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WAY OF THE WARRIOR
BOOK THREE, THE ELFMAID TRILOGY
by Warren Thomas

            Danica kicked her gray gelding into a trot as she passed through the massive Swamp Gate, the decadent riverside city of Allaria's only land gate. It was an ancient elven fortress of weathered dark granite, tall and forbidding. The fortress pre-dated the city, and even the swamp around them. Sitting at the edge of the island, it could only be reached by the two hundred foot stone and timber bridge coming in from the Swamp Road. Danica's companions, Carl and Cat, followed close behind astride their own mud-stained horses.
            The gate guards, unaware of the sorcerous war being fought throughout the land, barely gave them a second look. Most were involved in a loud game of dice just inside the gate. The mercenary in Danica cringed at their dereliction, but knew Allaria didn't care who came or went. Allaria was their world's most notorious haven for pirates, renegade knights, and rogue wizards.
            After twenty days of scouring the subtropical swamps for a witch possessing the enchanted mask Talar, Danica found the city a welcome relief. In stark contrast with the dark, quiet swamps, the Swamp Island's vast plaza was a riot of noise and color. Gone was the constant stench of cypress and rotting vegetation, cut by the welcome odors of baking bread, horse droppings, human waste, and garbage. Lots of garbage.
            "Let's go over to that tavern," Carl said.  "I need a pitcher of ale."
            She scowled at the indicated tavern.  Men milled around the door, and every one of them possessed that hard-eyed look of the worst kind of criminals. "No. That is not a safe place for women."
            Carl gave her protest a contemptuous snorted.  "I'll protect you."
            Allaria wasn't a safe place to walk the streets for even a mighty warrior like Carl. At seven feet, the giant Tyrian barbarian, with massive chain-mailed chest and limps towered over most men. A long great-sword rode his left hip, a Tyrian battle-axe the right. He was a man who knew no fear in battle, but even he constantly glanced over his shoulder while in Allaria.
            "Who'll protect me from you?" Danica asked. "You're a scary man when drunk."
            Carl laughed and gave her a wink. "I can't help myself. You're so pretty."
            "I want a bath first," Cat said before Danica could respond. "I can't enjoy anything while this dirty."
            Their other companion, the dark-skinned woman called Cat, was almost as impressive as Carl. Cat was a somber looking woman, with ebon skin, black eyes, and silky waist length black hair, now twisted into a thick braid. She also possessed the powerful muscles of a weightlifter. She was not a born warrior like Danica and Carl, but a former bouncer. A bravo. Much like Carl, she was heavily armed and armored with chain mail and sword of good steel. True to her somber nature, she had a penchant for dark clothes, wearing black leather pants stuffed into tall black thigh high riding boots, and a dark gray cotton shirt under the custom-fitted mail shirt.
            As different as the cheerful red-headed Carl and the dark, somber Cat seemed, it was Danica who most would consider the odd one out. She was an elfmaid of average height, with a glorious golden mane that flowed in silken waves to her tiny waist, slightly slanted sapphire eyes, and a shapely body accentuated by her black leather pants, black steppe boots, and blue shirt. She could easily pass for some pampered elven noblewoman, or a perfumed Silk Slave in some rich nobleman's harem, but a warrior she was, an expert in the use of the sword riding her left hip.
            Forced to stop for a mule caravan heavy with bolts of rare cloth and pelts, she glanced around the bustling plaza. Everywhere teamsters argued and fought over right of way or flung insults. The richly garbed merchants that employed them added their own voices to the encounters, usually prolonging any solution. Individuals and small groups of travelers stoically weaved their way through the chaos of tangled slave coffles, wagon trains, and strings of pack animals. Through all of that, small gangs of pesky little street urchins raced, laughing and squealing as they stole purses or produce and otherwise gleefully caused mischief.
            "It's good to be back," Danica said, glancing up at the familiar skyline. "I agree with Cat. We should report in, and then hit the bathhouse."
            They approached the next bridge in that city of islands and bridges.  It stretched between Swamp Island and the city's main island, Allaria. At some point in the past, the entire city was contained on Allaria Island, and they didn't rename the island after the city spread out to other islands. Since the city and island had the same name, sometimes the residents called it the Big Isle.
            "Two to one, we win," Cat said, smirking at Carl.
            Carl leered at her, "No, Cat, I win. I always enjoy getting naked with you two beauties."
            Danica laughed, while Cat rolled her eyes and shook her head.
            Looking across the bridge to the Big Isle, Danica felt warm and fuzzy inside. Allaria was her second home. She always enjoyed a sense of relief when entering the city. An invigorating bath would make her feel even better.
            The old King's Tower sat to her distant left, and the infamous slave house, the House of Jo, rose up to her right, on the far northern edge of Allaria Island. The Big Isle was the largest of Allaria's many islands by quite a bit. With few other exceptions, the Big Isle's other buildings were of uniform height, with Allaria's unique road system riding atop them.
            "Let's hurry," Carl said, then reached behind his saddle for a wineskin. "We're almost out of this fine wine."
            He held up the wineskin, offering Danica some. Danica frown to see how little was left. She wasn't surprised, though. If there was one thing Carl, or any Tyrian for that matter, could do, it was consume vast quantities of wine and ale. Preferably ale. But what truly amazed Danica wasn't how much strong drink Tyrians could down, but how little they suffered from hangovers the next morning.
            Ignoring the offered wine, "Do we take the stable the horses here and walk, or ride to Talar's house?"
            Most people moved out of the way of approaching horses, but the streets were still narrow and crowded.  They probably could walk there faster, but then they'd have to come back for the horses later.
            "Stable and walk," Cat said. "Remember how Talar's servants lost our mounts to horse thieves before they could have them stabled."
            Danica shrugged. They were all Talar's horses. What did she care if that black-hearted mage's horses were stolen? He swiped her body. Her male body, and left her trapped inside this sexy elfmaid's body. The only reason Danica still served the wizard was his promise to trade bodies back once the threat was over. If they both survived the battles to come. She would do anything to get her body back and become Danic of Drakehorn once more. So now she followed the mage who had so terribly wronged her.
            "No, we'll ride," she said.
            With their way momentarily clear Danica quickly spurred her gray forward. They were able to ride abreast for the short trip to the rickety looking timber bridge over to Allaria Island. Talar's mansion could be found toward the center of that island.
            As they came to the bridge, Carl spurred forward to cross first. Danica shot him an annoyed look. He was beginning to treat her like a woman, always taking the point or otherwise doing the hardest or most dangerous job. She would need to have another talk with him, later. 
            A small street urchin suddenly darted out from under the bridge and ran headlong into Carl's mount. The young girl was bowled over, screaming in terror.
            "Stop!" Danica cried, bolting out of the saddle.
            Ducking under Carl's now skittish horse, she scooped up the bedraggled girl. A quick examination revealed no broken bones, or anything worse than scrapes. Kneeling, Danica threw her arms around the sobbing girl and hugged her tight.
            "It's all right, baby," Danica murmured, then shot Carl a withering glance. "The big barbarian didn't hurt you."
            Kissing her on her tear-soaked cheek, Danica then smiled reassuringly. The urchin returned a hesitant smile. Danica didn't fail to note the girl's eyes dart furtively at the heavy purse tied to her sword belt. She made a note to ensure the purse was still hanging there before letting the girl go.
            "It wasn't my bloody fault! The little guttersnipe came out of nowhere," Carl snapped, clearly flustered by the incident and accusation. To the Tyrians nothing was more sacred than a child. "It was my quick thinking that stopped my horse before she got hurt."
            "She's not hurt, is she?" Cat asked, leaning out of her saddle to get a better look.
            "She's fine," Danica said. Then smiled warmly at the child. "What's your name?"
            "Sweet Kamin," she said, suddenly wide-eyed. "You're so beautiful."
            Danica felt her face flush. She bashfully dropped her gaze from the look of awe on the girl's face and caught the glint of edged steel in her little hand. Danica shoved the urchin away as the small dagger streaked toward her throat. The blade missed her neck by a bare inch. A score or more children erupted from the surrounding crowds and from under the bridge. Danica was pummeled with makeshift clubs and small fists and feet. She defended herself as best she could, fighting them off with an effort born of mortal fear.
            Older children swarmed all three horses, then all suddenly vanished into the gawking crowds. Danica stared wild-eyed about herself for a second, fearful of a renewed attack. Carl and Cat were busy trying to quiet down their mounts, Danica's startled gray's reins still clutched tightly in Cat's hand.
            "What was that all about," Danica asked. Her purse was still on her belt. Considering their numbers, and the total surprise of the attack, the children shouldn't have had any trouble taking all their purses. Then she noticed the bag containing the hard won mask was gone. "The little hell-spawns stole the mask."
            "Tuunar take the lot of them!" Carl bellowed.
            "They couldn't have known what was in the sack, unless..." Cat said, looking around suspiciously. "We've been betrayed. Again."
            "Which means we had better hurry back, before they tell High Mage Ayesha we're back in town."
            "Yes, I've done battle with that sorceress," Carl said, face darkening at the memory.
            Swinging into the saddle of her still skittish horse, "Let's hurry. The gods only know how Talar is faring in this bloody war, so be wary."

~ * ~ * ~

            "We have to fall back to Dakkor," Sir Jermaine stated, pounding his fist on the table. "Ayesha all but owns Allaria now."
            Talar glared at the gray-haired warrior dressed in chain mail and steel cuirass. No one seemed to be taking his side this time. For once the Tyrian sorceress Maeve Snapdragon was sitting quietly, listening intently to all sides. Seemingly obvious to everyone else, his sister High Sorceress Monique was fussily trying to remove mud off the tall stiletto heels of her boots. The  others, all nobles and knights, sat back in their chairs and intently waited for his response.
            "He's right, Talar. We're too weak to take the battle to her here in Allaria," Maeve said, before he could respond to Jermaine. She pushed a lock of her wild flame red hair behind an ear, then gave an all encompassing wave. "It's all we can do to be keeping up the wards here. Soon her forces will smash through again."
            "And our cause will be lost," Sir Jermaine added, his jaw defiantly set.
            Though his ruggedly handsome face didn't betray him, Talar inwardly cringed at Maeve's support of Sir Jermaine. He had come to rely on the sorceress's support in these strategy sessions. Monique cared little for the strategies of war. Indeed, sometimes he thought all she cared about were her hair, face, and clothes. He could always rely on Monique's vote, though, and that of certain others. However, for some reason, Maeve's free-spirited, fire-haired, and blue-eyed beauty called to him in a way he thought himself above, and her support meant more to him every day.
            "But if we retreat now it'll only shore up her own very shaky alliance. We can't afford that, Maeve," he said. "Instead, we should focus our efforts into striking directly at Ayesha. Kill her, and the threat ends."
            "We don't have the power to break through her wards," Sir Jermaine said, apparently starting to become exasperated by the same endless argument. "She is the bloody High Mage of Allaria. To get to her, not only do we have to break through her wards, but the royal palace's wards as well."
            "And fight our way through the Court Mages afterwards, before we get to Ayesha," Monique said quietly, picking at a stain on her white silk shirt. "We only have three mages left, and there are a good twenty in the palace."
            "If we don't stop her here, in Allaria, she will take over the city, and then conquer the entire Jarlands. She will be unstoppable," Talar said.
            No one offered a counter argument. Maeve bit nervously at her lip, while Monique's beautiful heart-shaped face clouded at the thought. Sir Jermaine shifted uneasily in his seat, casting questioning glances at the other nobles and knights.
            "If there was any possible way to succeed," Maeve said, reaching out and grasping Talar's hand, "I would gladly stand by your side and fight the gods themselves."
            Talar tightened his grip on her hand. "There is a way, Maeve."
            A pounding at the thick oaken door to Talar's new subterranean laboratory brought everyone up short. Everyone scrambled out of their seats, looking around for the feared assault. The half dozen knights and nobles pulled their swords, while the three magic-users awakened fighting spells.
            Everyone relaxed as Danica's angry voice carried through the door, demanding entrance. Sir Jermaine's squire opened the door for Danica, Carl, and Cat. Everyone began seating themselves as the trio strode across the dim lit chamber recently hewn out of the native granite with powerful magicks.
            "Every time I come back you have moved your bloody laboratory." Danica scowled at Talar in her old body. "Are we still losing?"
            "You're looking at our last three spellcasters," Sir Jermaine said.
            "What happened to Jass?  And Zarn, and Jamie?" she asked.
            "Dead."
            "Do Oran, Razuk, and Bram still live?" Carl asked.
            "No, even their powers weren't strong enough to hold off Ayesha and her supporters," the knight said somberly.
            "Then we'll have to fall back and regroup," Danica said. "Either to Dakkor or Brajar."
            Sir Jermaine and several of the seated nobles nodded.
            "As I was saying before you arrived, there is a way to save the day," Talar said. "I was scouring my library for spells when I came across references to certain objects of power."
            "What good are a bunch of talismans against a High Sorceress of Ayesha's power?" Danica snapped. "You seem to forget, I came after you with a god-given talisman of unmatched power and was handily slapped down like an insolent child."
            The grin that flirted across Talar's face at the memory made Danica's scowl. The elfmaid had secured a powerful talisman to force Talar to trade bodies, but Ayesha defeated them both in a three way battle that ended with the destruction of the talisman. Cat saved Danica's life from Ayesha, but the sorceress escaped. Danica and Cat then managed to capture Talar, but he denied Danica her body and vengeance. Not willing to kill her old body, she was instead forced to join with his cause in the promise he would return her body after Ayesha was defeated.
            Danica put little trust in the word of any wizard, and trusted Talar about as far as she could spit into a gale. If truth be known, Monique and Maeve were the only practitioners of Sorcery Danica reasonably trusted.
            Maeve was Carl's cousin and an old lover of "Danic's," from before she tricked a wizard into sharing his powers with her. Maeve was as wild and dangerous as a woman could be. She still plied her usual trades of petty thief and hired sword, using her newly won sorcerous powers mostly to further her personal quest for wealth and leisure. Typically Tyrian in that.
            Only now Maeve seemed to have set her heart on Talar. Danica suspected she saw Talar as a sorcerous "Danic."  Since Danica had made it plain their relationship was over, even after she regained her rightful body, it appeared Maeve was making a play for Talar.
            "You failed in your 'quest' because of your ignorance," Talar said. "If you had even the slightest knowledge of the ways of magic, it would have been you who prevailed that night."
            Maeve's face lit up. "Three mages with talismans might be what we need to win. That is if these talismans are powerful, and their powers enhance fighting magic."
            "Tarhun's Brace, Ashtar's Cuirass, and the Grand Order of Tor Rycell's Sword of Power are very powerful objects of power. Fighting power." Talar grinned with malicious glee as Monique and Maeve shared an astonished look. "If there are any doubts that these three talismans will carry the battle, then I'm prepared to quit Allaria right now."
            "Then we should leave right now," Cat said. When everyone's eyes turned to her, she continued. "We lost that bloody magic mask you sent us for. I suspect Ayesha has it by now, and is using its magic to locate us."
            Talar shot Danica an accusing look, then calmed himself with effort. "It isn't that bad of a setback. I know the nature of the mask's magic, so I can erect wards against it. The other talismans are made to fight with, exactly what we need most. If we secure them quickly, and strike straight at Ayesha herself, we will prevail."
            "I'm convinced," Maeve said, her sapphire eyes sparkling with barely controlled glee. "I can't wait to see Ayesha's face when she sees the talismans arrayed against her."
            "You have these talismans?" Sir Jermaine asked. "Here?"
            Talar looked uncomfortable as every eye turned to him. Danica liked to see him squirm, but knew it didn't bode well for the rest of them.
            "Well, no," Talar said. "But I've been able to locate their whereabouts."
            "Oh, God of Mercy," Cat moaned. "He's going to send us out again."
            "Your right," Talar said. "Don't worry, Cat. This time your tasks will be considerably easier. Only one of the talismans has any real protection, Ashtar's Cuirass. The first one you and Danica will be picking up doesn't have any defensive wards around it at all."
            "Now you hold on there, wizard," Carl said, stepping forward menacingly. "Where Danica and Cat go, Carl goes. I'll not let these lovely ladies needlessly endanger themselves on one of your godsforsaken whims."
            "I've been doing this as long as you," Danica said, narrowing her eyes on the barbarian. "I'm not the helpless woman you think I am. I'm still the same man underneath, with the same abilities."
            "I'm afraid that's not true," Carl said, surprisingly gentle for him. "Maeve is right. You have changed. In some ways quite dramatically."
            "I have not!" Danica cried, shooting the suddenly uncomfortable looking sorceress a fierce look. "Stop listening to Maeve!"
            "Enough!" Talar barked. "You two can continue your argument elsewhere, at another time. Carl, you will be going with Monique to retrieve another of the talismans."
            "But — "
            "You can't go with them. The Sword of Power is buried in a cave in the Amazon Empire," he said. "Men aren't allowed within the Empire. Besides, Monique will need your great strength and natural warrior cunning. She's unsurpassed in magic, but hasn't any natural instincts for war and thievery."
            Torn between his friend Danica and desire for the beautiful sorceress, Carl hesitated, chewing nervously at his mustaches. Monique gave him a knowing smile. Danica shook her head, knowing Talar was playing Carl perfectly.
            "We'll be fine, Carl," Danica assured him. "I think you can act as Monique's champion for a while."
            "Well, you and Cat are stark warriors, indeed," Carl said, scratching at his thick red beard. "And Monique does need my powerful strength and cunning to carry her precious self through these trying times..."
            "Oh, yes, Carl. I do need you," Monique purred, almost breaking up in laughter.
            Carl didn't notice the others' humor.
            "Then it is settled," Carl declared. "Monique needs me more."
            "What are we going after, Talar?" Monique asked.
            "Tarhun's Brace. It's in Sheba."
            "Do you know exactly where it is located?" Carl asked.
            Danica nodded. Talar could be quite vague about such important information.
            "Approximately. It seems to be behind some wards. That's why you and Monique have to retrieve it."
            "Who are you tasking to retrieve the third talisman," Maeve asked. "Me?"
            "No. I need you here with me," he said. Maeve shot Danica a satisfied look. "Otherwise there won't be anyone for them to bring the talismans back to." Turning back to the two groups, "Once you secure your talisman, then hurry to Tanburg and meet up. It will take all of you to get that last talisman."
            Danica glanced at Cat, who was staring at Talar with a crease in her brow.
            "Well defended?" Danica asked.
            "Very. It's being held in the city's royal palace," he said. "One of the city's treasures. But together, aided by the other two talismans and Monique's considerable powers, you shouldn't have any trouble."
            "Now I know we're in trouble," Cat said and let out a gusty sigh. "All we need now is for Danica to express her own optimism to seal our doom."
            "Not a problem," Danica said, smiling at Cat.
            "Danica, you're incorrigible," Monique laughed.
            "One of my more redeeming qualities," she said and gave Cat a playful nudge in the ribs until the grim bravo mustered a reluctant smile.
            "Great," Talar said. Signaling to a servant, who rushed over carrying a wicker basket, he said, "You will leave immediately. I've already gathered all the supplies you'll be needing."
            "Now? This very minute?" Cat asked. "We've just spent two weeks in that bug-infested swamp, sleeping in mud, looking for that damnable magic mask, and now you want us to just pick up and ride to the Amazon Empire? My gods, that's a month's hard riding on horse just to reach the Empire's border."
            "I agree," Danica said, afraid her long awaited bath was lost. "I should think tomorrow would be soon enough. Like she said, this trip is going to be a long one. A couple more hours shouldn't make a difference."
            Talar took a deep steadying breath. Danica understood he didn't want to get into another argument with them in front of his allies. It made him look weak in front of men and women who only respected strength.
            "It could make all the difference. Besides, you can rest once you acquire the first two talismans," he said. "I've already cast two portal spells to get you to the first two talismans."
            "I can transport myself and Carl to Tanburg from Sheba, but what about Danica and Cat?" Monique asked. "They'll have to use mundane transportation to Tanburg, which will only prolong the trip."
            "There's nothing we can do about it," Talar said. "Besides, you need to conserve your magic for retrieving the talisman in Tanburg as well, so I want you all to take warhawks to Tanburg."
            "Where are we going to get warhawks?" Cat asked. "Monique can conjure up a couple in a heartbeat, but me and Danica aren't sorceresses."
            Talar pulled four heavy purses out of the wicker basket, and handed one to each. "There's enough coin in each purse to buy all the lodgings, horses, and warhawks you could possibly need."
            "Great Bandu!" Carl cried, glancing into his purse. "There be enough coin here to keep even me in ale for a month."
            Danica grinned at Monique, "You better keep an eye on him. I've seen him go through twice that much coin in one night, especially if some sultry tavern girl latches onto him."
            Carl's retort was drowned out by a deafening explosion in the mansion above.
            "Ayesha!" Cat cried. "She's used the mask to find us."
            The rasp of swords echoed through the chamber.
            "No," Talar said. Turning to Maeve, "Get the others out of here."  Then he muttered two Words of Power. The magical trigger words caused two large black whirlpools to form against the wall before him. "The portal to the right leads to the Sword of Power, and the other outside the building housing Tarhun's Brace. Go now, and hurry back."
            More explosions and screams of dying men reached them. Maeve hustled the knights and nobles to the far wall, and spoke a Word of Power that opened another portal leading to a safe house a few blocks away. The men entered hesitantly, acting as if it rankled them to be running from a fight.
            "Come, Talar," Maeve urged, waiting at her portal. "We must hurry."
            "I'm coming," he said. Turning back to his sister and comrades, "Hurry through."
            Danica shrugged casually, but felt her skin gooseflesh at the prospect of magical transport. She had never done anything like this before. She shifted to the elven mage sight she had inherited with her body and studied the portal more closely. Multi-colored magicks swirled around and down into the portal like water down a drain.
            "Danica," Carl said soberly. "Be careful. I want you and Cat to come back to me in one piece."
            Danica bristled, a sharp retort for his patronizing ways on the tip of her tongue.
            The thick oak door shattered. Armored men rushed in through the smoke, followed by cassocked mages chanting spells and wards. Seeing a thick-bodied bravo about to skewer Talar in her body, Danica stepped before him and parried the thrust. Bringing her blade back in a vicious backstroke, she sliced the hapless bravo's throat and kicked him away.
            "Gods, wizard, what are you trying to do?  Get my body killed?" 
            "Get through that portal!" he ordered, shoving her toward it.
            A bolt of eldritch blue blasted into Danica, driving her through the portal. Her soulful wail brought Carl up short.
            "Danica!" he cried, and charged through the portal to protect his friend.
            The portal vanished the instant Carl passed through. Talar gawked at the empty space before him, seeing his carefully laid plans shattered by that impulsive Tyrian. The portals were set for only two people, and couldn't be recast without enormous energy output.
            In a fit of rage, Talar turned his full attention and wrath on the invading warriors and mages. The chamber had been carefully laid with numerous and insidious magical traps and wards. Talar, Monique, and Maeve began calling them down on the unsuspecting invaders. Then as soon as the enemy mages began retreating, he ordered Monique and Cat through the other portal.
            "But — " Monique started.
            "No arguments, go," he snapped.
            "What about Carl?" Cat asked. "He'll be executed if caught inside the Empire."
            "He'll just have to be careful. Now get through that portal," he said. Then when he saw the bravo's face set stubbornly. "Carl will be fine. The talisman is at the edge of the Empire, so there will be little danger."
            "Are you sure you can handle this?" Monique asked, sending a lightning bolt at a sorceress in black robes.
            "We're leaving as soon as you do," he said, grabbing her arm and pulling her toward the portal. "Please, Monique, go, and you be careful."
            "I will, believe me," she said with feeling. "Come along, Cat."
            Monique took Cat's hand and led her through the portal.
            "Now can we go?" Maeve asked, and then took a bolt in the right knee.
            She let out a pain-filled scream and collapsed. Talar expended the last of his energy in one great blast of light and heat, scooped up his fallen lover, and ran through the portal. As he passed through, he spoke one finally Word of Power. The searing blast that engulfed the abandoned chamber and consumed their attackers left his back smoldering.

