof prints. It reeked of human, horses, and donkeys. I also caught fleeting scents of at least one goblin and a dog had urinated on a tree beside the campsite. It was upwind, of course.
 I quickly gathered more firewood. There was a nice sized stack already, but I didn't know if I'd have time to replenish the firewood stack if we caught the werewolf. Common courtesy demanded you replace all you use on these campsites along trade roads.
 I had a fire before full dark, and squatted beside the fire and warmed my hands. We'd eaten before leaving Dunloe, so I didn't need to cook. Though it did occur to me that the smell of cooking food might pull him in.
 I heard rustling in the woods downwind of my campsite soon after sunset. My heart raced, and I fought the urge to rise up and look. After moving my strung bow a bit closer to hand, and loosening my sword in the scabbard, I stirred the coals and hummed a cheerful little song popular in the capital. I tried my best to sell the illusion I was a carefree traveler, preoccupied and easy prey for a randy little werewolf with a lusty wanker.
 Movement caught my eye. A second later his scent reached me.
 It was him!
 "Well slap my hiney," I whispered, seeing him for half a heartbeat silhouetted in moonlight. He can morph into a full wolf, too?
 There were lots of different werewolf curses. Most of the time the cursed man would change into a wolfman. Sometimes they turned into really, really big and vicious wolves, which were the most dangerously blood-thirsty. I'd never heard of a werewolf with three states: man, wolfman, and wolf. Yet, I couldn't deny my nose or my eyes.
 A rare beast indeed.
 In wolf form he moved much faster and stealthily than his wolfman form. I grabbed my bow and pulled my sword when I heard sniffing across the road, and between me and the huntsmen. Did they see him? I couldn't at the moment.
 I kept the fire between me and him. Werewolves shared a fear of fire with real wolves, even though it was little danger to him. A sudden wind whipped through the wooded valley, down that road. Leaves swirled into air. Sound and movement were everywhere. My belly tightened in fear, and my shoulders goose-fleshed.
 "Is someone out there?" I called. Stay in character. Make him believe it. "Show yourself!"
 I heard a low growl, but couldn't place it with the wind rustling the trees, brush, and whipping dead leaves around. Looking up the hill, I tried to see if my huntsmen were moving towards me. They wouldn't move until they saw something.
 His scent washed over me again. I turned to face upwind. Would he charge in? If he figured out I was hunting him, would he retreat or attack? Just because he's never killed, or even hurt, his victims didn't mean he wouldn't try to kill me.
 I felt him more than anything, coming up behind me. He charged out of the night forest and was upon me before I could turn to face him. Taloned hands bigger than my head shredded my shirt, exposing my belly as I turned. I dropped the bow, since he was too close to engage him with it, and slashed back at him.
 The wolfman jumped back. I backed away quickly, threatening him with my sword. He crouched low and came at me, slowly and growling. I swallowed the lump in my throat. I knew he was a lover, not a killer, but by all the gods, he was one vicious looking bastard! His long ears were back, and his mouth was open to expose terrifying fangs and teeth.
 "Stay away from me!" I cried, wondering where the huntsmen were. I felt very in need of being saved. "I'll kill you!"
 The sword suddenly felt inadequate to the challenge. I'd have to be way too close to use it effectively. And then it hit me. Really, knocked me for a loop.
 "Ooooh," I sighed, head starting to spin and feel sluggish. His scent was suddenly so intense, filling up my senses. I stumbled backwards, tripped on a root and lost my sword when I landed hard on my butt. He moved closer, and my eyes dropped to his dangling cock. "Damn!"
 It was huge. Erect. Scary. Yet, my mouth watered and my sex ached. I knew deep down his scent was a powerful aphrodisiac. I wondered who created that curse, and why, and then all I could think about was that monster cock. He moved closer, starting to shrink and get less fury. His sharp wolven features began to blunt, blur, fade away. The bastard was morphing to human so he could ravish me.
 I so wanted him to ravish me.
 "St-Stay away," I whispered, desperately trying to remain in control of my faculties and body. I crawled backwards until I was stopped by a tree. "Oh no."
 I couldn't pull my eyes off his erection. I barely noticed his transformation complete. He pressed up close, his cock in my face. I wrapped a hand around him as visions of sucking it filled my mind.
 "You're very beautiful, elfmaid," he said, his voice deep and growly sounding. Like a talking wolf? "So beautiful. I want you."
 "Yes," I whispered.
 I rolled to my knees before him. My mouth opened to take him in, and then four elves charged out of the night forest with silvery spears. In a daze, I barely comprehended what was happening. All I really cared about was his big, beautiful cock that was ripped away.
 The huntsmen plowed into him. Larkin and Taggart both managed to impale him in human form, but he screamed in agony and somehow flung himself off of their spears. He was fully a wolfman within a few heartbeats. The huntsmen pressed their attack and he growled loud and menacingly, before turning and vanishing into the forest.
 "Don't pursue!" Larkin cried. "He'll have the advantage and take us out one at a time."
 "But he's getting away," Aidan said.
 Larkin ignored him as he rushed to my side.
 "Duvessa, are you okay?" he said. He looked so worried. "Are you hurt?"
 "I'm fine," I whispered, finally getting control of my wits. "His scent is enchanted. It overwhelmed me, but I'm fine now."
 "He got away," Aidan snarled, looking highly agitated. They all looked on edge, with Taggart and Glyn standing guard with spears ready. "Dammit."
 "No, he hasn't gotten away yet," I said. "I chased him away last night, and he stayed on this side of the border to catch two other women. So he's still out there. Let's go get him."
 "Yes!" Taggart cried.
 "It's too dangerous," Larkin said.
 I heard my mother in that assessment. She wanted me to learn, to gain experience in dangerous situations, but still tried to protect me.
 "Do you want to return to Dunloe and tell Lord Wynne we failed," I said, rising to my feet. I pushed him away when he hovered beside me, ready to catch me if I so much as stumbled. I snatched up my sword, and then my bow. "If the werewolf catches more women tonight, after we failed, Lord Wynne will be furious, and rightly so."
 "She's right," Glyn said. "If we stick close together, then the hairy bastard's no match for us."
 Aidan put out the fire and took up the pack. I gave Larkin a defiant look, and he sighed in resignation. We all knew I'd win anyway.
 "Let's go!" I cried, and took off after the werewolf.
 His scent was easy to follow. Very distinctive. I found it interesting that the men were not affected by it at all. Even the little I could smell made my inside hot and quivery. Keeping my distance was imperative, but at least the men were safe to close with him.
 He led us a merry chase. His trail went straight into the river, and we had no choice but split up then. I went right, towards the border and Dunloe. My guess proved correct, and I found his trail where he came out of the water a couple hundred paces from the entry point. We quickly gathered and were on his trail again.
 Despite my early assessment that he had poor woodcraft, the werewolf could only be followed by his scent. I saw no broken branches or twigs. His tread was soft, not disturbing the ground or leaving any footprints. Fortunately, his distinct scent clung to everything he brushed against. The scent grew steadily stronger as we closed.
 Movement up ahead caught my eye. I held up my fist and everyone instantly froze in place. The shifter was just discernable through the night-shrouded underbrush. The sounds of the river were to our left, and the air was filled with the sound of insects and lonely frogs seeking companionship. Seriously, their croaking was incredibly loud.
 The werewolf dropped to all fours, sniffed the air, and then turned his face straight at us. My eyes locked with his for a brief second, and he roared. What a sound of frustration. Before I could react, he morphed into a full wolf and took off running.
 "We've been spotted," I cried, and ran after him.
 Werewolves were fast, but so were elves. I held my bow and sword before me to block aside all of the small hard to see branches, and ran for all I was worth. We started gaining, until he realized it. A sudden burst of speed pushed him beyond our sight. Still, we followed the sound and scent.
 "The border!" Glyn cried, slowing.
 The border with the human Kingdom of Alban was marked by a line of cedar trees not native to the region. To our right was the Mahan River, with the Kingdom of Mahn on the other side.
 "Keep going!" I said, racing past the tall, columnlike cedars.
 A flight of arrows passed overhead before I got a dozen paces across the border. We all dropped into defensive crouches.
 "Do not cross the border, elves!"
 They were all well hidden. Probably human rangers. We were vulnerable.
 "We're friends of Alban!" I called.
 "Tell that to the men and women you beat and drove out of Dunloe!" another man called.
 I grimaced. Rash acts always come back to haunt you. Still, I doubted the men of Dunloe regretted their actions, but they would eventually. It would take time to regain the trust of the human traders their economy depended upon.
 "That was a mistake," I called. "The werewolf has put everyone on edge in Lower Redwood. He is a threat to the peace."
 "Help us catch him," Larkin shouted.
 "Stay on your side of the border," the first voice shouted.
 "They're not going to help us," Glyn growled, fists tight on his spear.
 I sighed gustily. "Go back. We're not going to win through."
 We slowly retreated back behind the border cedars. Once on the other side, we felt safe to turn our backs on the human rangers. I told myself they were just doing their job, but dammit it made me so mad. We were that close to catching the werewolf.
 "Hmmm," I said, breathing in a deep breath of the shifter's scent still clinging to a bush. An idea formed. I covertly glanced at Larkin. He wouldn't like it. What he doesn't know, want stop me.
 I smiled, my mind starting to work on my little scheme. Oh, it was a good one. And it held the promise of providing me with a little sport, too.
 River Dale, here I come.

Chapter 4
 We trudged into Dunloe well after sunrise. Lord Wynne and the men of the city were pretty happy. They were all smiles and thank yous. The women didn't look so pleased, though more resigned than hostile. We ate and headed for our rooms for some sleep before we joined the hunt again that night.
 I couldn't sleep. For one, it was strange to sleep alone. I had a tingle to mingle, and there was a human town just an hour away. Humans lived short, frantic lives, and they wanted to squeeze every second of joy and pleasure out of it that they could. Long lived elves had plenty of time, which I suspect was the reason the local elfmaids and wives were so interested in the horny werewolf. Their men should take heed, and take care of their women instead of worrying about the shifter.
 Not everyone shared my enlightened way of thinking.
 I couldn't take my weapons. The sword, Fang, had silver the werewolf might be able to smell. The bow and arrows were too obviously enchanted, and would draw a lot of unwanted attention. Besides, armed men and women always got the unwanted attention of the soldiers guarding the town. So I just wore Maeve's Braces, Jepper's Ring, and the Inquisitor's Ring, all things I could use in River Dale.
 I centered myself and stepped into the open window. The ground was a few hundred feet below. There was lots of early morning activity in the elfin oaks and the suspended bridges between them, but very little on the ground under the trees. I grinned and jumped.
 I allowed myself to freefall most of the way down, to get it done fast before anyone spotted me escaping. At the last second I called up my magic and slowed my descent down for a soft landing. Needless to say, I was stopped when I tried to pass through the city gate.
 "Why are you leaving, my Lady?" the officer in charge said. He was a tall redhead and from a leading family in the tuath. "It's not safe for an elfmaid to be out alone in the forest."
 "It's only not safe at night, Captain," I said. "I shouldn't be too long. I'm just going to scout an area. I have an idea, and if I'm right we might be able to end the threat tonight."
 He gave me a disapproving look. "I can't force you to remain in the city, but I can assign you an escort."
 "No. I'm fine," I said, shaking my head. People were always trying to protect me. Mostly from myself. "This is what I do. You protect the people as a soldier. I protect the people by hunting supernatural threats to them. An escort will just distract me and slow me down. Thanks anyway."
 I didn't wait for his reply. Men like him would argue with me all day. I trotted away before he could find anyone to accompany me. That would totally ruin my plans.
 Heading down the trade road in the direction of most werewolf sightings and attacks, I laid a nice trail to follow right down the middle of the road. I was pretty sure someone would follow. When I found a pack train of human traders passed me going towards Dunloe, I noticed they looked tired and bored, heads down and just concentrating on walking.
 Perfect, I thought.
 I scrambled up onto one of the pack mules, and then leapt over to a tree next to the road. Moving fast, I accomplished it without any of the traders noticing. The traders and their mules would wipe away my trail, so anyone following wouldn't know where I left the road.
 I'm not as dump as I look, I thought.
 I waited for the traders to pass before I moved. The fewer who noticed me the better. As they disappeared around the bend, a tingle rippled through me. Another little adventure into the human world. I loved humans. They were so much fun.
 Staying in the trees, I ran down limbs and leapt across to other trees. I felt like a squirrel. I could move faster on the ground, but even I couldn't avoid leaving some signs of passage. Once I was far enough away from the road, I returned to the ground and carefully made my way to the border. I purposely stayed far from the area that the werewolf crossed over, since the human rangers would be watching that stretch of border with extra care.
 The border was quiet. The natural sounds of the forest reassured me. But then, human rangers could move almost as stealthily as an elf, so could be out there without disturbing the wildlife. I studied the other side of the border for quite a while before I spotted him. It was obvious the ranger didn't see me.
 Easing slowly down the border, I found the next ranger on guard. The fact they were standing guard on the border said a lot. None of it good. I had to stop the werewolf as quickly as possible so everything could return to normal between us and the Kingdom of Alban.
 Moving back to a spot between the two rangers, I crossed the border. It was slow going, and tried my patience, but I passed through unseen. Once I was over the next ridge, I felt safe and headed towards River Dale.
 The market town of River Dale was twice as big as Dunloe, both in area and population. Their defensive ramparts were similar to Dunloe's earthen and wood palisades. If either town built stone walls, the other would have to as well. Stone walls would be seen as a threat. But the two trading towns couldn't be more different.