 






 
 
 
Chapter 2

            Monique led Cat through the swirling black portal, leaving the raging battle behind. They stepped from the thundering, dimly lit laboratory into a busy cloth merchant's stall bordering a crowded late afternoon street of a major city. They were within the city of Sheba, high atop the Norissan Mountains. After the sorcerous battle, the boisterous street market seemed refreshingly quiet. Their sudden arrival stirred up a small commotion in the stall that was quickly lost in the crowds.
            Tightening her grip on Cat's hand, Monique pulled her out of the cloth merchant's stall. The chubby young merchant stared at them open-mouthed, her hard won customers scrambling away into the crowds.
            "I think we made an impression," Monique said.
            "Probably scared them near to death," Cat said.
            They quickly crossed the wide street, stopping in the entrance to a dark, narrow alley to study the sprawling structure across from the cloth merchant's stall. It looked like a formidable castle, with thick round towers and crenellated walls. Sunlight glinted off the spearheads and helmets of guards patrolling its heights.
            "Please, don't tell me the talisman is inside that?" Cat said.
            Monique studied the structure a moment. Its walls were thickly sheathed in wards.
            "I'm afraid so."
            "The gods hate me."
            The sorceress was already regretting Carl's impulsive dash after Danica. He and Danica were the seasoned adventurers who knew how to break into such places.
            "It won't be so bad," Monique said.
            "It won't?  Have you ever broken into anything so well guarded?"
            "Well, no. I've never broken into any building."
            "Oh, God of Mercy," Cat whispered, her stomach turning sour. "She has even less experience than I do. How did this happen to me?"
            "Don't you worry, Cat," Monique said with as much confidence as she could muster. "I was captured once, and that experience was horrible enough to ensure I never let anything like that happen again."
            "It's not a matter of letting it happen, bad stuff just sort of sneaks up on you," Cat said. "Just when everything looks great, that's when the gods slap you down."
            "The gods have nothing to do with this."
            "Not according to Carl and Talar."
            Monique thought on that a moment. Talar and Carl had told them of how the Goddess of Hate and Vengeance, Dirusa, and her cohorts, the God of Beasts and the Four Sisters, were apparently either waging or preparing for war with the other Arisen Gods. It was only the intervention of two other Arisen Gods that saved her brother and the barbarian from gruesome death at the hands of Dirusa and her allies.
            "The gods have their own problems," she said at length. "The doings of two mortals are hardly worthy of their divine attentions, I'm sure."
            "Yes, of course. I'm sorry," Cat said, shaking her fear off. "Danica was always saying I worry too much. She called it a bad habit of mine, and I suppose it is."
            Monique chuckled low. "Danica doesn't worry enough. Her or Carl. Those two together is a scary thought."
            Cat only grunted, but her face was etched with worry.
            Monique's heart went out to Cat. After months of facing death and danger, side by side, Cat had grown accustomed to Danica. Her whole purpose in life was centered on helping Danica. Now her friend, maybe the only real friend she had, was hundreds, maybe even thousands, of miles away. The gods alone knew what kind of trouble she'd get herself into, or Carl would scrape up out of carelessness or boredom.
            "I wonder what that building is," Monique said, turning her attention back to the castlelike structure. "My first thought is its some military garrison, which would bode ill for our plans."
            "Easy enough to find out," Cat said, and stepped out into the street. Stopping what looked to be a merchant in robes of green silk, "My lord, a question. Me and my friend are newly arrived in your beautiful city, and were admiring that large structure. Would you happen to know what it is and who owns it?"
            He glanced quickly at the building, his face screwing up with distaste. "It is the House of Jo."
            "The slave house?"
            Monique groaned. The House of Jo was a massive operation, with Houses in most large cities.  It spanned nations.
            "The same," he said somberly. He quickly looked Cat and Monique over, his eyes lingering on Cat's exotic coloration. "I'd strongly suggest that two pretty young women such as yourselves depart this area quickly and don't look back. This street is swarming with slavers."
            "My thanks, lord," Cat said, hurrying away with Monique. "Did you hear that?"
            "Yes, I did. Nasty bit of news, I'd say." Monique frowned at the whitewashed slave house, wishing she didn't have to break into it. Slave houses were known for their security measures. Nobody robbed slavers, at least not their Houses. "At least they won't be expecting anyone to try and break in."
            "Of course, no one but us would be stupid and desperate enough to try." Cat glowered at the formidable looking walls a moment. "And this is supposed to be one of the easy talisman's to acquire."
            "Talar definitely misread this one."
            "What now?"
            "I was kind of hoping you'd have an idea," Monique admitted sheepishly. She knew Cat was a devout follower, and would be looking to her for the tough decisions, but she was totally at a loss. "Isn't there anything you and Danica did that could be used here?"
            Cat shook her head woefully. "Only getting captured, which I don't want to repeat here."
            "I know, we can walk around it a few times. To see what we're up against," Monique said. "With luck, one of us will spot a way to sneak in tonight."
            Heading north, they started walking down the street, moving closer to the House's towering walls at the same time. The west wall, where they had appeared, was lined for its entire length with small-time merchants and vendors. Monique purchased them some sausage to munch on along the way.
            The structure was square, with massive round towers at each corner. Another huge square tower, or keep, rose up out of the center, with four more round towers at its corners. From what they could tell, there were no open yards between the outer walls and the central tower. It appeared to be one giant building. Only the central tower held windows of any kind, and those were arrow slit narrow.
            "I've seen smaller amphitheaters," Monique said.
            The north wall held the main entrance, well-defended by a score or so of some of the vilest looking men either woman had seen. The door stood open, revealing a long, sumptuous hall with marble floors and crystal chandeliers. Wealthy merchants and nobles came and went, their long, brightly lacquered coaches waiting in the street.
            The women had to force their way through the thick crowds standing by the east wall. Before its one small door was built a chest high platform. As they passed, dejected looking men were being marched up onto the platform and sold in lots of ten. Cat shuttered at their fates. Most would end up in the mines. The lucky few, the warriors, would be sold as gladiators. Their deaths would surely come sooner, but edged steel provided a quicker, less painful death than the slow torture of the mines.
            "Depressing place," Monique muttered as they left the auction behind.
            "Have you ever been sold on the block?" Cat asked.
            "No, have you?"
            Cat scowled, glancing at the auction.  "Yes. I was captured and sold to a dockside brothel."
            "I'm sorry," Monique said. She noticed her companion's face change, getting a vicious look that didn't cross her visage often.  "What?"
            Cat looked back and forth between her and the slave house.
            "Monique, how hard would it be for you to magic a raging fire inside the House when we leave?"
            "You want to burn it down?"
            Grinning with wicked glee, "Yes."
            "No. Though it might be the merciful thing to do, I'll not kill the hundreds, or even thousands, of slaves locked up inside," she said.
            Cat looked stricken. "I forgot about them."
            "Well, don't think about them. It'll only depress you."
            They stopped at the corner, finding a good hundred armored guards ranged down the south wall. Centered on that wall was a wide gate, with a raised portcullis just inside. A courtyard lay within, a line of lumbering slave wagons rumbling out carrying their human cargos to distant cities for sale or trade. From the number of wagons, the courtyard had to be large. The two women quickly turned away and headed back toward the auction. Too many of the guards had been watching them suspiciously. 
            Coming in close to the wall, they saw that south of the auction block were about thirty small platforms about a foot off the ground. Each platform was about three feet square, with a beautiful naked woman, kneeling and chained, on each. North of the block were the last few lots of men. All thirty small platforms were occupied on that side of the block, too, with men and women roughly examining most of the nervous slave girls.
            To Cat's dismay, Monique led her straight up to the slave girl closest to the auction block. She was an exceptionally beautiful blue-eyed redhead, and by the small red heart tattoo at the left edge of her pubic hairs, a trained Silk Slave. She knelt proud and sultry, confident where most were nervous. To Cat's surprise, she was even flirting provocatively with a few of the men so rudely examining her seductive charms. Monique began to examine her as well, though not as crudely as the other potential buyers.
            "Monique, surely you aren't considering buying her?"
            "Maybe," Monique said, stepping behind the slave. She nodded at the open door behind the auction block, unguarded. Fluffing the slave's gorgeously shimmering red mane, "Isn't she just the most delicious thing you've ever seen?"
            The Silk Slave beamed with haughty pleasure. Cat played along, while Monique covertly checked out the security, or lack thereof. She noticed several spectators passed from one side to the other behind the block, without so much a glance from the slavers.
            Her examination done, Monique slipped over to the edge of the crowd, close to the door. Cat followed, trying hard not to look guilty or nervous. Pretending to watch the auction of a lot of gaunt looking men with the complexion of desert nomads, they eased over to the door and Cat peeked in. Seeing no one, they slipped into the small chamber.
            A closed office to the right of the door held men talking low. The sign painted on it told them it was where the customers paid for the slaves they bought, and received the proper papers. The floor was bare flagstone, the walls paneled in some light wood and covered with paintings of nude men and women performing various sex acts. The only furniture were about twenty chairs lining the walls.
            Nodding at the plain wooden door across from the entrance, Monique led Cat over and opened it. A long hallway stretched out before them. The sudden scuffing of chairs on flagstones inside the office sent them rushing through the door.
            Closing the door quietly, they pressed their ears to it and listened. An agent of the House was thanking someone for buying from them. While they listened, more men entered from outside. The House's agent greeted them warmly, taking them into his office. Cat sighed, while Monique slumped against the door. Then they studied the bright hallway.
            The hallway was wide, with no furniture or decoration, and lit with oil lamps fastened to the walls. As they began moving down it, the walls echoed the tap tapping of their booted feet alarmingly loud in their fear sensitive ears.
            "Is your magic helping you locate the talisman?" Cat whispered as they neared the far door.
            "I'm not using magic," she said, glancing about with mage sight at the myriad of bright magicks surrounding them. "The House of Jo is very rich and powerful. Everyone knows they keep a wizard in each House. You can't tell, but there are powerful wards all around. Even my smallest spell might alert them to our presence."
            "Are you sure they haven't already been alerted?"
            Monique frowned, cocking her head and studying the magicks surrounding them more intently. At the moment, there didn't seem to be anything hostile about them. She could discern no change in texture or tenor since their arrival.
            "No. But if they have been alerted to our arrival we'll know soon enough."
            "You're about as much fun as Danica."
            Opening the door, they found another hallway perpendicular to the first. To the right, they heard the faint sound of laughing men and the squeals of delight of what could only be the special slave girls on private display for the men. Probably the expensive Silk Slaves. From the left came a more disturbing noise. A distant sound of despair, of crying and moaning.
            "We go left," Monique said, grimacing.
            Her face set grimly, Cat followed. Her hand gripped the hilt of her sheathed sword. Those sounds of despair grated on her already frayed nerves. They had been forever burnt into her nightmares for years, ever since that horrible trip from her distant homeland in the belly of a slave galley.
            Following the growing sounds of misery and despair, they watched and listened for any sign of slavers. They were too deep inside the infamous slave house to be discovered now. Discovery meant death, or worse.
            Coming to an intersection of hallways, Cat pointed right, deeper into the House, "That way."
            A thick iron bound door stood at the end of the austere hallway. The cries and moaning seemed to be coming from behind it. As much as Cat wanted — needed — to run away from it, she knew they had to enter. The treasure room for the slave house would be down on the lowest level, and that would be where they found Tarhun's Brace.
            Cautiously entering, they found themselves in a small chamber. To their right was a wide stone staircase descending into darkness. On either side of it were more iron bound doors. Also, two other iron bound doors led off the chamber, one directly across the room from them and one to their left and opposite the stairs. The sounds of anguish and despondency echoed up the open stairwell.
            A woman's piercing scream of horror and pain tore at their hearts, causing Cat to bare six inches of sword before checking herself. Then the harsh laughter of men set their teeth in edge. As Cat led Monique down the stairs, the woman's tortured sobs and pitiful begging echoed around them. At the bottom of the steps, they found a long curving passage, with iron bound cell doors lining it. They knew without looking that the cells were filled with slaves.
            The woman's screams and cries were coming from the first door on the left, which was the lone door that was open. Ruddy torchlight flooded out into the dimly lit corridor. The hellish scene they saw sent their hearts racing, and tightened their throats with anguish. Ten men were raping a woman. Both women knew helping her would likely result in them joining her, before being sold into slavery. But neither could they just forsake her.
            The decision as to help or not was soon mute.
            "Hey! Who are you?" one of the slavers called.
            Cat grabbed Monique's arm and half-dragged her back up the stairs. The angrily shouting slavers followed. At the top of the stairs, she turned left to go back the way they had come, but Monique had other ideas. She opened the door back into the hallway, but instead pulled Cat over to the door to the right of the stairwell. She had just gotten the door closed when the slavers exploded up out of the stairwell, and ran through the open door.
            Pulling Cat back out of the door, "Come on. We've got to get that talisman fast. Once we get it, I'll use my magic to transport us out."
            Back before the chamber where the slave girl now lay alone, sobbing on the cold stone floor, they paused. They could see she was pretty, and by the shredded silk clothes hanging off her body, Monique figured her to be some rich merchant's young wife or daughter, if not a newly captured noblewoman. The cell seemed to be a sort of waiting room for the House guards, with chairs and tables scattered about.
            "What about her?" Cat asked.
            "She'll only slow us down. We have to leave her," Monique said, her voice breaking.
            "That was me a few years ago. You don't know the horror," she said, looking to be on the brink of tears herself. "You go, I can't leave her to them."
            Monique ground her teeth, remembering how stubborn Cat could be.
            "We don't have time to argue this. Let's get her and go. Maybe I have enough stored energy to get us all out of here. Maybe."
            They rushed to her side, Cat gently helping her to stand.
            "We're here to help," Cat said as reassuringly as possible.
            The woman stared at them with frightened eyes, fearing some obscene slaver's game. But then she relaxed, and let them lead her away. She had no more fight left in her.
            The ominous toll of alarm bells began as they left the cell.
            The passage wound round and round, ever deeper, in a wide circle. Cat pulled her sword as they moved down the dark corridor, black eyes darting from shadow to shadow, looking for slavers.
            After what seemed an eternity, they came to the end of the passage. From the shadows, they studied the ten guards standing before a large polished bronze door. Their swords were bared, and they seemed alert. Cat silently cursed their rotten luck, and wondered if it was possible to escape now. Monique would need time to cast her portal spell, and Cat had been planning on using the treasure room's stout door and magical wards to help her defend the sorceress while waiting. They would have to go a good ways back up, so the treasure room guards wouldn't hear Monique's spellcasting. And she knew more guards would begin searching down here all too soon.
            Then she noticed a guard slump against the wall, and then another. Two more swooned, and fell flat on their faces. Cat glanced at Monique, half hidden in the shadows, and noticed her drawing elaborate signs in the air while mumbling a sing-song spell. Within seconds all the slavers lay unconscious.
            Monique smiled at Cat, "Well, my dark beauty, if there is a House Mage in residence, I'm sure he knows exactly where we are now."
            "Then we must hurry," Cat said, and threw the still weak girl over her shoulder.
            Monique rushed to the side of the first slaver, and placed a perfectly manicured index finger on his forehead. Cat started to cry out for her to stop, but was too late. His body jerked, then relaxed in death. She had stolen his life force, his energy, to fuel her magic. Cat watched in horror as the sorceress quickly visited each of the men in turn. Monique knew the bravo didn't approve, but she needed the slavers' energy to facilitate their escape.
            Meeting at the bronze door, Cat looked down at her feet while Monique used the keys she took off a body to open the door. Monique, knowing how Cat felt about what she had just done, left her alone to sort it out on her own. Later, they would talk about it. If they survived this.
            "Drop her in the center of the room, then start looking for the talisman," Monique said, then turned to start her own search.
            "What does it look like?"
            "It's about a hand and half wide, of pure silver, and ornately wrought with thunderbolts," she said. "You'll know it when you find it. God made talismans this powerful always sent strange feelings through your body when you touch them. Their powers are enormous."
            The treasure room was easily one hundred feet square, with stacks and stacks of locked chests. Cat had never been inside a treasure room before, but had expected it to be somehow different. Tales she had heard in taverns always said they were filled with piles of loose gold and silver coins, jewelry, and precious stones. What chests there were, stood open to reveal the fabulous treasures they held. So this dark room of closed, locked, and stacked chests was vaguely disappointing.
            After several minutes of fruitless searching, Monique stopped with a growl of frustration. It would take hours, maybe even days to search all the chests. So clearing her mind, she thought of what she needed. A spell came to her that might locate the talisman. Closing her eyes, she began chanting in a guttural language, visualizing the object of her desire. She carefully rationed out the precious life energy she had stolen and stored. A strong presence could be felt in a chest all the way in back.
            "There, in that chest," she said, slightly winded by the ordeal.
            Cat pulled the indicated chest down, then pulled her sword to strike off the padlock. The first blow proved the lock to be of good steel. After the third blow, the treasure room's door was flung open. Angry slavers poured in.
            "You didn't lock it!" Cat cried, staring at them in horror.
            "You were last in."
            "I was carrying the girl."
            Before Monique could respond, a man and woman entered the chamber who demanded her undivided attention. Both were wrapped in powerful wards, a sure sign of mages. The woman stayed back, though Monique knew she was the one in charge. She was middle-aged, with short snow white hair and hard hazel eyes. Her simple blue dress was long and of fine cloth. The man was short and fat, with beady pig-like blue eyes and thick ring-studded fingers. His black cassock was pulled tight over his overlarge body.
            "The big dark one is only a fighter, my lady," he said. "But the pretty little one is a sorceress, and quite powerful if I'm any judge."
            "Something to keep in mind, wizard," Monique said, her hands beginning to glow blue. "Step back and let us leave, and no one else will be hurt."
            The pig-like face smile at her with wicked glee, "But, sorceress, I like pain. Inflicting it."
            The woman said, "An Amazon by her nasal speech." She smiled without mirth at Monique. "You will prove a boon to my House."
            Monique gawked in astonishment that the woman could think like that, knowing she was a sorceress. Was she mad? Or just overconfident. Or did she know something Monique didn't or had overlooked?
            The wizard's arms jumped straight out inhumanly fast, a searing blue bolt slamming into Monique's chest. The sorceress wailed as she was hurled back, but managed to roll to her knees. A quick check showed that her wards had come dangerously close to buckling. Fearing another bolt would rip them to shreds, she took the initiative before he could follow up his attack. Twin bolts, one from each hand, shot out at the wizard. Both were bent aside harmlessly just feet before him. The cool, damp air became increasingly hot and tangy as the mages did battle on levels the others couldn't see or comprehend. Static made everyone's hair rise, and strange shapes moved at the edge of their eyesight. The rescued slave girl began sobbing.
            Abruptly, the battling mages broke off the fight and staggered back. The wizard was drenched in sweat and huffing with loss of breath. Monique, though supporting herself against the wall, wasn't nearly as spent. The middle-aged sorceress snarled a curse, then pointed across the chamber at the two thieves.
            "Take them," she ordered.
            The heavily armed and armored slavers let out a collective growl as they moved forward. The way they never hesitated disturbed Monique. Surely they realized she'd just bested their wizard, and they would be less than the dirt beneath her feet after him.
            "Cat, get what we came for," Monique said, moving over to stand between her and the approaching slavers. "When you have it, stepped in close and I'll get us out of here."
            Cat could hear her mumbling what she assumed was a transport spell. Putting everything she had into the blow, Cat broke the lock off the trunk and jerked the lid open. It was full of exquisitely wrought gold and silver jewelry. She started grabbing handfuls and throwing them out in her search. Monique had said she'd recognize it, and she prayed it was so.
            "Stay back, you imbeciles," Monique warned, eyes narrowing at the slavers. They were some of the vilest looking men she had ever encountered; unshaven, unwashed, and few with all their teeth. She recognized a few from the earlier rape of the slave. "I don't have any problem squashing you like roaches. Especially after what I saw you doing to that poor young girl."
            "What we'll be doing to you, soon enough," one burly slaver sneered. His front teeth were missing, the rest dark with grime and rot. He had long greasy dark hair pulled back in a ponytail, and a three day growth of beard. Then with a dark, gap-toothed grin, "I'm first."
            Monique smiled grimly, raising one glowing hand at him, "I think not."
            She noticed his eyes widen in fear. It gave her a pleasant feeling deep down, knowing that he would know a bit of terror just before he died. Unfortunately, his dying so quickly afterwards was more merciful than the fate of his victims. But it was unavoidable.
            The wizard suddenly moved forward then. Monique hesitated, waiting to see what he would throw at her, so she could counter it. But he just locked eyes with her, and spoke a single Word of Power.
            Something like a mighty rain swollen river hit her from all sides. She tried to fight it, but instantly knew she would be overwhelmed. In desperation, she tried to discover the nature of the attack, to erect a defense before it was too late. She could feel her wards collapsing at her feet, then they were all gone. In an instant her stored energies were whisked away. Gone. Nothing left to fuel even the simplest of spell. Monique was as helpless as the sobbing slave.
            Monique's startled gasp alerted Cat, then she noticed the sorceress's stunned look.
            "What happened?" Cat asked, then the slavers rushed them.
            Monique stood in a daze, staring at the gloating wizard. The burly slaver stepped before her with a look of triumph on his bestial face, then slapped her down. The sorceress hit the hard flagstones with a whimper, turning tear-filled eyes to see Cat borne to the floor kicking and screaming in impotent rage. The slaver stood over her, with alternating looks of lust and hate crossing his face.
            "Maag, have mercy!" Monique cried as the slaver reached for her, cringing in undisguised horror.
            "The Goddess of Magic won't help you, sorceress," he said, leering. "And I don't know the meaning of mercy."








 
 