 Dunloe was pretty much entirely up in giant elfin oaks, while I could count the trees inside River Dale on one hand. And they were tiny trees, too. River Dale was a maze of narrow mud streets, bustling crowds of humans, goblins, and elves, and half-timbered buildings and houses. The city's Lord Mayor resided in the only stone structure, a tall tower in the center of town.
 I arrived in the river port district. The river was navigatable, but only for small boats. It wasn't really a commercial waterway, but there were quite a few ferry boats to the smaller trading post on the Kingdom of Mahn side of the river.
 Stopping, I sucked in a deep breath. Most elves found the smell of a human town offensive. I thought it smelled thrilling. Yes, the stench of refuse and human waste was ripe, but the air was also filled with woodsmoke, cooking meat and bread, and sweaty men.
 I loved the smell of human men.
 One smell I didn't like, and no elf did, was fish. Ack! It reeked of fish down by the river. Humans loved to eat fish. I'll never figure out why. Fish were so slimy and nasty. Speaking of slimy and nasty, humans ate snails too. It turned my stomach to think about, so I quickly headed for the gate into town.
 "My Lady, would you care for a nice bass?" a fishmonger called, trying to wave me over. Yeah, I was horrified. "Come look. They're very fresh, I promise."
 "No thanks, I don't eat fish," I said.
 "Gimme those two, Herman," a newcomer said, stepping into my field of view.
 He was seven feet tall, and hideous to look upon. I've seen creatures like him many times, and have even fought them in battle, but at the same time I've never seen the like of him before.
 "What in the name of the Holy Oak are you?" I said, stopping to gawk.
 The big red monster cut his eyes at me, "I'm an orc. What do I look like?"
 Orcs were big, ugly savages. Brutal monsters who rarely traveled outside of the Wastes on the other side of the Emerald Forest. Finding an orc in Human Lands was almost unheard of, but finding a red orc was beyond anything I ever imagined.
 "Good morning, Draum," the fishmonger said.
 Draum tossed the fishmonger a coin, and was given the two bass. The red orc rolled his head straight back, opened wide, and dropped a fish head first into his mouth. I cringed and felt a little queasy when he loudly chomped and crunched that slimy thing. And then he ate the other fish.
 "Ugh," I cried, tongue extended and holding my belly. "That's so sick! You ate fish raw!"
 "Good stuff," he said. The orc looked me over, "You're an elf."
 "What?" I cried, looking myself over. I quickly touched my pointed ears. "Holy Oak, when did that happen?"
 "Ha ha, you're funny," he said. "First joke I ever heard for your ilk."
 "My ilk? You make it sound like it's bad to be an elf," I said. "Need I remind you of the bad reputation orcs enjoy?"
 "That bad reputation helps me in my job as a bouncer," he said.
 "Someone gave you a job?"
 "Why shouldn't they?"
 "Um, you're an orc."
 "Hmm, that seems to be the common sentiment of your…ilk," he said.
 Yeah, my face turned red. Obviously, he was accepted by the locals, so I had to assume he'd proven himself. I'd never encountered an orc as well spoken as him, either. Draum was full of surprises. I found myself both repulsed and enthralled by him.
 "Do you mind if I ask you a few questions?" I said, following after him when he headed for the town gate. "Like where you're from. Are all orcs red where you come from?"
 He gave me a dirty look. I guessed he was tired of just those questions.
 "You're cute for an elfmaid," he said. "Come over to the Crazy Horse. I work there. I'll bounce you on my knee and answer your questions."
 I froze in my tracks. He continued to walk. Local humans sometimes referred to casual sex as "bouncing" a girl. They also called it bagging, poking, and countless other things. Humans had more words for sex than I could remember. Also, I knew the Crazy Horse was the town brothel. Suddenly he wasn't so fascinating.
 "Wow, that's bold," I said. "Thanks. I'll keep you in mind if I feel the need to get bounced."
 Draum laughed, loud and heartily. I think he was quite pleased with discombobulating me. He was out of sight quickly, lost in the tangle of streets. I shook my head and turned down a different street. I didn't have anywhere in particular to go. I was hunting.
 "All orcs are sick," I said, unable to shake thoughts of Draum. "He ate raw fish. How could I kiss and have sex with someone with fish breath? So sick."
 The very idea of sex with an orc was disturbing enough. Besides being bug ugly, he towered over me. He was huge. Wait, was he proportional? Thoughts of his big red cock hit me hard, making my belly tighten. I got a tingle down there, too.
 "I'm so sick sometimes," I muttered, trying to purge my head of him. It probably wouldn't be so hard if I didn't sneak across the border in part to get laid. "I bet he's as big as the werewolf."
 Suddenly, thoughts of the previous night washed over me, making my skin goose-flesh. My nipples tighten, and warm wetness spread between my legs. Just the smell of him was so intoxicating. There was definitely an aphrodisiac element to his curse. Who would create such a curse, much less place it upon someone?
 I knew his scent. That's what I was hunting for first. Find his scent, I find our oversexed werewolf.
 "At least I hope he's a werewolf," I said.
 Everyone always referred to him as a werewolf. What if he wasn't? There were tribes of shifters. At least two shifter tribes I knew about were wolves. Others were bears, eagles, lions, and even one of horses. If he was a natural born shifter, then none of my talismans would work against him. He would have to be killed.
 That doesn't explain the aphrodisiac aspect, I thought.
 First I had to find him, and then figure out just what he was and what to do about him. And if I met a fun human man or two along the way, had a few beers, maybe had other kind of fun, so much the better. After all, everyone knew men were more talkative and open with their lovers. Right?
 Yeah, I'm the queen of justifications.
 Lifting my nose, I start sniffing as I worked my way through the crowd. I swear, River Dale had the most crowded streets of any town I'd ever visited. Most of the people seemed to live outside of the town walls, but came into town every day. Shouldn't these people be working or something?
 Let me tell you, once I get the stench of fish in my nose, it's hard to be rid of it. Either that or everyone in that town was rubbing fish all over themselves. Just when I began worrying about failure, I caught a whiff of my prey on the wind.
 Werewolf! I thought triumphantly.
 Moving upwind, I kept my nose alert. I'd catch fleeting whiffs here and there. Each time the scent was a little stronger. And then nothing. I stood there in the middle of the street sniffing for so long people started to stop and watch me.
 I lowered my face and moved over to the side of the street. And promptly found the scent again. There was a spot on the wall he must've brush against. It was very strong, and I felt his aphrodisiac hit me. Not hard, but it gave me a tingle down there. So I moved upwind, and lost the scent again. Turning around, I headed the other way. Two buildings down the street I passed a doorway and his scent intensified. He was either in there, or had very recently been inside that place.
 The air coming out of that door reeked of alcohol. Looking through the door, I saw men and women sitting at long trestle tables. No one was eating, but everyone had a mug in front of them.
 Tavern, I thought with a big smile.
 I glanced up at the faded tin placard above the open door. It simply said, "Elmer's."
 What an odd name for a business. I guess Elmer wanted everyone to know he owned a tavern.