 
Chapter 3

            Cat stifled a groan as cruel hands jerked her head back. With her wrists firmly bound behind her back, she knelt before the wizard and the House of Jo's Mistress, Lady Quenette. Up close, Monique studied her with make sight. At first she thought Lady Quenette was a sorceress, due to the power of the many wards sheathing her body. Now Monique knew she was being protected by wards placed on it by others.
            The middle-aged slaver studied her with calculating hazel eyes. The wizard, Xeros, waited patiently for his mistress, watching the captured sorceress with a pleased smile.
            The ashen-faced sorceress knelt beside Cat, still in shock.
            "The warrior might bring a good price, as an exotic," Lady Quenette said. "I've never seen coloration like that before. I'm tempted to use her as breeding stock with some dark-complexioned stud. If she breeds true, think of the price we'd get for Silk Love Slaves with that color skin."
            "She's pretty, but not pretty enough for a Silk Slave," Xeros said, turning his unwanted attention to Cat. "But I assume she'd be adequate as a brood mare. She certainly looks strong enough to deliver babies for a decade or more."  He frowned a second, his eyes glazing over. "I might even be able to have her give birth to twins each time."
            "How about triplets, or quadruplets?" Lady Quenette asked, suddenly intrigued by the possibilities.
            "Possibly," he said, shrugging. "I'd have to study the required spells a little more in depth before I give you a definite answer."
            Cat felt the bile rising. Her greatest fear in capture by slavers had been sale to some seedy brothel, but the thought of being used as a brood mare had never occurred to her. She found the thought too terrible to contemplate. Her children would be doomed to slavery before they were even born.
            "Excellent," Lady Quenette said, almost beaming in pleasure. Then turning her attention to Monique, worry creased her brow. "Are you sure the sorceress is safe?"
            "Oh, yes, my Lady. All her stored energies have been stripped away," he assured her, failing to mention he had taken them for himself. "She's even more helpless than the big exotic."
            "She does seem to be taking this rather badly," Lady Quenette said.
            Monique knelt before her, head bent low in misery and despair. Her worse nightmare was coming true, and she had failed Cat. Hearing them discussing her, she glanced up into the steady gaze of the House Mistress. She could almost feel the intense gaze of the wizard, unable to even look in his direction. It was every magic-user's worst nightmare to fall into the unmerciful hands of another magic-user. Then there were the score or so of incensed slavers, the common guards, who had so far being thwarted in their desire to rape her and Cat. Quenette wanted to examine the new slaves first.
            She hazarded a glance back over her shoulder at the slaver holding her in place. He was the one who had claimed first rights to her body, and now glared at her with barely controlled hatred and loathing. Xeros had explained to the guards exactly how she had killed their comrades and friends. They all wanted bloody vengeance now, and had even offered their mistress double her possible purchase price.
            "She's a beauty," Xeros said, licking his thick lips in anticipation. "I say sell her to the guards."
            "Maybe. There's no market for enslaved sorceresses," she said, getting that calculating look again. "But she is quite a beauty. She'd make a good Silk Slave. After you've stripped her of all her magic knowledge, of course."
            "But if you consider the guards' offer, you'll get double Silk Slave price, without the expense of training her," Xeros said.
            "Are you all willing to pay that" she asked them.
            "Yes!" the guard holding Monique declared, the others nodding their agreement.
            "Sold," she said.
            Monique cried out as the guard's grip dug into her shoulder.
            "Wait," Lady Quenette said. "I didn't say you could have her this instant. I have questions for her."
            Monique looked around wild-eyed, seeing nothing but hate-filled faces staring back at her. Her emotions were jumbled, as were her thoughts. She couldn't think straight, and could hardly breathe. With her heart pounding in her ears, she had difficultly following the conversations.
            Lady Quenette studied her. Monique dreaded the questions she had, knowing what her fate would be once the slaver was finished.
            "Why did you break in? What were you after?" she asked at length.
            Monique focused in on her, licking her dry lips. Fear and dread consumed her. What would the slaver do if she didn't answer? But what could possibly be worse than what her fate now held in store? Then she remembered Cat.
            Glancing over, they locked eyes for a split second. It was all they needed to convey their feelings of anguish and despair.
            "I'll tell you everything you want, if you set Cat free," Monique said, voice quivering.
            Quenette's face set hard. "If you don't tell me this instant, I'll have her flayed alive before your eyes right now."
            Monique slumped with a moaning sob. "We were trying to steal Tarhun's Brace."
            Lady Quenette turned a questioning look to Xeros.
            "It's a powerful talisman, my Lady. It draws on the power of the God of Storms himself, giving the wearer the ability to call forth powerful thunderbolts," he said. "It is said that Tarhun's Brace can shatter city walls, and whole castles."
            "We have it?"
            Shrugging, Xeros said, "The gods only know what all is inside those trunks."
            Frowning, Lady Quenette glanced at the trunk. "We should make an effort to find out, don't you think?"  Turning to a guard, "Bring that trunk over here."
            The trunk Cat had opened and searched through was set before Lady Quenette. She and Xeros moved close, and dropped to one knee next to it. Together with the wizard, she started sifting through it.
            "Maag the Wondrous! Every one of these is a talisman," Xeros said. "Some aren't very powerful, and still the magic of others are fading fast, but we should be able to use many of them." Picking up a heavy gold chain necklace, "This is extremely potent."
            "What does it do?"
            He closed his eyes and chanted for several second. Suddenly his eyes flew open. "It makes the wearer the master of all he encounters. Any order he gives will be carried out to the letter."
            Lady Quenette snatched it from his hands. "That is something I can use."
            Xeros frowned, then turned his attention back to the chest. Within minutes he lifted a beautifully worked silver brace. Tarhun's Brace. Even from several feet away, both Monique and Cat could feel its power, like static electricity playing along the fine hairs of their bodies.
            Cat bit her lip, staring longingly at the powerful talisman. If she wasn't tied up, she'd make a move for it. Only something that powerful could save her and Monique from their gruesome fates. Unfortunately, they were both bound and held by men used to keeping their charges in positions of vulnerability.
            "Can we have the sorceress now?" the guard asked.
            "After I strip away her knowledge," Xeros said, glancing into Monique's face. He smiled. "Otherwise, she'd be able to steal your life energy and save herself. I'll take her to my lab first, then you can take her once I've rendered her helpless."
            Monique grimaced. Her one hope was being take away by the guards. Xeros was keeping her from stealing the guard's life energy, but he had to stay close to her to do it.
            "Will that be safe," Lady Quenette asked. "What if she breaks loose between here and your laboratory? She could quickly steal more energy before you caught her again."
            Xeros smiled, and then reached into a pouch hanging from his thin belt. He pulled out a piece of black silk, and unwrapped it to reveal a small smooth crystal.
            "This is a Capture Stone. To touch it is to be sucked into it," he said, watching Monique's reaction with pleasure. "I'll simply touch it to her, and carry her up, safely trapped inside. I'll place the Capture Stone inside a pentacle and erect barriers before releasing her."
            "Very good," Lady Quenette said. As Xeros stepped toward the wide-eyed sorceress, she turned to two guards, "Take the exotic slave up to see the physician. If she proves able to breed, then we'll remove any birth control spells and start breeding her immediately."
            Cat moaned as she was pulled to her feet. Monique was also pulled to her feet, and was cringing back into the slaver holding her. The leering guard was taking the opportunity to crudely fondle her. Then at Xeros's warning that he would also be sucked into the Capture Stone if touching her, he pushed her at the grinning wizard. Monique stumbled forward, then kicked straight up with a shriek when he reached out with the Capture Stone.
            She kicked his hand, the Capture Stone flew out. Unthinking, Xeros reached out to catch it. He vanished with a slight snap. When the crystal settled on the floor, he could be seen suspended inside. Frozen with a look of surprise forever on his face.
            As everyone looked in shock at the trapped wizard, Cat saw her only chance. Jerking free of the slavers, she charged Lady Quenette. The House Mistress jumped back with a yelp, then started to place the golden necklace over her head. Cat kicked straight up into her jaw, sending Lady Quenette straight to the floor. In an instant, guards jumped at the two prisoners. Monique was seized, and cried out as hard fists slammed into her ribs. Cat jumped atop the unconscious House Mistress, eyes locked on the magical necklace clutched to Lady Quenette's bosom.
            Driving her head straight into the necklace, she twisted and pushed until it slipped over her head. Sitting up and shaking her head to force the necklace down around her neck, she turned on the charging guards.
            She cried at the top of her lungs, "HALT!"
            Everyone froze in place. Cat wasn't sure if it was surprise, or the talisman's work.
            "Drop your weapons," she ordered.
            The clanking and rattling of swords, knives, and clubs hitting flagstones echoed throughout the chamber. Cat breathed a sigh of relief. Monique and the guards were all staring at her open-mouthed. One guard had hold of the sorceress's long hair, his fist pulled back prepared to strike her in the face. Her left eye was already showing the telltale discoloration and swelling of being struck. Another guard had his arms wrapped around both of her knees from the back, and a third had a fist full of her shirt, preparing to hit her in the belly again.
            "Release Monique, then cut both of us free," Cat said. The men stepped back, and Monique slumped, but remained standing. Their bindings were quickly cut off. "Pick up Tarhun's Brace and all our weapons, Monique, and come with me. The rest of you aren't to let either the wizard out of his enchanted prison or let your mistress out of this chamber for at least a week. Hit her over the head if she starts to cause trouble or try to escape."
            Cat suddenly grinned at her own cleverness. Considering Monique's ability to conjure warhawks for them to escape on, they'd be in Tanburg well before the House Mistress and her pet wizard were able to escape the treasure room and order a pursuit.
            She quickly retrieved her weapons from Monique as the House guards watched with vacant faces. The poor abused slave they had brought into the chamber with them had been taken away after their capture. She toyed with the idea of looking for her.
            Cat had a better idea. "Slavers, place guards on Lady Quenette and Wizard Xeros, then the rest of you start turning all the slaves in the House free. Tell anyone who questions you that is Lady Quenette's command."
            Satisfied, and not a little smug at her own cleverness, Cat led Monique out of the chamber and upstairs. They could hear the sound of keys turning in locks behind them, and slavers shooing the slaves away. Keeping the enchanted necklace around her neck, she simply ordered everyone they encountered to stand aside and not to follow for any reason before setting them the task of releasing slaves. They soon found themselves standing outside of the south entrance. Entranced slavers were opening slave wagons behind them and running off the confused slaves.
            "Conjure us some warhawks, Monique, and we can make good our escape," Cat said, grinning at the slack-jawed sorceress. Then realizing for the first time that Monique was under the necklace's spell, "You are released from my power."
            Monique blinked, and Cat relaxed. She hadn't been sure the command would free Monique. If it hadn't, then they could have been in trouble. A side trip to Allaria might have been necessary to get Talar's help in freeing her.
            "Are you all right?" Cat asked, now suddenly feeling shame at how she inadvertently enslaved her friend.
            "I'm fine," Monique said, looking disoriented a moment. Then, "Warhawks. You asked for warhawks."
            "Yes, so we can fly to Tanburg."
            "I can't. I lost all my hoarded energy to Xeros back in the treasure room," Monique said, glancing back. "We could go back. I could strip Xeros of his energy. If I can get him out of the Capture Stone."
            "If?"
            Monique shrugged. "It depends on how it was enchanted. Smashing it might release him. Or it could require a release word. Xeros might not ever escape that Capture Stone."
            "How horrible."
            A sudden noise from the slave house caught their attention. The slaves Cat had ordered the slavers to release were beginning to flood out with cries of joy. She hadn't realized there were so many.
            "Doesn't matter anyway," Monique said. "We'd never be able to get past that onslaught anyway. But, I've still got a few tricks."
            She reached down into the front of her right thigh boot. Most female warriors wore the thigh-high riding boots made popular by Amazons, though Monique's was one of the high-heeled pair. Cat didn't understand the appeal of high heels, and in their circumstance her heels were dangerous. But they also sewed small pockets inside their boots.
            The sorceress pulled out a small disk of red glass. It reminded Cat of the wizard's Capture Stone. And so it proved to be. Monique simply smashed it on the hard cobbles, and a saddled black horse appeared. A second crystal provided another similar mount, this one a mottled gray. Monique explained that she had trapped ten saddled horses in Capture Stones, then secreted them inside her thigh boots. Just in case she ever needed quick transportation. Danica's sad tale of being left helpless on the steppes without a mount had been her inspiration.
            "Shall we ride?" Monique asked, and grinned.

~ * ~ * ~

            The pain was excruciating. It seemed as if every cell of her body was being fried in boiling oil. At first she couldn't even scream and was barely conscious of her hard landing on the grassy ground. Within seconds, which seemed like years, the pain began to subside. Danica lay face down in the cool grass, sobbing raggedly and clutching at the thick grass with numb fingers.