 Stopping in the doorway, I took a slow breath with all of my olfactory senses on alert. His scent was thick in the air, but it wasn't the pure werewolf scent I recalled from the previous night, but the more human scent that was at the back of my mind. Until then I didn't recall that his scent changed when he morphed to human the previous night. Was that another aspect of the magic of his curse?
 On the positive side, the aphrodisiac element of his curse wasn't very strong when he was in human form. Good thing, since I hadn't figured on that aspect when I went out on my own to hunt.
 There was a problem, though. The tavern was big. There were a lot of men in there, too. They were drinking and singing, and having a grand ole time. It wasn't even midmorning yet.
 I loved humans.
 "Elf in the house!" a man sitting at the closest table called. He looked old and frail, well past the ability to work in the fields. Probably all he ever did was sit in here and drink all day. "All bow to her ladyship."
 About a third of them stood and bowed to me. I arched a brow at them. Actually, not the first time that happened to me. Humans reacted oddly to elves. There seemed to be a kind of love-hate thing towards us.
 "Well, if only they were so nice to me back in my hometown," I said. I moved another step inside, though ready to dart out if it turned ugly. "I might have to move here."
 The old man looked me up and down, kind of like he thought he had a chance with me. He looked older than I first thought, dressed like a local peasant farmer. He took a long pull from his mug, and sucked in a breath. I arched a brow at him.
 "Welcome to River Dale, Lady Elf," the man said. "I am the town's official greeter of beautiful elfmaids. That means you have to share a mug with me."
 I couldn't help but smile. I was flattered. Who doesn't like to be described as beautiful? Mother said I was easy. Way too easy. She brought it up a lot. I stepped closer to his table and wagged my brows.
 "You, sir, are obviously of noble birth," I said. He grinned drunkenly. I figured another mug or two and he'd be sleeping it off the rest of the day. "For no greater gentleman has offered me such a wonderful compliment. Where's that mug!"
 The sharing of a mug was a thing with humans. I can't say I understood the significance, but they didn't usually do it lightly. The old man was too drunk to take seriously, but he was my way into that tavern without putting anyone off. An elfmaid who shares a mug with a human can't be all bad, right?
 A serving girl quickly delivered a large pewter mug with two handles. He stepped around to my side of the table and we each took hold of one of the handles. Facing each other, we lifted the mug up to chin level. Humans were a little bigger than elves as a whole, but he was about my height. A little man.
 I winked at him, and said, "Friendship. I am Duvessa. Let us be friends."
 "Friendship," he said. "I am Jack. Let us be friends."
 As the guest, we lifted the mug to my lips and I drank deeply. One did not sip in this odd little ceremony. Then we lifted the mug to his lips and he drank the rest.
 "Hey, I think you got more beer," I teased.
 He winked at me. "Sorry. Shall we share another?"
 I laughed and kissed him on the cheek. "Lord Jack, you are a naughty boy."
 "I know," he said, beaming with pleasure.
 I caught the werewolf's human scent again. It was a drafty room, and I couldn't tell where it came from.
 "Sorry, Jack, this looks like a fun place and I want to look around," I said. "See you later."
 I kissed him on the corner of the mouth. Yeah, I let it linger a second. He just smiled.
 Then he pinched my butt when I turned around to leave.
 "Hey!"
 Laughter filled the room. Jack grinned, looking so pleased with himself I couldn't be mad at him. Though I was probably close to twice his age in actual years, he was far senior in life. I tended to be more lenient with the elderly and the very young. And I also enjoyed a little pinch now and then.
 I was afraid to leave the doorway, since the werewolf did see me the previous night. Some shifter curses returned the victim to human form without any memory of the previous night, but others remembered every detail. There was a slim chance that he might not even know he's a werewolf. Not likely, but a possibility. But if he remembered me from last night, then he'd know I was hunting him here and now.
 Should have at least brought my sword, silver or not.
 Keeping an eye on the door, I walked the length of the bar. About a dozen men stood there drinking and socializing. Most of them were elderly, so their sons had probably already taken over the family business or farm. The youngest were the human equivalent to my age, around twenty years old.
 His scent grew stronger. Warm fuzzies invaded my belly, and a little warm slickness spread between my legs. So maybe there was a little more aphrodisiac in his scent than comfortable.
 "Sweet gods, you are a pretty little thing," a man said.
 He was sitting at a table to my right. He looked to be mid-thirties, long dark hair and beard. I loved humans with beards. Elves couldn't grow beards, so it made them look so exotic. I figured him to be hired muscle, since he was the best armed man I'd seen in River Dale. A sword for hire.
 "Mmmm," I said, looking him over with relish. He looked like a very bad man. The kind of man to make my body sing. And then I caught an especially strong whiff of the werewolf, and realized he was sitting at the next table. "Oh."
 Our eyes met, and it was intense. What a connection. Did the seductive aspect of the curse remain in human form?
 Distracted, I didn't notice the first man reach for me. In a heartbeat I was on his lap, my feet were in the air and his lips pressed to my neck. His beard tickled, and I giggled. He dug his fingers into my ribs, and I squealed.
 "Stop! I'm ticklish," I cried. That just encouraged him. "Aaaiiee!"
 I wiggled and giggled, and suddenly found myself straddling his lap, nose to nose with him. I think I let out a tiny squeak. Not sure, since my head was spinning. He kissed me before I knew what was happening.
 Everyone was watching, so I threw my arms over his shoulders and kissed back. It got real passionate, very fast. One hand stroked my hair, while his other grabbed my butt. At the edge of my vision, I noticed my prey was watching with lusty eyes. Hell, everyone was quiet and staring intently at us.
 I could have such a good time carousing in that tavern. I swear, humans were the horniest creatures in the world. So much fun.
 "Mmmm," I groaned. He opened my mouth with his, and thrust in his tongue. So bold!
 I caught his lip between my teeth, pulled, and then sank back into another passionate, open-mouth kiss. My blood was up. I wanted it so badly. I wanted him inside me. But…but I couldn't. I had a job to do. I was hunting.
 His hands started roaming, and I liked it way too much. My prey was right there, but that other man was so passionate. So exotic and sexy. I realized I was grinding my sex against his crotch, and he was getting harder and harder down there. And then he grabbed my boobs through my shirt.
 "Whoa, big boy," I cried. I laughed, but grabbed his wrists and scooted off his lap. "You almost had me there." I stood up and pointed at him, and shouted, "Hey, everyone, kiss this guy. He's really good."
 The tavern roared with laughter. He laughed too. I joined in the laughter, but really I felt kind of discombobulated. He had my libido roused, but I couldn't abandon the hunt. I kind of wanted to.
 "You're a randy little elfmaid," the warrior said.
 I arched a brow at him. "You have no idea."
 Though a smile remained on my face, I watched him warily. He was dangerous, because if he got hold of me again I might not want to escape. He wasn't the man I wanted. When he reached for my hips, I turned and "tripped" into the werewolf's lap.