            "Danica, are you all right?" Carl's worried voice asked as he rolled her over onto her back.
            Danica gasped and shook, but couldn't say anything coherent. She was only vaguely aware of her situation, only knowing with terrifying certainty that she had to regain control of her senses and body. Her life, and her friends' lives depended on it.
            Carl expertly patted her down, checking for broken bones and other injuries. Thankfully, she appeared uninjured, or at least he didn’t see anything that would indicate a physical injury. But what that magical bolt did to her was anyone's guess.
            "Danica, speak to me.  Say something.  Anything."
            "Shut up...you old greasy bear..." she mumbled, still unable to open her eyes, or control much more than her tongue. "The attack...repelled?"
            "That, I don't be knowing," Carl said, sighing. "Do you need me to do anything for you?"
            "Yes."
            Carl waited a second, and when she didn't continue, "Speak up. What is it?"
            She managed to get her eyes open. The pain was fading now.  Danica slowly regained control of her faculties, and then caught Carl's eyes.
            "Don't you ever grope me again," she said. "Or I'll cut off all your stinking fingers and shove up them your great unwashed butt."
            "Ha, ha! You're going to be fine. I knew some craven sorcerous bolt couldn't strike you down," Carl said, slapping her thighs happily.
            Struggling to a sitting position with Carl's unwanted help, Danica's eyes lost focus for a moment. What finally came into focus was a thick pine forest. Looking around, and trying to remember what led to her being here, she saw that she was sitting on the side of some unknown mountain, at the edge of a clearing before a enormous cave mouth. Her last memory was being attacked in Talar's laboratory. Carl was kneeling beside her, arms held out ready to catch her if she faltered.
            "You're worse than a mother hen," she said to him with a smile of thanks. "Where are we?"
            Carl shrugged. "Amazon Empire, I suppose. When you were struck down you fell through the portal leading there." He looked around. "Or here."
            Suddenly alert, with a feeling of dread. "And you followed me through. Oh gods, Carl. If you're caught they'll execute you."
            Carl dismissed it with a contemptuous wave. "My friend needed me."
            "Some friend I turned out to be," she said. "Dragging you into danger like this. You've barely escaped death a dozen times just since my return from the Empire. You shouldn't have stayed with me, and you really shouldn't have come after me just now."
            "You know, wench, before you were turned into an elfmaid, you were a lot more upbeat," Carl said.
            "Life was good then."
            "It can still be good. Look at the bright side," Carl said, grinning down at her.  "You don't have to compete with me for women. It must've been very lonely for you."
            "Competition? From you? Ha, that's rich," she laughed. "I can get more women as a woman than you ever could."
            "Great Gods, poor Danica has suffered head injuries! What will I do?"
            Chuckling, Danica let Carl help her to stand. Their old banter always picked up her spirits. If she could only get Cat to enjoy it as much, the three of them could have so much fun, no matter how dire their situation.
            The dizziness left after only a few seconds. Glancing around once more, she realized they were very high in the mountains. The tree line ended not too much farther up, the towering mountaintops sheathed in permanent snowcaps.
            Carl started picking grass and leaves out of her hair, and brush at her clothes. His hands brushed across her breasts, and then went down her belly towards...
            "Stop it," she said, slapping his hands away. "Don't touch me there." Carl laughed. "You're a dangerous man."
            "That's what all the beautiful women tell me," he said with a wink and pat on the butt.
            Her breath caught.  Danica worried that Carl might not care that she was a he trapped in a woman's body.  Thanks to Cat, Carl knew Danica had been with men.
            "Do you remember if Talar mentioned if this was the Tyr or Norissan Mountains?"
            Shrugging, Carl said, "You know I never listen to that stuff. It's your job to listen and remember. Doesn't matter anyway."
            "Does to me. I have bad memories of the desert. If these are the Tyr Mountains, then we might have to cross over to avoid the Empire to save your overgrown butt."
            "Ah, I almost forgot about your little stint as a sex slave to those lusty Jordani nomads," Carl said, grinning.
            Why did Carl have to bring that up? Memories of her time on the steppes filled her mind. Thinking about Horse, and his amazing talents in bed made her all hot and fuzzy inside.  Then she remembered her time with the Jordani, and that one time she was taken.
            "Gods, you make it sound as if I was swiveled by half the men of the steppes," she whispered, her voice strained and an octave lower. Carl's face lit up with wicked glee. He loved to get her riled up like that. "Now get it through that thick skull for once:  Nothing — Nothing much — happened. They mostly left me alone because they're scared of elves. Besides, they thought I was cursed."
            "If you really enjoy swiveling men, then why do you get so fired up at the mention of it?" Carl asked. "You turn all red, and start shaking." He looked around, and then leaned in closer. "If you want, we can — "
            "You pig!  I'll cut out your tongue right here if you even attempt to finish that!"
            "Such a passionate response."
            "Listen up, mud for brains. I am a man. I think like a man. I act like a man. I have man desires. I'm only trapped inside a woman's body, temporarily."
            "Not exactly true, my honey-lipped beauty," Carl said. He tried to press closer, but she moved back step for step. "You act more and more like a woman every day. Maeve pointed it out to Cat and me several times. Monique even agrees with her."
            "You're crazy."
            "Am I now? Well now, my elven beauty, tell me true," Carl said, warming up to the argument. "Earlier today, when I nearly trampled that little street urchin, would Danic have jumped out of his saddle and hugged and kissed the child? I say no, a man might jump out of the saddle, but he wouldn't hug and kiss a strange child. It would never occur to him. At most, the Danic I knew would ensure the child uninjured and maybe try to cheer the child up with a few jokes or such. Maybe with his own child, but Danic would not lay familiar hands on a strange child. It wouldn't be proper."
            Danica was dumbstruck. She had never questioned her reaction to the incident. It had all seemed so natural, to hug and kiss and comfort the crying child. At the time, nothing was more important than the child's well being.
            "I...I didn't do anything wrong...I mean, the child was hurt...I thought she was...Oh, shut up!"
            Danica stalked off toward the cave, seething. How dare Carl question my manhood! The big stupid barbarian doesn't know anything about woman, except how to bed them. And he probably bungles that more often than not.
            "Just like a woman to stomp off in a huff," Carl called after her.
            She cringed at that jab. Her hands shook, and her stomach felt queasy. Fighting the urge to stomp back into the fight, she began to study the cave entrance. Only through careful control of her raging emotions could she prove Carl wrong. When she got her body back from Talar, she was going to kick Carl's overgrown butt, but good.
            "Gather up some firewood, Carl," Danica said. If she stopped rising to his bait, Carl would stop teasing her. For a while, anyway. "It'll be dark soon, so we're going to spend at least tonight here. Once we have our camp set up, we can start doing a little exploring."
            Carl hesitated, opening his mouth as if to say something, but stopped himself with a frown. Danica tensed, waiting for some sharp jab at her "femininity" or something just as ridiculous. Carl was bad enough on his own, but now he had Maeve to stir up his sadistic humor with lies and false assumptions.
            "Firewood," Carl finally said, turning away to do her bidding without further comment.
            While Carl was rummaging through the forest, she stepped into the cave and looked around. It was large enough to roost half a dozen warhawks, with room to spare. The ceiling looked blackened and the walls were covered with weathered writing carved all over them. Closer examination revealed the writing wasn't anything she could read, so presumably predated the War of the Gods. After the Arisen vanquished the old gods, they used magic to force everyone in the world speak the same language. No one knew why they did it, since one didn't question the gods.
            Giving up on deciphering the writings, she moved back into a side tunnel, obviously hewn out by men, until the light failed her. There were four such tunnels, and down one of them was the Grand Order of Tor Rycell's Sword of Power. A powerful talisman, or so thought the mages back in Allaria. For all their sakes, Danica prayed it was as powerful as they believed.
            "Ho, Danica! You be in there?"
            "What is it?"
            "I found some pine knot," Carl called. "It will make a passable torch."
            "Good, we'll need it."
            She found Carl already working on the firepit in the center of the vast chamber. Taking out her flint and steel, and a bit of tender, she started working on the fire. By the time Carl was finished, Danica had several small pieces of pine knot burning merrily. A strong, crackling fire soon lit up the chamber and held the increasingly chill mountain air at bay.
            "Bloody great. A night in the mountains, and not a blanket or cloak to our names," Danica said, holding her hands out to the fire. Even the thought of the coming cold chilled her bones.
            "Aye, lass. You be having a point there. I should've thought of that earlier, me being the Tyrian and all."  Carl stared, brooding, into the fire a moment. "We'll be needing more than this meager fire this high in the mountains."
            "At least we're out of the wind."
            "There is that small consolation."
            "What else can we do?"
            Carl looked at her a moment, then his face brightened. "When I was but a boy of seven, my father took me bear hunting. We got on the trail of a big one, and lost track of time high on Elk Mountain. Seeing we'd have to be staying the night, he gathered grasses and branches thick with leaves. We made a fine bed of pine needles, then piled the grasses and leaves atop us."
            "You stayed warm?"
            "Like in my own bed."
            "Great," she said, standing. "You know, Carl, sometimes you actually border on genius. Only sometimes, and you never quite make it across, but..."
            "Ha!  Jealousy rears its ugly head again," Carl roared. "If you wasn't such a pampered elfmaid, you might have made something of yourself. Poor thing, can't survive a single night under the stars without ole Carl to protect her."
            Danica rolled her eyes, but kept her tongue on that point. They continued a friendly banter of light jabs and insults, both fearing to stab too deeply at the moment. Still, if felt good to be back to their old ways again.
            Back in the cave, "Now, where do we make our bed?"
            Carl looked at her askew, a grin flirting at his lips, "Our bed?"
            "Of course. We only need one bed," she said, and beamed her own evil grin at him. "After all, while I'm asleep, you'll be on guard. And vice versa."
            "Ouch. And here I was thinking you were trying to seduce me."
            Danica snorted. "No challenge in that. Show a little cleavage, or some leg, and you're lost for the night."
            "And you're different?"
            "As a matter of fact, I am," Danica said. Then winked, "Women don't show me anything now."
            "Now that is different."
            "Considerably," she said, frowning down at the swell of her own bosom.
            They placed the bed down far enough away from the fire for sparks not to be a threat. Though the grasses and leaves were green, the pine needles were not. Danica didn't care to even consider how fast they would flame up.
            With the bed finished, they seated themselves across the fire from each other and stared into the flames. Neither felt like looking for the talisman at the moment. Soon the hypnotic effect of staring at red hot coals set in. Danica was suddenly bone tired.
            Carl worried her. He was unusually quiet. Carl never acted like that. Danica was pretty sure she was the cause, or her "woman" body was at the heart of Carl's problem.
            "Danica?"
            "Yes."
            Carl hesitated. She looked up at him.
            "I...don't feel like tramping through caves tonight, what say you?"
            Danica almost reminded him that she'd said earlier they would wait until tomorrow to explore the cave and tunnels. They'd spent a long day in the saddle, just to be thrown into a sorcerous battle and then sent halfway around the world in one of Talar's stupid quests.
            "Fine with me, I'm tired."
            "Ah, good."
            Danica covertly watched Carl staring into the fire, nervously chewing on his mustaches. When the big barbarian chewed on his mustaches, it meant he was deep in thought, and thinking things that disturbed him. She briefly wondered what could be worrying her friend, and if she should even ask.
            "Danica?"
            "Yes."
            Danica looked up, one brow arched in question. She noticed him searching her face, looking distressed. Her heart start racing. He couldn't find the barest hint of Danic in her elven features, and it obviously disturbed him.
            "I'm hungry," he said abruptly, standing. "I'll take the first hunt."
            Before she could object or agree, he turned and strode out of the cave. Danica watched him go, bewildered by his strange behavior. Most of the time he seemed like the old Carl, but every once in a while his armor cracked.
            I know it's me? Do I make him that uncomfortable?
            This was the first time they had been alone for more than a few minutes since Talar stole her body. At first he had shown some doubt at her claims to be Danic of Drakehorn, but since then he hadn't shown any aversion toward her. She had thought their relationship was as normal as it could be, considering.
            I don't blame him. I'm uncomfortable with me.
            She picked up a stick and began fusing with the fire. Only nothing she did would drive out the thoughts of what Carl said earlier; that she had acted just like a real woman with the child. It seemed every time she turned around, she was doing something else differently than before. Probably thinking like a woman, though she didn't know how to be sure on that. But one thing was for sure, she never sat around a campfire brooding like this before. She never questioned her manhood before, or wondered what others thought of her. Wondered if people were laughing at her behind her back. Or if she made them feel uncomfortable.
            "Enough!  I think too much," she growled, coming to her feet. Pulling her belt knife, she headed for the trees. If Carl killed anything, they would need a spit to cook it on.








 
 
 
Chapter 4

            The Pelican's Perch was quiet for midday. The small tavern built at the end of a short pier was usually full to near capacity with dockworkers in for a mug or two during lunch. Strangely, several of the patrons claimed to see a ghost clutching a bloody knife. Understandably, that lead to a general exodus of the patronage, leaving only a handful of men too drunk to care and a confused staff.
            Talar sat in a dark corner, nursing a mug of watered ale. Maeve fidgeted in her chair beside him, casting dark looks at him. For once he didn't care what she thought. He just wanted to sip his ale and listen to the soothing rush of waves under the floorboards and the strident call of gulls above.
            When one of her accusing gazes last a bit too long, he responded. "Enjoy it, Maeve. This is the first chance we've had to relax in five days."
            "And just how am I supposed to relax after you scare all my admiring men away?" she asked, eyes narrowing.
            Talar shrugged, fighting to suppress the grin of satisfaction. It had been the first spell to really work the way he wanted since he and Maeve went on the run. For five days Ayesha and her agents, both human and conjured, had been hunting them relentlessly. It was the most scared he's ever been. Maeve on the other hand was used to being hunted, and to getting her way more often than not.
            "I am bored, Talar," she said.
            "An hour ago you were so terrified you could barely stand, so enjoy the respite."
            Maeve's only response was to snort. Talar tried hard not to laugh. He understood her better than she understood herself. Maeve refused to admit she feared anything or anyone. So it was doubly embarrassing that Ayesha caught up with them six blocks north of the tavern, siccing a brace of otherworld hellhounds on Talar while she dealt with Maeve, whom she considered a traitor. To make things worse, Maeve got herself cornered and Ayesha scared a plea for mercy from her before Talar arrived to save her. Terribly embarrassing, to say the least. Could ruin her budding reputation if word got out.
            "It was naught but a ploy. If you hadn't fouled my plan up, I'd be leading the haughty tow-headed witch around on a leash and collar as we speak."
            Talar's doubtful frown turned into a heartfelt grin. Gods how he loved this audacious woman! She never backed down. She was a fighter, born and bred and a typical Tyrian, who thought the gods made the world just to amuse her. Of course, the thought of Ayesha so demeaned and cowed was pleasant.
            Talar winked at her. "I'll try to be more careful in the future."
            Mollified, Maeve took a healthy swallow from her mug, afterwards smacking her lips in a Tyrian show of pleasure.
            "Delicious. This is a fine Tyrian dark ale, and pleasantly potent after I convinced the barkeep to refrain from despoiling it with godsforsaken water," she said. Maeve gave Talar's mug a doubtful look. "It's damned unmanly that you preferred your ale watered, but I forgive you." 
            "That's very generous of you," he said, shaking his head.
            Laying mischievous blue eyes on him, she teased, "Now, Talar, you didn't run off the other men out of jealousy, did you? You know I only have eyes for you."  Taking his hand, she squeezed and locked eyes with him. "You own me, Talar, heart and soul."
            Maeve almost cried out in joy when his eyes went wide and beads of sweat popped out on his brow. The man was speechless. Of course, she knew he would be. Who could resist her notorious charms?
            A motion in the tavern's only door caught her eye. A hulking bravo stepped in and swept hard eyes around the room, sizing it up. His eyes came to rest on Maeve, lingered a second, then moved on. Maeve watched him with interest, seeing an opportunity to test Talar. But the bravo apparently didn't find who he was looking for and left. Maeve shrugged and ordered another ale.
            "Don't drink too much, Maeve. You're a typical Tyrian when you do, all bravado and such. You'll cause a scene, and maybe attract Ayesha's people."
            "I should be so lucky," she declared loud enough to set most of the tavern staff to looking their way. "If one of those sheep-loving curs shows, I'll dance on his ugly face! I'll slap Ayesha down so hard, it'll be two hundred years before she remembers her name!" Suddenly warming to her tirade. "By the gods, I'll strip her of her magic and sell her round butt to the scroungiest brothel on the docks, and let her earn her keep on her back for a few years!  I'll — "
            "You'll have everyone within five blocks knowing who we are if you don't quiet down," Talar said more tersely than Maeve liked.
            "You know," she said, eyeing him narrowly, "you're not as much fun as Danic."
            The jab struck home. Talar almost grunted. He started to object, to argue the point, but after a quick search through Danic's memories, he discovered she was right. Danic probably wouldn't have said a thing to her. He actually liked to listen to Tyrians go on and on, and frequently went out of his way to get them going. All but a bare handful of his serious relations with women had been with Tyrian warrior women. All much like Maeve.
            Before he could decide how to respond, the bravo returned. This time he brought a large battle-axe. A tickling at the back of their eyes alerted Talar and Maeve to the threat. Switching to mage sight, they gasped in unison. The battle-axe emitted thick green and black tendrils of raw power. The fact the bravo looked straight at them didn't help their state of mind.
            "Glorious Gods, he has to be one of Ayesha's pet bravos," Maeve said, standing.
            Talar didn't like the situation one bit. The Pelican's Perch only had the one door, its rear hanging out over the muddy waters of the bay. It was only the one floor, so there was nowhere to run.
            "Maybe the fellow is a glory hound out to make a name for himself by capturing us by himself," Maeve said, finding even the prospect of fighting a non-magic-user armed with such a talisman frightening. Never had she seen such raw power. The gods only knew what it did, and she knew without a doubt she didn't want to find out. "Do you know what the axe can do?"
            "No, but we're about to find out," he said, raising his hands.
            Hands burning hellfire, he began to chant. Half-formed demons cavorted and screamed just at the edge of eyesight, waiting and eager to be unleashed. The bravo braced his legs and presented the axe. Without further ado, Talar unleashed his power at the bravo.
            Thunderous bolts streaked at the bravo as screaming demons erupted from thin air. The bravo grimly stood his ground. Then the bolts struck.
            Talar and Maeve cried out in alarm as the hurled bolts shot back at them, all but overpowering their wards. Slavering demons came next, all vicious talons and teeth. Maeve shrieked and cursed as she fought them off, watching the bravo’s slow advance toward them. Talar too watched the bravo, but was too beset by the demons he summoned to do anything about the imminent threat. Then more armed men started coming in after the bravo vacated the doorway, spreading out in a semi-circle to guard the only exit.
            Stepping behind Maeve to get a much needed respite from the demons' onslaught, and eliciting a cry of rage from Maeve by doing so, Talar centered himself and summoned his power. There wasn't much left. Ayesha's relentless pursuit had seen to that. Grimly, he spread his arms wide and chanted the required spell to send the demons back to their own realm of existence. It took the better part of his hoarded life energies. He prayed Maeve had enough to defend them if the need arose.
            Maeve, seeing what happened to Talar, took a different approach to the axeman. She pulled her sword and charged. He took it better than she expected, only bracing his feet and presenting the axe. With him not even attempting to slow her onslaught, Maeve brought her sword down at his left shoulder with all her strength. She cried out in triumph as the blade came within an inch of fleshing itself. But her victory was short lived, as her blade never touched the bravo, but instead bounced off his wards and flashed back at her just like Talar's magic. By releasing her hold on the hilt she saved her life, receiving only a painful cut on her shoulder as the blade flew past to sink half its length in the wall beside Talar.
            The bravo raised one booted foot, and drove it mercilessly into Maeve's belly. She doubled up at his feet, clawing at the floorboards and gasping for breath.
            Talar pulled his sword and stepped back to get the wall close. He watched as the axeman stepped over Maeve and presented the battle-axe. The man didn't show any sign of gloating. He was all business, so probably an old soldier or adventurer.
            Studying the enchanted axe didn't help Talar at all. He still didn't understand how it worked. He knew it threw back any attack with at least equal force and magic was no exception. The perfect weapon against a wizard. Talar could see no way of getting to the man past the axe.
            "Bloody, dog-loving..." Maeve gasped, lunging at the back of the bravo's legs.
            To everyone's surprise, Maeve wasn't repulsed, but hit squarely. The thick-limbed bravo only stumbled, but it was enough. Talar reached out a hand and grabbed his wrist.
            The bravo looked at the hand in surprise, which quickly turned to scorn.
            "Ha! Fool, you're no match for me in a tumble," the bravo said.
            Talar just smiled, then said a Word of Power. In an instant all the bravo's life energies were rushing into Talar. Within seconds of being grabbed, the bravo let out a pathetic death rattle and collapsed atop Maeve. With the new life energies to fuel his magic, Talar set about striking out with eldritch bolts at the other bravos. They didn't hang around long.
            Maeve, cursing furiously, struggled out from under the dead bravo. She cast Talar a dark look, wondering if he had done that on purpose, to put her back in her place. Some men were like that, but he didn't seem to be paying her any heed, being at the door to ensure no one else was outside.
            "Better save some of that energy, Talar," she said, trying to act as if nothing unusual had happened. "The big brute didn't have that much energy, and you'll be needing it soon enough."
            "So true," Ayesha said from behind her.
            Maeve whirled around just in time to receive a swift kick in the jaw. She was left sprawled across the dead bravo, groaning. Talar rushed to her aid, just to be brought up short by Ayesha. The yawning black whirlpool of a portal was a step behind her. A stiff wind blew out of it, whipping her long snow white tresses about her cold face.
            "Stand back, or I'll fry her right before your eyes," Ayesha warned, cold blue eyes narrowing to slits. They both knew he wouldn't be able to do anything to save Maeve. When he stood his ground, Ayesha smiled. "Good. You're getting smarter in your old age, Taara. Or is it some foolish love for this incompetent sorceress?"
            Talar ground his teeth, a habit he had inherited with Danic's body. If he tried anything Ayesha would kill Maeve first. Ayesha didn't just want to defeat him, she wanted to hurt him. Hurt him badly. Then Maeve stirred, her hand starting to move slowly toward the enchanted axe.
            "My feelings for Maeve are none of your business, witch," he said.
            Ayesha's eyes narrowed, her body tensing at his grievous insult. No sorceress would tolerate being called a witch.
            "By Dirusa's holy wrath, I'll flay you alive, and then sacrifice you to my goddess!" Ayesha cried, bringing up hands bright with hellfires.
            With a grunt of effort, Maeve seized the heavy battle-axe and leapt to her feet. She swung at Ayesha's legs with all her might. Ayesha cried out, jumping aside in a vain effort to escape the enchanted blade. The tip of the blade caught her mid-calf, knocking her leg out from under her. Both Talar and Maeve leapt for her, weapons poised to strike the death blow.
            Ayesha rolled and scrabbled, then dodged behind a small table. Talar grabbed Maeve's arm when she made to pursue.
            "Let go!"
            "No, we're both drained of life energies," he said, pulling her back toward the portal. "We have to escape."
            "But Ayesha? She's hurt. This is our best chance."
            "She will have to wait."
            "I'll not let you escape me again, cowards!" Ayesha shouted, limping forward and calling up her power.
            Maeve cried out in rage at being so insulted and moved to intercept her hated enemy. She burned with the need to repay the humiliating slavery Ayesha had forced on her earlier, but Talar again stopped her, ripping the enchanted battle-axe out of her hands.
            "No! It's mine!" Maeve said, trying to snatch the talisman back.
            With a snarl of rage, Talar seized her by the scruff of the neck and ran her headlong into the portal, just two steps ahead of Ayesha. The axe he held toward Ayesha, knowing it would make contact with the portal after he and Maeve were through. He wondered what exactly would happen, and if Ayesha could survive it. The portal collapsed behind them with a strangled pop.
            Maeve brought him out of his reverie, with a sharp punch to the belly. Then she tried to lay another fist across his jaw.
            "You sleazy dog! You stole my enchanted axe!" she cried. Her eyes went wide when she noticed his empty hand. "You lost it!"
            "It wouldn't come through the portal," he said, blocking her swing at his face. "I didn't have time to explain."
            Maeve hesitated, leveling wary eyes on him. "Explain what?"
            "The talisman repulsed magic. I didn't think it would be able to go through a portal, and the portal was our only hope. Besides, I figured, and rightly, that it would destroy the portal on contact. So I held it behind and away from us as we passed through the portal, and prayed it caused the portal to do more than just collapse."
            Maeve frowned, then grimaced. Finally she fidgeted and started to look around to get her bearings. They were on a high spot some two, two and a half miles north of the Pelican's Perch.
            "Well, I guess you were right in doing what you did," she said. She looked around. "We better get moving. Ayesha knows where the portal ends, so knows where we are."
            "Personally, I hope she's dead," he said, starting off east towards the Pelican's Perch.
            Maeve frowned. "Why do you think she might be dead?"
            "The axe reversed magic, sort of. If it reversed the portal, it might've caused the magical tunnel to act like a battering ram as it reversed direction straight at Ayesha, spearheaded by the enchanted axe."
            "She might be pulp as we speak," Maeve said softly, stopping to stare in the direction of the Pelican's Perch. The tavern was situated too low to be seen over the higher buildings. Only time would tell if Ayesha survived. "And she might be conjuring up another portal to come at us, too."
            "We're too easy to find, it seems," Talar said disgustedly. "We may have to abandon Allaria."
            "Maybe not. I have an idea."
            "Care to share it?"
            Maeve smiled wide. "I have a friend, a Vikon warrior, over in the Tighdubh Quarter. We go way back. He'll help us."
            "Why would a Vikon help a pair of mages?"
            "Well, Kylar is a rare sort among the Vikon," she said, steering him toward the nearby stairs leading to the streets below. "He's a Vikon outcast of sorts. Still looks Vikon, but doesn’t hold to their prejudices against our kind."
            "If you say so. What is your plan?"
            "We'll buy new clothes. Maybe we'll become Vikon, or maybe a desert Sheik and his luscious Silk Slave," she said, eyes atwinkle. Maeve noted how he ran his eyes over her body. "Ha!  I know your preference. Dirty dog!"
            Talar laughed with her, wondering how she could always take his mind off their troubles. He wished he could so easily push aside worries. Sometimes he wished he were a Tyrian warrior instead of an Amazon sorceress hiding inside a Jarland knight's body.
            The trip to the Tighdubh Quarter went quickly. Maeve led the way to a tumbledown tenement. A line of some of the most disreputable looking men lined one side of the narrow, twisting street, with a line of hard-eyed, scantily clad women along the opposite side. Both sides just seemed to be quietly talking while keeping a close eye on the other side of the street. Talar couldn't decide what their relationships were, and decided he didn't want to know.
            "Here we are," Maeve said, halting before a doorway bereft of door. Well...the door was there, it was just torn off its hinges and being chopped into kindling to stoke a fire for a bunch of vagrants. "You wait here."
            "Why?  Is there some danger in there?"
            Maeve gave him her most disarming smile. "No. But you might be a bit intimidating to my friend. He doesn't know you. He's typically Vikon in his suspicions of strangers, especially sorcerous ones."
            Talar didn't like the sound of that. Glancing around, he liked the look of the street even less. The men across the street were one and all watching him. And the women on his side of the street were looking at him in a way that was even more disturbing.
            "Bloody great," he snapped. "Make it quick."
            Maeve grabbed him by the scruff of the neck and bent him over. After a hard kiss, she winked and entered the tenement. Talar watched her go with apprehension.
            Maeve strode up the protesting stairs with high spirits. She hadn't seen Kylar in three years, and found the prospect of seeing her old lover thrilling. She was sure he would be just as excited to see her.
            Finding his door, she began pounding. "Open up, you gutter slime!"
            Within seconds the door flew open and a huge Vikon dressed in black harness and fierce face paint stepped out. He took one look at Maeve, grinning back at him, and sent a scarred fist at her face. Maeve ducked, punched him in the ribs and strode into the flat.
            "Glorious Gods, Kylar, don't you ever clean this place?  I swear, that dirty plate was there five years ago!"
            "I think I'll do some cleaning right now, starting by throwing you out," he said, following her in.
            Maeve laughed as she turned to face him. She felt the old thrill. He was the fiercest looking man she'd ever met, and was twice as predatory as he looked. The man's ambition knew no limits, though his skills in attaining his lofty goals were somewhat lacking. Nonetheless, he was a first rate swordsman, and a respectable assassin if the coin was right. And he knew the right people on the wrong side of the law in Allaria.
            "I missed you too, Kylar," she said, and threw herself into his arms.
            As expected, his strong arms wrapped tightly around her as their lips met. She chuckled as their tongues thrust deep, knowing she had him as sure as she had Talar. Hers to command.
            Kylar pushed her to arm's length, letting his dark eyes take in her shapely form. "You know what I missed most?"
            When she arched an eyebrow in question, he ripped her shirt open and buried his face in her bosom. Maeve squealed in surprise as he bore her down onto the bed.