 "Oh! I sorry," I said, turning to face him. I "accidently" brushed my lips across his. He sucked in a sharp breath, and mine caught. Our eyes locked, and a thrill raced up my spine. His scent was so intoxicating. "Oh my, you are a frisky fellow, too, aren't you?"
 He blushed, looking around at the other laughing men and women. I shifted, grinding my butt cheek into his crotch. I felt a little rise, so caught his eyes and bit my lip sexily.
 "I'm sorry," I said breathlessly. "I didn't…hurt you, did I?"
 "No. No, I'm… I'm fine," he said, looking quite smitten. I smiled, and then tilted my face. He looked at my mouth, and I swear I thought he would kiss me. I so wanted him to kiss me. "You're just a dinky little thing. Fall in my lap anytime."
 He was a big man, tall and broad-shouldered. I could feel the hard muscles of his torso. The fact he had kind eyes and a handsome face helped. His beard was short, brown, and looked soft. I just knew it would tickle when he kissed me.
 "You are as sweet as you are cute," I said, letting longing fill my eyes. I stroked his shoulder length brown hair, while my other hand stroked his thickly muscled shoulder. "I'm Duvessa."
 "I'm…um… Garren," he said. "Son of Alec."
 "Are you a soldier, Garren, son of Alec?"
 He was wearing soft, undyed leathers. He smelled of the forest. Yet, there was a sword belted around his waist and numerous long knives.
 "Hunter," he said. "One of Baron Kale's hunters."
 That meant he was part of the Baron of Cait's household. Killing him, for any reason, would cause an incident. Of course Garren was already causing an incident by crossing over and ravaging multiple elfmaids every night. It didn't matter that the elfmaids all wanted it. In fact, the fact they wanted it so much was a big part of the problem.
 "I bet you're the best at bagging your…um…prey," I whispered sexily.
 Bagging was another common term for bedding in both the elfin and human realms. The other men in the tavern certainly didn't miss my meaning, since they starting hooting and catcalling.
 "The best," he said, combing his fingers through my hair. He placed his other hand on the small of my back, and forced me harder against his rising bulge. Garren's face, his lips, moved closer to mine. Our gaze sizzled. It got really hot in there, and I struggled to breathe. "I just happen to be hunting right now."
 "Oh?" I said, and rubbed the tip of my nose against his. "What are you hunting? Trouble?"
 "Are you trouble?"
 "I've been told," I said. "Often."
 His hand tightened in my hair. I thought he might morph into a werewolf, so covertly flicked the prick up on Jepper's Ring, ready to drive it into him at the first sign of fur. Instead of wolfing out, he pulled my lips into a fierce kiss.
 My warm fuzzies turned into a hot mess. My sex ached, and my hands clutched at him desperately. I had the slightest worries that his scent was overwhelming my good senses, but that concern was fading fast. The more excited Garren got, the more aroused I became.
 Our mouths opened wide, tongues diving in eagerly to wrestle. The hand on my butt shifted, allowing his fingers to press deep into my butt crack. My soft leather pants offered little protection from his deft fingers, rubbing my anus and folds so sweetly.
 "Mmm," I moaned, and then broke free of his lips. Looking around with hooded eyes, all I saw were lusty, eager faces staring at us. Garren and I were about to give them the show they so wanted. It wouldn't be the first time I lost control of my libido and good senses and gave a tavern a rousing good show, but I had a bad feeling Garren wouldn't be the only one to enjoy my intimate company if I didn't regain control of the situation. "Is there a — Whew! Is there somewhere private we can go?"
 Garren growled. My eyes widened, knowing I was vulnerable. He surged to his feet, sweeping me up in his arms and headed for the door amid thunderous hoots and hollers and shouts of encouragement. The hunter carried me like a bride, out the door, across the street, and into a three level half-timbered building leaning rather badly to one side.
 "I rent a room here," he said as he ran up the stairs.
 I got the impression he was worried I'd change my mind, so wanted to get at it as quick as possible. I appreciated his effort, while unbuttoning his shirt.
 "Hurry," I said, kissing his face, neck, and chest.
 He took me to the top floor, and then a room halfway down to the left. Before I knew it he had me on a small bed and pawing at my clothes. I giggled and wiggled away.
 "You take off your clothes, and I'll take off mine," I said.
 In no time I was stripped down to just Jepper's Ring and the Silver Inquisitor's ring. He glanced at the silver ring covertly, but what could a ring do? But it pretty much confirmed Garren knew he was a werewolf. I did have to snap the prick on Jepper's ring back down. Unfortunately, I had to take off the enchanted braces, too, so there went all my super strength and hitting power.
 "Oh my, what a magnificent specimen of human manhood you are," I said, kind of breathless.
 His body was impressive. Muscular, with broad shoulders and a narrow waist. My eyes, of course, locked on his huge cock. I remembered it fondly from the previous night, though I didn't really get to play with it before the huntsmen charged in. Even better, he was almost panting as he looked my nakedness over. Gave me a sweet thrill.
 "Elfmaids are the best," he whispered, pulling me close.
 Our lips melted together. I held him tightly, feeling desperation filling me. His scent was so amazing. So arousing. So damned overwhelming. My sex throbbed with achy need. Then his arms squeezed me so wonderfully tight.
 "Ooooooh," I groaned into his mouth.
 Garren pulled away from my lips to kiss a line down my neck. I gasped and clutched at him. He quickly kissed his way down to my boobs.
 "Yes," I gasped. He sucked and nibbled my nipples, sending the most amazing sensations rippling through me. I threw a leg around him, back bowing and head rolling back. He rubbed his bearded face all over my boobs. Kind of ticklish, a whole lot of sexy. "You're the best, baby."
 My hand found his erection. My hand would not wrap completely around it. My dazed brain even realized he'd grown significantly down there. Was he wolfing out on me?
 Garren buried his face in the crook of my neck and shoulder, sucking in a deep breath.
 "You smell so good," he said. Garren pressed me against the wall next to the door, and then seized both of my wrists and pressed then to the wall to either side of my head. He looked me dead in the eyes. "I was so frustrated when you got away last night."
 "What?"
 "Gotcha," he said, grinning.
 And then he thrust into me.
 "Uggh! Ooooh," I cried, feeling him penetrate profoundly. He stretched me to the limit down there. "Holy Oak! Ooooooh."
 "You're hunting me, aren't you, elfmaid?"
 "Yes," I cried when he thrust harder and deeper. "Oooh, damn you. So good."
 "I know," Garren said, thrusting into me like crazy. "My curse doesn't do anything for human women, but elfmaids go crazy around me. Even in human form, I can have any elfmaid I want."
 He claimed my lips in a deep, passionate kiss. I pushed into that kiss, hungry for it. Desperate for it. In the back of my mind I knew I'd fallen under the magic of his curse, but it was so hard to care. I just wanted him inside me. I wanted to hold him, kiss him, lick the sweat off his body. I couldn't get enough of him.
 "What weapons did you bring?" he said. "The ring?"