~ * ~ * ~

            Talar paced the street before the doorway. Maeve had been inside the tenement for over an hour. He would have gone in looking for her, had he the first idea of where she might be.
            "Talar," Maeve called from a third floor window to his far left. "Come on up. I'll meet you in the hallway."
            "About damn time," he grumbled as he stomped up the stairs.
            Maeve met him at the top of the stairs. She had a faraway look in her eyes and a coy smile. Her shirt, pants, and sword had been traded for a peasant girl's attire, flame red hair pulled back in a disheveled ponytail. He noted she looked a bit winded.
            "What's been going on up here?" he asked. "What took you so long?"
            Maeve laughed. "Oh...just going over old times."
            "I see," he said, scowling.
            Maeve slapped at his chest. "Gods, Talar, you are a beast!  I expected better from you."
            Talar glanced around. They were alone at the moment, but the walls looked thin. The Gods alone knew who was eavesdropping on them. The denizens of the Tighdubh Quarter would happily sell them to Ayesha for half a copper crown.
            "Perhaps we should go inside, then you can tell me what you and your friend have agreed upon," he said.
            Maeve agreed, leading him to the room at the end of the hallway. Inside, he found it even smaller and dirtier than expected. There were no vermin in sight, but he figured that would change the moment the single oil lamp was extinguished. The only furnishings were a small table, four rickety chairs, and a small unmade bed shoved up against the far wall. The man Maeve introduced as Kylar was tall and powerfully built, and the only thing that impressed Talar in the room.
            Shaking Kylar hand, Talar took in his bare chest, thick with hair and battle scars. The reason for so many scars was obvious, as his scanty excuse for armor lay in a pile beside the bed. The armor was in truth little more than thick leather straps that crisscrossed his chest, with various mismatched pieces of steel armor that could be attached has he saw fit. At the moment Kylar seemed content to stand before them in nothing more than a pair of worn leather pants.
            "I understand you and Maeve are old friends," Talar said.
            Kylar barked a laugh. "On occasion. As often as not we're rivals, or fighting for different lords who are themselves fighting each other. It's the nature of the mercenary business."
            "So I gather," Talar said, giving the rumbled bed and Kylar's smug expression a dark look.
            Maeve said, "I'm sorry it took us so long to work out an arrangement, Talar. I forgot that Kylar was a bit annoyed with me. Something about him thinking I skipped out with his share of a contract."
            Kylar all but growled at that. Talar cast Maeve a questioning look. She shrugged.
            "I agreed to pay him back," she said.
            "Double my share, plus you'll pay me handsomely for my efforts here," Kylar said.
            "You will be well rewarded, Kylar," Talar promised, wondering if Maeve had beggared him with her offer. Sometimes she seemed to think his wealth inexhaustible, when in truth there was little left. "Now, exactly how will you be serving us?"
            "As a scout, mostly," Maeve said. "He's also going to provide us with a new look."  She stopped to model her peasant girl homespun dress. "I also agreed with him that we will remove all of our wards while — "
            "What?  Are you crazy?  Ayesha will make short work of us without our wards in place."
            "But mages can see magic, wards included," Kylar said before Maeve could respond. "I'm Vikon, so I know a little about how magic works. With your wards removed, you'll look just like any other man and women to the mages looking for you. I don't plan to become a casualty because of your paranoia, mage, so if you want to stay with me you have to drop the wards."
            "He's right," Maeve said. "I don't like it any more than you, but we need him and it will help to hide us from Ayesha's agents."
            "Maybe," Talar said,. What they said was true, provided Ayesha didn't use the mask the street urchins stole from Danica five days ago. He had cast wards for himself and Maeve that blocked the mask's magic on that first day, so he doubted she would still be using it now. Maeve never believed Ayesha had the mask to begin with, arguing that the street urchins were being led by one of the acquisitive goblins, who were known for their hoards of treasure and talismans. "All right. I know a spell that will allow us to 'bundle' us our wards. A simple Word of Power will instantly restore them if the need arises."
            "Bloody great!" Maeve said, blue eyes sparkling greedily.
            He smiled, knowing how voraciously she absorbed any spells she could. For a moment, and not for the first time, he wondered if she had any goblin blood.

~ * ~ * ~

            With a grunt of effort, Carl rolled the boulder aside. Every one of the side tunnels were caved in, requiring extensive digging. To Danica's shame, it had been Carl who did almost all of the digging over the past five days. Most of the rocks and boulders were far too bulky and heavy for her to move. It only served to further depress her. She was beginning to feel helpless, but at least Carl seemed to be in good spirits.
            "Ho, Danica," Carl called. "We've made it through."
            He pushed another boulder back out of the way, and crawled through to the other side. Danica, holding their pine knot torch high, hurried to join him. She found another of the circular chambers hewn out of the rock. There were dozens of them lining each tunnel. Only this one had an enormous skeleton in it. It took her a second to recognize it as a dragon, an impossibly large dragon, too.
            "I've never seen a dragon that big before," she said, kicking at the enormous triangular skull.
            "I have, sort of," Carl said. "Talar conjured one up in the streets of Allaria to fight Ayesha with."  He pushed a boulder aside, "See that?  Those be the beast's wings."
            "A winged dragon?  Impossible. Dragons can't fly."
            "They did in the olden days. Don't you be remembering the tales of great armies of knight-mages astride great winged dragons called wyverns?"
            "Yes, but they aren't native to our world.  They are otherworld creatures conjured by mages."
            "But they are still real."
            "Then this must be one of their air cavalry bases," Danica said. "Tyrasillian Empire, since we're looking for Tor Rycell's Sword of Power."
            "You're right. I found the ruins of an old Tyrasillian Tor castle once long ago, and it had similar round chambers stacked atop each other in tall towers. Until now, I never understood why each chamber had a large entrance opening out to the sky."
            Glancing around, "I don't see any magical sword, or anything else to indicate this was used to store arms or treasure."
            "Exactly."  He sounded disgusted. "This is the last chamber, in the last tunnel. Now tell me where this bloody Sword of Power is hiding."
            "I don't understand, Talar is good at this sort of thing. If he says something is in a certain spot, you can bet on it," Danica said. "We've missed something."
            "Yes, we missed the bloody talisman."
            "Where did the people live?  All I've seen are these round chambers where apparently wyverns were kept."
            Turning on her heel, Danica led the way back to the outer cavern. Carl followed quietly. He knew better than disturb his friend while she was working on some puzzle. Given time, she would figure it all out. He smiled. He had wanted something more of Danic in Danica, and now he had it. She may act more and more like a woman every day, but that crafty mind was still just as sharp.
            Carl followed her as she explored each of the tunnels in turn, always returning to stare quietly back at them from the fire. Then suddenly she shifted her attention to the outer cavern itself, and the strange writings on the wall. She muttered something about there being a pattern of some sort. She suddenly rushed into the nearest tunnel and stopped before the first chamber off it.
            "Ha-ha. That's it!" she cried, and rushed back to the cavern.
            Carl glanced briefly at the chamber entrance. He saw nothing. Just a smooth stone wall with some strange carvings Danica called writing, and the huge circular entrance into the round chamber. Shrugging, he returned to the cavern. He found Danica near a wall probing the dirt floor with her sword.
            "Ouch, Danica. That's fine steel you're abusing."
            "Can't be helped."
            "Please. It's hurting me to see you use your blade so," he pleaded, wincing every time she jabbed it down into the hard-packed earth. He could hear the point striking the solid stone below.
            "I understand," she said, pausing in her efforts. "But didn't you notice the writings?"
            "Yes. So?"
            "Where were they?"
            "On the walls."
            "No, they were all next to entrances," she said. Then pointing at the writing on the wall beside her, "There are four extra places out here with similar writings."
            Carl glanced at the indicated points along the wall, including the set of writings on the wall beside Danica.
            "But there aren't any entrances by them."
            Danica smiled. Reaching out to the writing, she then ran her finger along a deep V-shape underneath. "There is an arrow pointing at the entrances beside each set of writings in the tunnels. But out here, the four sets that seem to be off by themselves point straight down."
            Danica returned to her probing as Carl thought on that. But he lost his train of thought as honed steel grated against solid rock as Danica thrust her sword hard into the packed soil.
            "Couldn't we get some sticks to dig them up with instead of abusing your blade so?"
            Stepping over a foot or so, she said, "Fine. Go get yourself a stick."
            With a grunt of effort, she thrust the blade deep into the earth. For the first time a deep hollow thud came to her. She smiled up at Carl.
            "Go get those sticks now."
            With sharp sticks and rocks, they soon cleared away centuries of accumulated dirt. Revealed was a thick bronze trapdoor. After considerable pulling, jerking, and being struck with heavy stones to loosen it, the trapdoor yielded to Carl's superior strength and screeched open.
            Fetching torches, they carefully climbed down the verdigris sheathed bronze ladder embedded in the stone. They found a whole set of new tunnels, mostly not caved in. It took the better part of the day, but they finally found what they were looking for. 
            The iron bound wooden door crumbled to dust at Carl's first tug, the rusty iron bands falling to clatter at his feet. Leading the way in, he held his pine knot torch high to reveal a bona fide treasure room.
            "We're rich!" he cried.
            "Great Gods Almighty."
            The chamber was filled with half rotten chests full of gold, silver, and copper coins. Piles of dust that Danica figured for fine tapestries and bolts of clothe lay all about. Also, finely wrought jewelry of gold and silver littered the floor in piles, between exquisite gold and silver statues and statuettes of men and women and gods. It was the greatest treasure either had ever seen.
            "We're rich beyond even a Tyrian's dreams," Carl said. "With my share, I'll buy a great castle in my beautiful Tyr Mountains, maybe a whole valley, and have me a harem of a hundred nubile young princesses and noble ladies from all the lands."
            "First intelligent idea you ever had, my friend," Danica said. She took a deep breath to steady her racing heart. Though she had never really thought much on acquiring great wealth, she hadn't been handed such an enormous fortune before. "Now, how do we get it out of here without everyone finding out about it and robbing us blind?"
            "A good point."
            They started opening chests and examining their contents. Both walked around in a daze for the better part of an hour. Then Danica found a long narrow brass case. Using her belt knife, she pried it open to find a sheathed sword. Though the sword's hilt was plain steel, with a disk pommel and a crescent guard, the sheath was lacquered bright red and bound in gold fittings. It had to be the Sword of Power, for a regular sword would be covered with rust after three and a half centuries. Quickly shifting to mage sight, she marveled at the play of powerful magicks sheathing the sword.
            "Dream time is over, Carl," she said, pulling the Sword of Power. She watched as the bright lights of magic swarmed up her arms, giving her a warm, pleasant sensation. A feeling she had come to identify with talisman magic. "Here's what we're looking for."
            Carl looked at the sword, and then at the amassed gold and silver of a long dead Knight-mage Order, and then back at the sword in Danica's hand.
            "But what about our treasure?"
            Danica frowned. She didn't want to abandon it any more than Carl did. On foot, they had no real means to carry any of it out.
            "It'll still be here after we take care of Ayesha, and I have a body I can enjoy such wealth in," she said, starting to fill her leathern purse with gold and silver coins. The purse Talar had given her was too full to receive any more coin. "Take some coin to help fund our future expedition back to retrieve the rest."
            "You're right," he conceded, stuffing coins and jewels into his own coin purse. "But we tell no one of this."
            "Agreed, my friend," Danica said, grinning devilishly. "Maybe I'll buy my own duchy. How does Duke Danic sound?"
            "Almost as good as Prince Carl."








 
 
 
Chapter 5

            Carl adjusted the Sword of Power into a more comfortable position across his broad back, its hand and a half hilt jutting over his right shoulder. Stopping on the narrow game trail, he looked the tumble of boulders over. Danica stepped up beside him.
            "There is an open spot amongst the boulders," he said. "It's a good spot to camp."
            Danica glanced at the westering sun, estimating less than an hour of light. The air was already cooling noticeably, not that it got that warm during the day. The arduous hiking along the rugged mountain trails was all that kept them warm of late. Winter was coming in fast. In less than a month these same slopes would be covered in deep snow. Indeed, in the eight days since finding the Sword of Power, the winds had changed from gentle warm breezes from the south, to the cold harsh north winds of winter. There had been a hard freeze for each of the last five nights.
            A fire would feel good right about now.
            Rubbing her cold hands together and blowing into them, "Sounds good. It's my turn to hunt, so you get an extra big fire going."
            Carl chuckled. "You're a great huntress. Just try and bring back something bigger than a field mouse this time."
            Danica laughed, gave Carl a friendly pat on the back, then turned off the trail. She was immediately swallowed by the deep dark hush of the forest. Carl's efforts at making their camp rode the crisp mountain air behind her. While she hunted and collected what nuts, stupors, and berries she could, Carl would start a fire and gather material for their bed.
            Both now carried a handful of flint-tipped javelins with uncured shafts of hardwood. Danica carried three javelins in her left hand, with her crudely carved javelin thrower in the right. Carl, of course, could carry quite a few more javelins due to the great size of his hands. A point he found pleasure in pointing out, and quite frequently.
            She cringed at the sharp sound of the barbarian hacking branches off for their bedding as she moved downhill and to the west at a sharp angle. The noise would likely spook any nearby game, so she'd have to at least cross over the next ridge. She knew better than move upwards during her hunting. On the mountains, all game looked down for danger. Deer, elk, mountain goats, they rarely thought to look to higher ground for signs of danger. Indeed, if spooked, they'd almost always headed uphill by the most direct route.
            Danica moved through the thick brush with studied ease, hardly a sound to alert her prey to the danger. The feeling of being in her element again brought a smile to her face. She stalked prey as easily and as successfully as when she was still a man. Despite Carl's jokes to the contrary, she knew she was doing well as a hunter. Her new elven senses of sight, hearing, and smell allowed her to find and stalk her prey with more success than she could have ever hoped as a human man.
            Moving through the pine forest, eyes alert for signs of game, her mind strayed to the thoughts she hated the most — her own growing femininity. Ever since Carl's accusation, she had been all but consumed with the thought. Not wanting to cause arguments or ill feelings, she found herself deferring to his wishes without argument more and more. A trait she associated with women. The worst part of all, she understood what she was doing as she was doing it. Knowing Carl looked upon her as a true woman made her feel it necessary. Which made her wonder if she was deferring to his wishes due to a natural feminine trait now asserting itself, or because she thought it necessary due to her own upbringing and male expectations of how women should behave. 
            Stopping, she studied her hands in the dim light of a fading day. They were the delicate hands of a woman. She had learned the proper way to take care of her hands, hair, and skin during her stint in the Golden Girl Brothel in Tamera while recuperating from her earlier beating. Since then, she hadn't failed to continue the routine when possible. She hadn't given it a second thought until now. Habit?  Vanity?  Or femininity?  Was Maeve right?  Was she striving to be the type woman she admired?  Did her mind-set make it impossible for her to do otherwise?
            Back in Allaria, she rarely passed a mirror without looking herself over critically. As a man, she had been unusually fastidious as knights and warriors go, bathing and shaving almost every day. Only after his morning grooming, Danic didn't give his appearance much thought until the next morning. Now, as Danica, she sometimes even worried about her appearance while tramping through this wilderness. Were these female thoughts and feelings?  Would another woman, a born woman, have such worries?  Or was it just her own deeply-ingrained male expectations of what a woman should be and do and think and feel that controlled her actions and thoughts?
            Gods, my curse runs far deeper than I thought possible, she thought. I'm slowly losing myself. I'm losing everything that was Danic of Drakehorn.
            Of course that was another thing. She no longer thought of herself as Sir Danic of the House of Drakehorn, the arrogant young Dakkor Knight of the Eagle, but as Danica, as an elfmaid warrior. Just the thought of that fact left her with a cold feeling in the pit of her stomach.
            Clenching her teeth and shaking her head to rid her mind of the disturbing thoughts, she glanced around to get her bearings. She could barely hear Carl making camp, so was probably far enough away to begin hunting. From Talar and hard experience she had learned that elven hearing was almost as keen as a hound's. The local game would not be able to hear Carl's blundering, or ignore it as non-threatening.
            Ducking under a low branch, she continued on extra carefully. Soon she came up upon a clearing stretched out below. Easing up to it, she knelt just inside the tree line to survey its grassy environs. The cool air was rich in the scent of musk and urine and free flowing sap. The bark of quite a few saplings around her had been recently stripped. Rubbed off by deer and elk in rutting season. The Tyrian White Elk especially liked such clearings for grazing and their mating rituals. All day she had been hearing the distant sounds of big bulls bugling their challenges.
            She knelt there for the better part of thirty minutes, with nothing to show for it. Rustling sounds had kept her in place, hoping beyond hope one of the big elk or even one of the smallish spotted deer would step into the clearing. Instead, the deepening darkness forced her to move on, and start working her way back to camp. Even her elven night sight was useless given the crude nature of her javelins. It would only be the second time she returned empty-handed.
            Danica grimaced at the thought.
            The last time she'd returned without bagging meat, Carl was busily skinning a small spotted deer that had stumbled upon the camp. That was five days ago, and she hadn't heard the end of it since. Bloody lucky barbarian.
            As if on cue, Carl's loud bellow echoed down the slopes. Danica cringed. She'd heard that same bellow the day she failed in her hunt. The lucky bastard would use today's kill to taunt her for another week, or more. Though, deep down, she found she liked the idea. At least their good-natured rivalry hadn't been overly affected by her transformation. Of that, she was grateful.
            She almost looked forward to his exaggerated surprise, and the twinkling in his sky blue eyes when he spotted her returning empty-handed. Again. And him with a "fine" deer or boar or elk, or whatever. With that in mind, she stopped worrying about spotting game and turned her attention to locating nuts and wild vegetables.
            Spotting an ancient Tyrian chestnut tree, she rushed over to find the ground beneath its canopy covered with the large nuts. She cracked several open right away and munched on their tasty meat while tugging her shirt tails out to hold enough for their dinner and breakfast. Tonight, she and Carl would roast them in the fire to eat on while they walked tomorrow. Nearing camp, she found three small pathetic excuses for stupors to add to her collection.
            She was already smiling in anticipation when she stepped out of the woods before the campsite. "Carl, I'm back."
            No answer. She moved slowly into the tumble of boulders surrounding their camp.
            "Carl?"
            Danica frowned, noticing there was no fire built. No, it had been stomped out. Hot coals were still smoldering, scattered about the campsite. Their bed looked to have been finished, but was now scattered about, too. The signs of struggle were now evident to her veteran eyes, and so were the hoof prints.
            "Dragoons," she whispered, kneeling and fingering the distinct hoof print of Amazon heavy cavalry. The Amazon five-pointed star was centered on all the hoof prints. "Oh my gods, Carl, what has happened to you?"
            Throat steadily tightening with dread, she searched the camp for any signs of hope. Or Carl's body. She found blood, though not much. Thankfully. But Carl was missing, and so was the Sword of Power. An even more frightening thought occurred to her:  Was Carl captured by Ayesha's forces sent here to stop them?
            It was soon too dark to do anything, so she built up the fire again. At first light she would start tracking the Amazons who had her friend, and may the gods protect him until she reached them. The rumors of how Amazons publicly execute any men found within their borders consumed her. Worse, she had no idea how long they would hold him before the execution.

~ * ~ * ~

            Kylar glanced nervously over his shoulder. No one was following, but why should there be?  There was no reason for anyone to suspect him.
            Turning back to the nondescript palace that was the Allarian seat of power, he wondered if he was seeing all the angles. If he misjudged Ayesha, he would very shortly be dead, or fervently wishing he were dead. Ayesha White Rose was a mage with a fearful reputation for intolerance.
            Silently berating himself as a coward, Kylar set off straight at Royal Palace's main entrance. No profit in worrying. All too soon he would know if he'd made a fatal mistake or gained forbidden power. Forbidden power, for the Goddess of Magic had decreed that only the women of the Vikon could learn the secrets of witchcraft and only the Queen of the Vikon could wield sorcery.
            Kylar chuckled darkly, remembering how Maeve had used that argument to deny him the same power she now possessed. Just like her, to refuse to share her good fortune. He no more believed Maag cared if a mage was Vikon or not, any more than she cared if they were male or female. He believed it was the Vikon women's way of keeping all the power and influence to themselves.
            If he was wrong, then he'd just have to give his soul to a new god or goddess. He rather liked Garn, and three of the Four Sisters. He would try and avoid committing his soul to either Dirusa or Basnoon.
            The door guards leveled spears at his chest as he approached. Stopping a foot beyond their thrusting range, he gave the brace of Palace Guards a stern look.
            "I am a messenger from the Queen of the Vikon, sent to personally deliver a message to Ayesha White Rose, High Mage of Allaria."
            The spearheads were raised a bare foot, just enough to not be an immediate threat. Soon a Palace Guard Captain appeared, looking Kylar over with obvious contempt. He was nearly as tall as a Tyrian, with thick limbs and a mop of red hair spilling out from under his polished steel helmet. He looked a bit young to have such high rank, so Kylar figured him for a scion of a powerful noble House. After conferring with the guards he stepped before Kylar.
            "Give me the message and I will deliver it to the High Mage," Captain Jared said.
            "My orders are to personally deliver the message. It is an oral message," Kylar said. "My Queen doesn't trust pen and ink with such sensitive information."
            "Then I must inform the King," Captain Jared said.
            "You can tell your wife's baseborn lover for all I care, as long as I am presented to High Mage Ayesha," Kylar snapped, enjoying the way Captain Jared's face flashed beet red. "If your King feels the need to inquire about the message, he can ask the High Mage afterwards."
            "There are ways to — "
            Kylar refused to listen. "Threatening royal messengers with torture is a breach of protocol, and likely to place you in a highly precarious position, Captain. Besides, I am a Vikon messenger, with a spell placed on me that will kill me if anyone even tries to force me to tell."
            Kylar carefully kept the look of hostility on his face, while reveling in the arrogant Captain's unease and embarrassment. Captain Jared had made a power play in front of his men, and lost. It was a sign of inexperience. So far, so good.
            Turning to one of the guards, Captain Jared said, "Inform High Mage Ayesha of the messenger, and ask if she will receive him."
            The guard saluted and hurried away. Kylar pretended interest in the architecture of the palace, studying the expensive diamond-paned windows and the carved oaken doors and shutters. Within minutes the guard returned with Ayesha's orders to escort the messenger to her laboratory.
            Captain Jared escorted Kylar through the palace and down into the Court Mages' level of the dungeons. He knocked on Ayesha's door, and opened it upon her command. When Kylar stepped past, the Captain stayed outside and closed the door.
            Kylar stopped just inside the door and looked around. It was typical laboratory, if a bit small by High Mage standards. But then the entire Royal Palace was small in relation to other royal residences in other cities. Ayesha sat with her back to him at a white antique desk in back, writing in what looked to be a journal. He figured she was writing down a new spell she had developed, or a variation on an old spell. He had noticed Vikon witches doing much the same.
            Finishing, she closed the book and glanced over her shoulder at him. A tiny smile graced her lips at his reaction. When she stood and faced him, Kylar found he had underestimated just how beautiful she truly was. Never had he seen such beauty, and so deadly, too. Her battledress and the sword on her hip reminded him that she was a knight-mage of a long dead sorcerous empire.
            "Did your Queen instruct you to drool on my carpet before delivering her message?" Ayesha asked with an amused look. "Or is this a Vikon show of respect?"
            Flushing, Kylar snapped his mouth shut and stood taller.
            "I am Kylar. I have no message from the Queen of the Vikon. I've never even seen her," he said. "Instead, I come to offer my services to your cause."
            Ayesha's reaction was disturbing. She took a step closer, beginning to chant in Old Elven as her long, delicate fingers traced mystical runes in the air before her. Demons began to dance and shriek at the edge of eyesight as she studied him with narrowed eyes. He could feel the staticlike feel of dispelled magic, and wondered if he would live much longer.
            "You have no talismans on you," Ayesha said, frowning. "I can see no threat, so you aren't an assassin. You are nothing but a glory seeking fool."
            "No, I am the man who can give you what you want most," Kylar said with more confidence than he felt. "But what I offer has a price, though you should have no trouble paying it. Indeed, my price will cost you nothing."
            Ayesha took another step forward, her face turning ugly in her contempt and anger.
            "What is it you have to sell, Vikon," she demanded. "And it had better be good."
            "Maeve Snapdragon and her lover, the Arch Wizard Talar."
            Ayesha's eyes widened.  He relaxed just a bit.  He had her interest, but hadn't sealed the deal yet.
            "You have them?  Where are they?"
            "I know where they are," he said. The way her light blue eyes flashed in victory told him he scored. "I can lure them, without their wards in place, mind you, into your trap. For a price."
            Ayesha's growing joy evaporated. "And your price?"
            "Power. Magic power," Kylar said, eyes flashing. "I want to become a mage like you."  When she started to object, "Don't tell me it is forbidden by Maag. I have learned from Maeve that you are fighting Maag and her faction. I know which gods you are in league with, and I would join you, but first I want you to bestow upon me the knowledge of sorcery, just as Maeve was so rewarded by another mage."
            "You know a lot for a simple Vikon warrior," Ayesha said. "That is not good."
            "It is not bad, either. I have told no one. I do not want to fight you; I want to join with you. I want to be like you, a mage."
            "You are a Vikon, so I suspect you understand the...reluctance magic-users have about sharing their magic with anyone. I also believe the struggle to learn magic conventionally makes the mage stronger. Our bungling little Maeve is perfect evidence for that. She has a great deal of magical knowledge, but is barely more powerful than a strong witch. Knowledge alone will not make you the formidable mage you long to be. That will take years of experience."
            "But it will take less time if all the knowledge is given to me in one great rush by your magic."  When she didn't respond, he continued. "And, also, I will be a greater asset to you as a mage, and the faster I develop my powers the better it will be for you and your plans."
            Ayesha shook her long snow white tresses out of her face as she considered his offer. She could kill this presumptuous Vikon, taking his knowledge of Talar and Maeve away at the same time. She did it all the time to captured mages. Though, it would be easier to capture Talar and Maeve alive if he cooperated, not to mention more satisfying for both her and her goddess. Plus, she needed them both alive to properly sacrifice to Dirusa.
            The thought of her enemies stretched across an altar warmed her heart and brought a smile to her lips. When Kylar returned her smile, she smiled all the wider. He could be useful, in more ways than one. Since the Vikon were also scheduled for annihilation, who better than a Vikon traitor to deliver the death blow?  It would still take years under her stern tutorage for Kylar to realize his full potential as a mage, but she sensed he would prove exceptionally powerful. She could use a few more powerful, and grateful, allies.
            "I agree to your terms," Ayesha said. "When Talar and Maeve are my prisoners, I will grant you knowledge of Sorcery. But...it will still take years of training under me for you to truly become the mage you so desire to be."
            Kylar's moment of joy collapsed. "Years?  But Maeve didn't have to study for years to become a mage."
            "Maeve is barely a mage. She is a fool, and as much a danger to herself and her friends as to her enemies," Ayesha said scornfully. "If that is your ambition, so be it. But since your offer includes service to me and my cause, I offer to instruct you in the arcane arts during that time."
            Kylar's smile was wide and heartfelt. Ayesha saw the viciousness of his soul in his eyes.  He might prove to be the perfect weapon to throw against his own people.
            "Then I am yours to command, mistress. Tell me where and when you want Talar and Maeve delivered, and it will be done," Kylar said.








 
 