 I followed his eyes to the Inquisitor's Ring. Of course he'd be most concerned by anything silver. I shook my head.
 "It's not a weapon," I whispered. "The other ring neutralizes magic, so will suppress your curse if I jab you with it."
 "Oh?" he said, and pulled that ring off my finger. Amazingly, Garren continued to thrust into me during all of this. Not as hard and fast as I'd like but he kept me at high arousal. "Ah. The little stinger?
 "Yes," I whispered, thrusting my hips to get him deeper. "Please, can't we talk later?"
 "Are you magical?"
 "Yes."
 He jabbed the prick into my left boob.
 "Aagh," I cried, feeling a sorcerous coldness wash through me. I wouldn't be able to use my magic for a while now. "Bastard. That hurt."
 "Now you're safe," he said, and really thrust hard and fast into me.
 Garren kissed me all over from lips to boobs, his hands roaming my body. Those hands and lips drove me crazy. His cock pounded me to mush. It was glorious.
 "Yes!" I cried, feeling my body go into that wonderful rush to climax. "Just like that! Just like that!"
 The hunter growled, and then thrust his full length into me faster and faster. It was like making love to a god. I squeezed my vagina around him, making Garren groan. Hearing his pleasure made my skin tingle.
 "Yes! Yes!" I cried, bucking and writhing. And then my body erupted with the most euphoric pleasure imaginable. "Aaagh! Ooooooooh, yes."
 "Aaahh," he cried softly, and I felt him coming deep inside me.
 "Oh yes," I whispered. Such a feeling of accomplishment, of satisfaction, flowed through me as he came over and over inside me. "Give it all to me."
 "Glad you said that," Garren said. He caught and held my eyes. "We have quite a few hours to kill before dark. My curse makes me recover almost immediately, so I can fuck all day and all night."
 "Oh no," I said, eyes huge.
 "Oh yes," he said. "We're just getting started."

Chapter 5
 "Garren?" I said, sitting up and looking around. My wrists were locked into iron manacles behind my back. A simple rope of about two feet bound my neck to the bed. "Garren, where are you?"
 The room was dark. I was very alone. Naked and alone.
 "That's a first," I muttered. No one had ever bagged me so thoroughly that I passed out. "I wonder if he can do that after the curse is removed?"
 First I had to catch him. The fool probably went back over the border. Why bother? He had me. Was it the danger? Did the curse compel him? Either way, it was going to look bad for me. The bastard caught me, and turned me into his little plaything for hours and hours.
 My whole body shuddered as the memories flooded back. Yeah, it was that incredible.
 "I have to get out of here," I said, tugging on my bound wrists. Manacles. I shook my head. They weren't adjustable. At least elfinkind understood the difference in male and female bodies, and that manacles made for a man will not hold a woman's smaller, more delicate wrists. "Ouch."
 Okay, I lost a little skin pulled loose, but I was free of restraint. The rope burn around my neck was more annoying. And itchy. Yet, in no time I was dressed. I found an oil lamp and quickly searched his room for Jepper's Ring. Didn't find it, or the Inquisitor's Ring, which he also took. Damn him. Mother would kill me if I lose them.
 At least I still had my clothes and the enchanted braces.
 Once outside on the streets, I could tell it was well into twilight. Full darkness would descend soon, and the werewolf would be out hunting elfmaids. Eager to be caught elfmaids. But so would my huntsmen, and the men of Lower Redwood would be out, as well.
 "This is not going well," I said, moving quickly towards the riverside gate.
 It was still open, but probably not much longer. Human towns were so different from elfin towns. Elves lit up the outside of their homes almost as much as the inside. The elfin oaks were alive with light and movement. Humans bedded down early, then woke up in the middle of the night for a few hours, and then went back to sleep. Elves stayed up late, slept a few hours in the middle of the might, and then woke up early.
 Very few people were on the street, and most of the activity was around the few taverns, inns, and brothels. Those businesses tended to stay open until late.
 After passing through the gate, I headed upriver. Moving swiftly through the night forest, I felt my spirit swell. An elf couldn't run through the forest, night or day, and not feel exhilaration. 
 Soon, I came across Garren's scent. I had to pause and breathe him in. So thrilling. Really, after that afternoon, his scent really made me crazy. I couldn't get enough of it.
 I followed his trail to the border, and crossed at the same place. I might've disparaged his woodcraft earlier, but he found the perfect place to cross the border without the guards on either side spotting him.
 His trail turned to parallel the trade road. I paused. Larkin and the others would be out hunting him. They had to have followed my trail to the border, so knew I went after him on my own. When he turned up in the tuath again, they might assume he killed me. That would not go well for Garren. They would be out to avenge me.
 I was torn. Go back to Dunloe to get my bow and the Soul Arrows, or immediately try to find Garren. Of course, if I found Garren before the others, he'd probably just seduce me with his magic again. Dammit. That wouldn't save him, so I headed for Dunloe and my most potent talismans.
 Dunloe was a beehive of activity. Soldiers were running around everywhere.
 "What happened?" I asked the guards at the gate.
 "The Heir Apparent is missing," a young looking guard said. "We think the werewolf killed her."
 "I'm the Heir Apparent," I said, sounding more annoyed that I was. "I'm Duvessa. I assure you, I'm not dead."
 In hindsight, that probably wasn't the smartest thing to do. He started shouting for the Officer on Duty, who started shouting at me. Then Lord Wynne showed up, and he shouted at me some more. Apparently, they all thought I was some kind of addle-minded idiot. I'm sure my mother would agree with them when she learned of my little daytime adventure.
 "Hey! Shut up," I said. I know, it's so rude to just tell anyone that, but they weren't listening to a thing I was saying. "I don't have time for this. I came this close to catching the werewolf today." That made them all stop. "I did discover his true identity, too. But right now he's on the prowl. I have to get my weapons and return to the hunt."
 With that, I ran towards Lord Wynne's residence and my room. No one challenged me, for which I'm grateful. My sword, bow, and both quivers were where I left them. Lord Wynne and Lady Aishlyn came into my room before I could leave, blocking the door.
 "What happened today?" Lord Wynne demanded.
 "I'll tell you in the morning," I said. Really, I needed time to concoct a good story. Surely no one wanted the whole torrid truth. And really, what Garren and I did all day was very wicked. It was amazing. So I needed a good non-sexual story that would be relayed to my mother. "I have to return to the hunt."
 "No. Larkin and his men can hunt the werewolf tonight," Lord Wynne said. "I'll have the truth out of you."
 "Truth?" I said.
 "Yes."
 "Truth is," I said, glanced at the window. "You can't stop me."
 I ran across the room and jumped head first through the open window. Just before hitting the ground I used my magic to slow down. Then, instead of heading for the gate, which Lord Wynne controlled, I raced under the elfin oaks to the other side of town. Very few soldiers stood the watch on the ramparts. Most were either out hunting the wolf, guarding the border, or getting ready to head out to the hunt.
 The few soldiers on guard didn't see me in time. I used my magic to lift me up and over the ramparts, amid their shouts. I hit the ground running, and vanquished into the night forest. Lord Wynne would send men after me, but it was too late. I was on the hunt.
 I knew where Larkin would set his ambush. We'd discussed it that morning while returning from the previous night's hunt. Garren was headed straight into that ambush.
 I ran through the forest as fast as I could.
 As I neared the ambush site, a fierce roar shattered the night. It was Garren. He sounded angry. I pushed myself harder, smashing through the forest in his desperation. My eyes burned. I just knew they would kill him.
 "No!" I cried, breaking free of the underbrush to stop in the middle of the trade road.
 The elfmaid Ena was on all fours at the edge of the road, with Garren fully wolfed out. He stood ten feet tall, looking so vicious and fierce. Kinda scared me a little, even though I knew him. His fur glistened red with his blood, while Larkin and the huntsmen surrounded him with silver-headed wolfspears.
 Even before I came to a complete stop, I was grounding one end of my bow and starting to string it. I'd practiced quickly stringing it ad nauseam, so it was almost instinctive. The second the bow as strung, I pulled a Soul Arrow and took aim at Garren's heart.
 "Garren! It's Duvessa!" I cried. "Let go of the curse!"
 I let fly. My shot was true, the Soul Arrow striking him in the middle of the chest. Garren's back bowed, his head rolling back, as he roared. The enchanted arrows flashed bright white, and vanished.
 He was still a werewolf.
 "Don't fight it!" I cried, and let loose another Soul Arrow.
 He ducked, and it pierced his neck. Again, he roared his pain and rage, while the arrow flashed bright white and vanished. It's magic used up.
 He remained a werewolf.
 "Kill him!" Larkin cried, and the four huntsmen charged with wolfspears lowered.
 My breath caught. I knew he was about to die needlessly. Garren surprised all of us by leaping over Glyn, and racing into the night forest.
 "Don't kill him!" Ena cried, sobbing.
 "I'm trying!" I said.
 Before I could order the huntsmen to do anything, they charged into the forest after the werewolf. I cursed and took off down the trade road. I suspected I knew where Garren was headed. I prayed I was correct.
 I ran for all I was worth. When I reached his trail across the border, I turned into the forest and headed for his crossing point. I got there just in time.
 "Halt!" I cried, taking aim with my bow. "Please, Garren, this is the only way."
 I loosed the arrow. It hit true, right in his heart. His taloned hand reached for it, but the arrow again flashed bright white and was gone. He dropped into an aggressive crouch, snarling viciously at me. Yeah, it kinda scared me. I almost pissed myself.
 "Please, Garren, it's not worth it," I said, and shot him with another Soul Arrow.
 Larkin and his men were quickly approaching. They would kill him, and there wasn't anything I could say to stop them. I had to cure him of the curse before they arrived.
 Garren bared his huge white teeth and stalked towards me. Our little fight caught the attention of rangers on both sides of the border. I could hear them shouting. Tears started flowing from my burning eyes.
 "Garren! Please!" I cried, and shot him again. And again. And again. "I don't want you to die!"
 Suddenly, the last Soul Arrow was in my hand. I started trembling. If this one didn't do it, Garren would die. I could see Larkin and the others coming in fast behind him. His attention was locked on me, so he would offer no defense.
 "Damn you, bastard!" I cried. I was shaking so hard I couldn't aim the last arrow. "I don't want to kill you! Please, for me!"
 He stopped and cocked his head. I loosed my last hope. The Soul Arrow hit him in the heart. It didn't immediately flash and vanish. I already had a silver arrow in my bow, pulled back to shoot and kill him. But Garren just stood there staring at me.
 The arrow started to glow brighter and brighter, and Garren began to shrink. His fur melted away, and bare white skin glowed in the moonlight. I started shaking so hard I lost the silver arrow.
 "Garren?"
 "I'm fine," he croaked out, and the Soul Arrow finally flashed and vanished. "I lost it."
 Larkin and the other huntsmen stopped, wolfspears ready, looking ready to impale him at the first sign of him wolfing out again. Garren dropped to his knees, looking so sad and lost.
 "Lost what?" I said.
 "What made me special," he said.
 I dropped my bow and ran to him. We hugged so tight, as elfin and human rangers ran up to surround us. We knelt in the night forest, holding each other and crying.
 "We have to take him, Duvessa," one of the elfin rangers said. "He'll have to be punished for his crimes."
 The human rangers tensed. Garren just relaxed. I kissed him on the cheeks and stood up. The elves moved to take custody of him.
 "No," I said, stepped between them. "I was sent here to cure him of the curse. He is cured."
 "We still have to arrest him," one of the rangers said. "He has to pay for his crimes."
 "No crime was committed," I said, scowling at him. "We all know those women went out looking for him, just as he was looking for them. He is free to go."
 Everyone, elf and human alike, gasped. Even Garren.
 "He is cured of the insidious curse," I said. "The curse forced him to do it, so he cannot be held accountable for his actions."
 "You don't have the authority," the elfin ranger said, eyes narrowing at me. "Lord Wynne has commanded that – "
 "Lord Wynne rules over Lower Redwood as Torin," I said. I put all the authority I could in my voice. "I am the High Lady's emissary, so I speak with the thunder of her authority!"
 The ranger didn't have an answer for that. Larkin gave me a curious look, while Glyn, Taggart, and Aidan shook their heads and sighed. I turned to the human rangers.
 "Take him home, please," I said. I turned and caught Garren's eyes. "I'm sorry. If it's any consolation, I think you are still quite special."
 "Thank you," he said, though remained dejected.
 "You are forbidden entry to the Emerald Forest for life," I said. I shrugged. "On pain of death. I strongly suggest you move away from the border region." I leaned in close and whispered in his ear, "I really need those two rings you took."
 "I'll send them to you," he said.
 "I'll wait at the border, on the trade road," I said. Then in a whisper again, "I'll be in a lot of trouble if I don't get them back." I glanced around at everyone, and lowered my voice even more, "If you move away, let me know where you go."
 He looked surprised, smiled, and nodded. The human rangers took him away. I watched them go, worrying that Baron Kale might arrest him. If that happened, I might not get my rings back. I might not see him again.
 "I'll escort you back to Dunloe now, Duvessa," the ranger said. "Lord Wynne will undoubtedly wish to discuss how you resolved the issue."
 I looked him up and down several times. He gazed back defiantly.
 "You are an arrogant bastard," I said. "I kinda like that in my men."
 I winked at him, and totally discombobulated the ranger. Larkin barked a laugh, and the other huntsmen grinned and shook their heads.
 "Larkin, attend me," I said.
 "Where are we going?" he said.
 "You heard me. We're going to wait at the border on the trade road," I said.
 "What are we waiting for?" he said. "I couldn't quite make that part out."
 "Redemption," I said, and wagged my brows.
 The elfin rangers followed us, all in a huff. I didn't care. I needed those rings. Fortunately, I didn't have long to wait. Before midnight three human rangers approached the border.
 "Wait here," I said, and left my "escort" a good hundred feet behind. The rangers waited for me at the border. "Hello. Do you have something for me?"
 "Garren sent this," their leader said, handing me a small leather purse.
 I pulled it open to find both rings.
 "I think he wrote something on the inside of the purse," the ranger said.
 "Oh?" I turned so the bright moonlight hit the purse. Turning it almost inside out, I found the short note. It said, Moving to Elfin Oak.
 "Thank you," I said, smiling brightly. I kissed each of them on the cheek. "Good bye."
 They all flushed red, looking so pleased.
 Returning to my men, "Shall we retire for the night?"
 "I think Lord Wynne will deal with you first," that annoying ranger said.
 "Well, if it doesn't include a barebottom spanking, I'm not interested," I said, making Larkin groan painfully. "Hey, I have a bad reputation to maintain."

Chapter 6
 I was able to defer the meeting with Lord Wynne until morning. I really needed the sleep. So after breaking fast with my huntsmen, we headed for the Audience Hall. Word from the servants was they were waiting for us impatiently. Okay, I added the impatiently.
 The ornate and gilded doors into the Audience Hall were open as we approached. I heard countless men and women speaking, though I couldn't make out their words. Probably best that I couldn't. I have feelings, too. They fell quiet upon our entrance.
 "When everyone shuts up when you enter a room, that means they were talking about you," I told Larkin, loud enough for everyone to hear. I heard a few giggles. "Good morning, my Lord and Lady."
 Hagan rushed up, looking put out, "My Lord and Lady, the High Lady’s emissary, Duvessa of the High Oak, Heir Apparent of the – "
 "Thank you, Hagan, everyone knows who I am," I said, cutting him off. I gave him a pat on the butt, making his eyes widen delightfully. "You're my favorite."
 He moved away, looking confused. I grinned and wagged my brows at the Lord and Lady of the tuath. They sat in their fancy chairs, looking regal despite the fact Lord Wynne scowled at me, while Lady Aishlyn frowned. They were such a beautiful couple.
 I can't say it enough; Lord Wynne was a gorgeous man. I'd jump his bones if he wasn't married. Well, there was the fact he seduced my mother when she was my age. It was quite a scandal, I am told. Might be awkward for us to do it, but still a girl can fantasize.
 Maybe my thoughts were a little too obvious, since Lady Aishlyn sat up straighter in her chair, her gaze intensifying on me. I felt my face heat up, and then paused to compose myself.
 "We are pleased you deign to speak with us," Lord Wynne said.
 "Please forgive me, my lord," I said, bowing a little lower than protocol demanded. "I hunted all night, then spent the day in pursuit of the werewolf in River Dale, before we finished the mission late last night." I signed wearily. "I was exhausted, and probably couldn't have given the report adequately." I smiled and wagged my brows, "But I'm feeling good today."
 "I am so happy for you," he said. "So you let him go."
 The room tensed up. I pretended to not notice the hostility.
 "On the contrary, our beloved High Lady gave me the task of stopping the werewolf's forays into the Emerald Forest," I said. "And that mission is accomplished. I removed the curse for that poor fellow, giving him his life back. And at the same time, made it safer for the women of Lower Redwood."
 "Was he injured in any way?" Lady Aishlyn asked.
 Lord Wynne cut a sharp look at her. I noticed the men in the hall didn't look pleased, but the women all looked apprehensive. Shaking my head, I sighed. They were going to have some issues for a while. Hopefully they figured it out soon.
 "I don't think he was entirely pleased," I said, shrugging. "But he suffered no life threatening injuries."
 "What will become of him?" a woman called from the audience.
 "He committed no crimes in the Kingdom of Alban, so I doubt he will to prosecuted," I said. "But he was a member of the Baron of Cait's household, so I suspect Baron Kale will release him from service, and then banish him from the barony."
 That seemed to give the assembled women some comfort.
 "So he gets away with it?" Lord Wynne said.
 "He was under a curse," I said. "I doubt he really had much control of his actions."
 "You did find out who cursed him, didn't you?" Lord Wynne said.
 "Damn," I said. "I always forget something."
 That wasn't a joke, but it got more laughter than my earlier attempt at humor. The Lord was not laughing. Lady Aishlyn, though, looked relieved.
 "Thank you, Duvessa," Lady Aishlyn said, rising to her feet. The hall quieted down. "We are quite pleased. You have vanquished the threat to our land, while keeping the peace with our neighbors. We might not all appreciate your methods, but the end results are what we ultimately wanted. A safe and secure land for one and all."
 "It has been a pleasure to be of service, my Lord and Lady," I said, bowing low again. "By your leave, we'll depart and go home."
 "Yes," Lord Wynne said. "Please. Leave." His wife turned angry eyes on him. So he added, reluctantly, "We thank you and your team, Duvessa. Fare well in your journey."
 I bowed and left. Quickly. Larkin and the other huntsmen followed close.
 "I don't think any of us will be welcome here for a long while," Glyn said as we made our way down the stairs spiraling around the thick elfin oak's trunk. "Can't say I blame them."
 "Hey. I can hear you," I said. I was pretty sure that was a jab at me. "I won't kill an innocent man. He was cursed."
 "I'm sure he was," Glyn said softly.
 "Doesn't mean he didn't enjoy his curse," Taggart said.
 I shrugged. "Well, there is that."
 Our mounts were waiting. Larkin would accompany me back to High Oak, and probably give my mother his report while I wasn't around to defend myself. It just made life interesting. Still, it was hard to argue with success. Mother will be pleased, for the most part.
 "My friends, I have enjoyed our time together," I said. "Be assured, you will receive a generous gift to show my appreciation. Farewell."
 We hugged and gave our final farewells. Larkin and I watched as Glyn, Taggart, and Aidan rode away and vanished down the trade road. Their path was in a different direction as mine and Larkin's. After we mounted and rode out of the town gate, I reined to a stop.
 "What?" Larkin said, looking at me suspiciously.
 "I was just thinking," I said, and glanced toward the Kingdom of Alban.
 "I'm in trouble."
 "No, not at all," I said. I smiled winningly at him, letting hope enter my eyes. "I was thinking about what Lord Wynne asked."
 "Which was?"
 "Who cursed Garren," I said. "If we hurry, I think we can catch him before Baron Kale banishes him."
 "The potential for trouble – "
 "Nonsense," I said. "Mother will want to know, if Garren even knows. I'm sure it won't take more than a few nights…I mean days to find out."
 He sighed gustily. "Do I have a choice?"
 "No," I said, reining my mount towards the border. "I'll race you to the border crossing. If you win, you can have me."
 I laughed and spurred my horse. Larkin said something, but I missed it. Probably something about him being married. Oh well, the race will be fun. I was sure Garren would do his best to console me, win or lose.
THE END
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