 
Chapter 6

            From the low mountaintop, Jagstau was a picturesque little city. It sprawled alongside the shallow, rocky Moryc River, surrounded by thick blue-green pine forests and a patchwork of well-tended farmsteads. Danica thought she had never seen a more enchanting sight.
            The elfmaid squinted at the Amazon city, looking for signs of an army garrison. Other than the whitewashed city walls, there were no signs of fortifications either within the city, or without. She could see little more than the slate roofs of the half-timber houses, and a handful of tall temple spires soaring high above them.
            Tossing her crudely made javelins and thrower away, she started for the city. Jagstau sat high in the foothills below the towering Tyr Mountains. She knew it to be the seat of the Duchy of Moryc, but knew little else.
            It took her a little over three hours to make her way down the twisting mountain road. She found the gate well-defended by a company of alert Amazon regular army infantry. At first she found that strange, until she remembered how close they were to the border, and the lusty, warlike Tyrian clans. The gate itself was two round towers flanking a tall arched portal with raised portcullis and thick oaken doors swung wide. Two flags flew over its crenellations. She recognized the dark blue flag with the golden five point star in its center as the flag of the Amazon Empire, but the bright red flag with the three white lions rampant was foreign. Danica figured it to be the Duchy of Moryc's flag.
            "Declare yourself," a burly Sergeant demanded.
            Danica was taken aback by the brusque greeting. Amazons were generally friendlier. Hiding her annoyance, she gave the expected and traditional Amazon greeting.
            "Peace be with you."
            The Amazon soldier was almost as tall as Cat, and big boned. She wore a brown wool cloak, thrown back over the shoulder of her sword arm. Her uniform was blue wool shirt and pants, black spit-shined marching boots, and a chain mail vest. Standard Amazon light infantry. Danica noticed her plain steel helmet was fur-lined, and thought of her own near frozen pointed ears. Ears she was now taking pains to hide within her wild golden mane.
            When the Amazon Sergeant didn't relax or show any sign of giving way, Danica decided she had best give her what she wanted, and quick.
            "I am Monica, an unemployed mercenary," she said, not wanting to take changes with her real name.
            "A Jarlander mercenary," the Sergeant said, frowning.  Danica nodded. "Your business in Jagstau?"
            "My warhawk had a seizure and crashed up in the mountains," she said, looking the soldier straight in the eyes. "I'm looking for a warm bed, hot food, and lots of cool ale to calm my frayed nerves."
            Several of the nearby soldiers chuckled.
            The Sergeant relaxed and smiled sympathetically, then waved her through. Danica passed her with a smile of thanks, knowing it always best to stay on the good side of the local authorities. Especially when she was a stranger in town.
            Danica strolled down the cobblestone street, looking for an inn or pub. Though she had been truthful about her needs and nerves, it was Carl's whereabouts that most concerned her. It had been five days since she last saw her friend. She hoped there would be some locals who had heard of her friend's fate. Surely a man like Carl didn't come to the city often.
            Finding the Clever Fox Inn, she hurried in out of the cold. It was a sprawling, three story half-timber affair with inviting gold glowing windows. The ground floor was of the native yellow stone, with a framework of squared timbers resting atop it. Plastered over waddle filled the large spaces between the thick timbers. The multi-gabled roof was of gray slate. The entrance sat to the right of a high archway leading to an inner courtyard and the stables.
            "Peace be with you," Danica said upon seeing a harried looking woman with gray-streaked brown hair hurrying her way.
            "Peace be with you and welcome to the Clever Fox, my Lady," she said, wiping her hands on an ale- and food-stained apron. She looked to be in her late thirties or early forties. Smiling warmly, "How may I serve you?"
            Danica smiled back, then blew into her cupped hands once more. "First, hot food and lots of ale to take the chill out. Later, I'll need a room."
            "I am Tassa," the innkeeper said, rushing over to Danica and wrapping an arm about her shoulders. "Sweet Laures, you're shaking like a leaf."
            "I've been working my way down out of the mountains for the last week and a half," Danica half-lied, letting Tassa guide her to a table near a large crackling fireplace. The two women sitting there vacated without being asked. "I'm afraid winter caught me unprepared."
            Sitting Danica before the fire, Tassa started trying to rub some warmth into her cold hands. "Clara!"
            A teenage girl of sixteen stomped into the common room with a look of exasperation on her pretty face. She was of average height, with a wild mop of dark blonde hair and her mother's wide gray eyes.
            "What now, Momma?"
            Frowning, "We have a half-frozen guest. Please bring her a bowl of stew and a mug of hot cider."
            Clara's eyes shot to Danica. Her guilty look turned into surprise, then joy. Without a word, she darted back into the kitchen.
            Shaking her head woefully, Tassa called out to the Goddess of the Hearth, "Sweet Laures, what am I going to do with that child."  Then turning to Danica with a guilty look, "My daughter is something of a free-spirit."  A sudden sadness crept into her eyes. "She wants to be a roving warrior, like you appear to be. I'm afraid you're about to be hit with a barrage of questions."
            Danica understood Tassa's concern.
            "She wants to leave this, to be a warrior?" Danica asked, glancing around. It had a warm, cozy feel, full of good friends talking at small tables. "I should have such a place to live."
            Tassa nodded sadly. "I'm afraid she's got the Tyrian wanderlust in her blood. Her father was a Tyrian warrior captured when his band raided a hamlet east of here."
            "Maybe that's my problem," Danica said. "I've got entirely too much Tyrian blood in me."
            Tassa chuckled knowingly.
            Danica's mother was full-blooded Tyrian, and a proven warrior and adventurer herself. Her father's mother was also a Tyrian. Indeed, the last six generations of Drakehorn men had married Tyrian women, all warrior women. No wonder she got antsy when stuck in one place for more than a week. But would that fact affect her now, even inside this elven body?
            Clara soon returned with a steaming bowl of beef stew. Danica barely took the time to smile her thanks before shoveling spoonfuls of the delicious stew into her mouth. She hadn't hunted at all during the trip to Jagstau, too worried about Carl and afraid to take the time to hunt and scavenge. Afraid if she did, Carl would be dead before she arrived. Living on nuts and tubers had barely filled her belly.
            Clara watched her eat with big adoring eyes. Tassa left to see to her other guests and customers after ensuring Danica had everything she needed.
            Danica finished the stew and pushed the bowl away then took a long pull on the hot cider. The food and warm fire had her feeling pretty good. She didn't fail to notice how Clara's eyes turned eager when she finished eating.
            "Would you like some more, warrior?"
            "No, thank you anyway," Danica said, smiling at her. "Sit. You look like you're about to explode with excitement."
            Pulling a chair out, "You don't mind?"
            Clara sat, barely able to hold still. Danica smiled. There was a time when she had been the wide-eyed youth, pestering all the knights and soldiers in his father's castle with questions about fighting and adventures.
            "I've been alone for a while," Danica said. "I could use a little company. The way of the warrior is all too frequently a brutal, lonely life."
            "I'm a warrior..." Clara blurted out, then looked embarrassed, "...I mean, I want to be a warrior. Momma won't let me join the army, even though I'm sixteen and can join if she signs for me."
            Danica noticed her mother hovering nervously nearby. Several others were also watching and listening, presumably friends of the family.
            "Your mother is wise," Danica said. "You don't have any idea what you'd be getting yourself into. I've been a warrior for the better part of five years now, with few pleasant memories."
            "But you've seen the world," Clara said, enthusiasm only slightly diminished. "You've been places, seen things, I've only dreamed about."
            "Like what?"
            "I don't know...The Qakara Desert, and the Steppes..."
            Danica laughed harshly at that. "I wish I had never seen either of them. About this time last year me and a friend started riding caravan guard out of Elfhaven. I was captured by a nomadic clan called the Jordani. Do you have any idea what Steppe nomads do to female slaves?"
            "Well, no..."
            "They beat and rape them constantly, when not working them like plow horses. The younger children ambush you at every opportunity, pelting you bloody with stones, and you can't do or say a bloody damned thing on pain of death. Any warrior of the clan has free access to your body, and they exercise that right with a vengeance."
            Clara wasn't the only one to shudder. A collective gasp echoed through the room. Danica pretended not to notice that every eye in the place was fixed on her.
            "When they finally grew tired of abusing me, I was taken to Samulla. I was given to a desert Sheik for his perverted pleasure."
            "Did you escape?" Clara asked breathlessly.
            "Yes, and that was a near thing, too. But it didn't matter, I ticked off a wizard in Allaria, down in the Jarlands, and almost got killed. I somehow managed to strike a bargain with him, and got myself all but enslaved to him with sacred oaths. He sends me on errands that continually get me beaten and abused. And I am still his to command."  Danica stopped to take a drink of cider, finding the telling of the tale was even frightening her. "To this day, I have a hard time believing I'm still alive and in one piece."
            "You've just had a run of bad luck, that's all," Clara said.
            Danica smiled ruefully. "I wish. All in all, the last year seems to have been rather typical of the previous four. Maybe a little more harrying."
            The young teen was clearly distraught. It hadn't been what she'd expected to hear. Like most, she had heard only the great heroic tales of daring and adventure. Most were somewhat true, with all the endlessly boring periods and truly gruesome parts conveniently left out. No one ever heard of the failed adventures, where the hero's life was tortured away, or he died in some dark and damp dungeon cell.
            "Clara, you've got chores still before dark," Tassa said. Clara thanked Danica politely and left. Turning to Danica, Tassa said, "Thank you, thank you very much."
            "My pleasure to help," she said. "I just wish it wasn't all true."
            "Oh, my," Tassa said, clutching at her bosom.
            "My thoughts exactly," Danica said, managing a chuckle. "Could I bother you for an ale?"
            While waiting for her ale, Danica sat and stared into the fireplace. She needed to find Carl, and there was only about four more hours of daylight. Small towns like this usually closed up shortly after sundown. Though, it might be safer to ask about her friend later tonight after the locals had a little too much to drink. She didn't want word going around that she was too interested in the Tyrian's whereabouts.
            "You look sad, warrior," Tassa said, placing a tall pewter mug of golden Amazon ale on the table. "I hope what you said to Clara isn't the reason."
            "That's not it," Danica said, smiling sheepishly. "I've been in the wilderness for a long time, and thought I'd have reached a city long before now."  She licked dry lips, wondering if she should be doing this. "I'm in dire need of male companionship. So you see, an Amazon city is something of a disappointment for me. Here I am, ready, willing, and hornier than a drunk Tyrian, and not a man to be had for hundreds of miles."
            "I'm sure there are lots of women — "
            "Not the same," she interrupted, smiling apologetically. "I'm not an Amazon, so my needs are somewhat different."
            "I understand."
            "There's that big barbarian Hawk Troop brought in the other day," a nearby patron offered. She was short and husky, wearing a sooty leather apron. Danica figured her for a blacksmith. "They got him up at the stud house. Cost you maybe five crowns copper for an hour."
            Danica wanted to cry out in joy.  It worked.  They told her where to find Carl.  Better, he was still alive.  Then what the other patron said registered.  Stud house?
            "What are you talking about?" Danica asked, her heart racing.
            Tassa explained, "When they catch a man inside the border, they take him to the stud house. He's usually there about a month, or until another man is caught. For a fee, women wanting children can...uh...spend time with him."
            "Almost sounds like prostitution," Danica said. Then she smiled wickedly. "But I'm not proud, just horny."

~ * ~ * ~

            The stud house was a small flat-topped brick building of two stories near the army barracks, and only two blocks from the Clever Fox. After learning of Carl's location, Danica took the time to talk with the other customers in Tassa's common room, trying hard to hide her excitement. When she excused herself, saying something about needing to walk off her meal, they only smiled and said their good-byes.
            They're all probably sitting around a table, whispering and giggling scandalously right now, she thought, and grinned.
            Now that she knew where Carl was, and was standing outside the building, Danica realized she didn't have any idea what to do next. The gate was only a few blocks away, the garrison halfway to the gate from the stud house. There were still three hours of daylight, but she couldn't very well bring Carl out onto the street until well after dark. And once she got him out, how would they get out of the locked up city?
            First things first, she had to arrange to "use" him first. From what she gleaned from the patrons there was a waiting list. She grinned wide with the thought of what Carl's overly inflated ego would do with that information. The bloody dog would be insufferable for years!
            On a hunch, Danica shifted her perspective to mage sight. There were no visible wards, but she knew enough now to know passive magic could be hidden from her mage sight. She would be careful. She wasn't sure what Amazons did to women caught trying to rescue captured men, and didn't want to find out first hand.
            Entering confidently, she found a smallish room with five guards playing dice against the wall. Four of the guards, in the bright red surcoats over hardened leather armor of the city guard, were about her age. None had the look of hardened soldiers, with possibly one exception. The woman with Sergeant's insignia and short blonde hair looked to be an army veteran. She wore two parallel scars across her left cheek, and was missing most of her left pinky finger. The Sergeant looked to be a friendly sort, though, with a quick smile.
            "Peace be with you, my Lady," the Sergeant said, rising up with a little pain. Danica noted she favored her right leg a bit.  "I am Sergeant Jana.  How may we be of assistance?"
            "Peace be with you, soldiers," Danica returned.  "I'm Monica."
            Danica gave the women her most winning smile. They all smiled back. A couple could even be considered pretty. For a second, she found herself mentally undressing the blue-eyed brunette with the bouncy ponytail, but she caught herself and turned back to Sergeant Jana.
            "I hear you have a man for hire?"
            They all looked her up and down, with doubtful looks on their faces.
            "You looking for a child?"
            "Well...yes, I am. A big Tyrian baby."
            The Sergeant chuckled, picking at her eye shyly with one dirty fingernail. Danica felt her face flush. The other guards were smiling that knowing smile she'd seen so often in the last hour.
            "Well, now, you do have the certificate?" Sergeant Jana asked.
            "What certificate?"
            "The certificate saying your birth control spell's been removed and you're fertile. We don't want to waste his seed needlessly, now do we?"
            "I don't have one," she said. Giving them a doe-eyed look, "I'm not an Amazon. And I really need a man right now."
            A tall, slim redhead stood up, giving Danica's shapely form an appreciative once over with lusty eyes.  Her face was pretty, with a splash of freckles across her cheeks, and her hair was quite curly.  The redhead's olive green eyes were hard and calculating.
            "What a waste of a perfectly good woman," she said, shrugging. Then she smiled and wagged her brows. "But then, maybe not."
            Suddenly suspicious, Danica asked, "What do you mean?"
            Smiling, she said, "You scratch our itch, Monica, and maybe we'll let the barbarian scratch yours."
            "All of you?"
            Danica knew what a group of men could do with a woman, but surely Amazons wouldn't go for that kind of thing. Or would they?  Sex with a single man, much less a group, was messy, especially for the woman.  Maybe not so disgusting if everyone was a woman.
            "Not all at once," Sergeant Jana said. "We couldn't get you in for another three days anyway."
            "How long will I get with the man for this?  I think it should be an all-nighter," Danica said firmly.
            She was already laying down a strategy for dealing with the guards, knowing that the pursued had a natural advantage in these situations. An advantage she had no intention of surrendering. The redhead looked to be a demanding sort, and would probably try to take firm control of their relationship right off. The others, especially Sergeant Jana, looked to be easier to handle.
            "Sounds fair," Sergeant Jana said.  "We have an opening in three nights."
            "In three nights?" she said.  "I couldn't, you know, get a quick one knocked out today?"
            Carl needed to know she was there.  That he would be rescued soon.  He might even be able to tell her something useful.
            "Afraid not," Jana said.  "Men need recovery time between sessions."
            "His prowess is not magically enhanced?" Danica asked.  Magic could do amazing things, and Amazons within the Empire employed more magic in their daily lives than any other land.  "I only need him to stay hard long enough to satisfy me.  Shouldn't take long."
            "This stud doesn't seem to need magic in that way," Jana said, chuckling.  "But every time he comes, he shoots his seed.  The magic needs time to build up his seed to a level a woman could reasonably expect to get impregnated. If we let you slip in between scheduled sessions the woman after you will be cheated."
            Danica couldn't tell them she had no intention of actually coupling with him, so the next woman hiring him as a stud wouldn't be deprived of anything.  Three days was a long time to wait, but there was things she had to do in the meantime.
            "Three nights," the redhead said.  "No sooner."  She stepped closer.  "Besides, you have to pay before you play."
            Danica felt a warm tingle between her legs.  "And you are?"
            "Persa," she said.
            "Persa's right.  In three days, around ten at night, he'll be free for the rest of the night," Sergeant Jana said.  "You can ride him all night long if you want."
            Danica then smiled wantonly. "Give me a quick peek at him, to see if he's worth it."
            Persa led her to a stairwell leading upstairs. Danica shifted to her mage sight, looking for any sign of magic. There was none below or along the stairs. Upstairs she found there were only four rooms on the second floor, three were empty. And none had magic guarding them. The guard cracked open the only closed door and let Danica look inside.
            Carl was sprawled naked and spread-eagle atop a thick feather bed. She sighed with such a sense of relief.  He didn't have any obvious injuries.  Indeed, he looked rather happy.
            His wrists and ankles were chained to the thick brass bedposts. An old crone was enthusiastically riding him at the moment, and he looked to be having just as much fun. Her mage sight showed no spells holding him or otherwise warding the room. Danica suppressed a grin, looking forward to seeing his face when she told him what she saw.
            "He's perfect," she whispered, pulling the door closed. "When do I start paying for this?"
            Persa smiled with wicked delight, took Danica by the hand, and led her to another room.  As soon as the door closed, Danica was pushed against it and the redhead claimed her lips in a hungry kiss.
            Danica force her tongue into Persa's mouth, and the Amazon groaned.  In a heartbeat both women were stripping each other.  Soon, they crawled onto the bed, completely naked.  Persa rolled Danica onto her back, sinking into another deep kiss as their breasts rubbed together, and the redhead's hands roamed.  Then she combed her fingers into Danica's hair, at her temple, and brushed her ear.
            Persa froze.
            "What?" Danica asked, afraid she'd made some terrible mistake.
            "You're an elf," Persa said, pushing long blonde hair away to reveal pointed ears.
            "Is that a problem?"
            "I've never seen an elf before," she said, and then smiled.  "I thought elves bonded with their mates, and wouldn't have sex with anyone else."
            "I've been bespelled to keep that from happening," Danica  said.
            "Shame, I'd like a mate who didn't age," Persa said.
            "Well, elves age, just not as fast," Danica said.  "And I don't think bonding happens between two women anyway."
            "A girl can dream," she said, and kissed her.  "Have you been with a woman before?"
            "Yes, a few times," Danica said.
            Persa thrust her hips forward.  She pressed herself against the elfmaid.  Danica's eyes widened when she realized what the redhead was doing.  The Amazon pressed her clitoris to Danica's sensitive nub, and rubbed them together.  It never occurred to her to do that with a woman, or that it was even possible.
            The Amazon caught her eyes and wagged her brows.  "I'm teaching you something new, are I?"
            "Yes.  Don't stop," Danica said, feeling wet heat spreading.  "Oh my."

~ * ~ * ~

            Danica studied the rectangular building of dark-yellow stone from the shadows of a tree by the gurgling river. The Moryc Palace, home of Duchess Devan and her family, was rather simple looking by Amazon standards. It had tall diamond-paned windows and a high-pitched slate roof. There were no guards to be seen, but thick magicks sheathed it with protection.
            In her lovemaking sessions with the stud house guards, Danica had coaxed out Carl's story. He had indeed been discovered by patrolling Amazon dragoons, and brought back to their garrison in Jagstau. He had been carrying a magical sword, which was now resting in Duchess Devan's treasure room deep underground. He also admitted in drunken boasts of finding a treasure trove high in the mountains. They coaxed out its location easily enough with sex and ale. The guardswomen told her everything she needed to know, especially since she was such a breathless audience.
            For the three days — morning, noon, and night — she had been servicing one guard after another. Sometimes the sex acts they demanded of her made her question the intelligence of her chosen method. At first, they treated her very courteously, and she had been able to maintain her control of the sessions. After she had committed herself, two of the guards began to act out their darkest sexual fantasies. If it wasn't for their eagerness to tell her everything they knew that first day, she'd never have had the time to locate the Sword of Power.
            Danica spotted the wagon she was waiting for, slowly lumber its way to the kitchen entrance. She casually strolled toward the open kitchen door as the wagon was being unloaded of it foodstuffs. The Duchess was away, out looting the treasure trove Danica and Carl found, and agreed not to talk about. That left the palace all but undefended by Danica's high standards.
            As she neared the side door into the kitchens once again she shifted to mage sight. During the daily delivery of foodstuffs, the wards protecting the kitchen entrance were removed. She would have only as long as the kitchen staff and carters did their business and socialized.
            Hiding by the door in the shrubbery, she waited until the wagon was empty and everyone went back inside to trade gossip over steaming cups of coffee. When the murmur of their relaxed voices came through the open door, Danica eased out of the shrubbery and in through the door. She knew from Sergeant Jana, who used to be one of the Companions, the door down to the dungeons was just off the kitchen.
            She quickly found the dungeon door, and hurried down with eyes and ears and mage sight alert. Oil lamps were few and far between, and turned down low. It was a peaceful land with friendly law-abiding people, so Duchess Devan rarely found reason to imprison anyone in the dungeons. At the moment, all the cells sat empty, so there was no need for guards or light. Thankfully, Danica's elven night sight was the equal to that of an owl's, so she could see well in the dim light provided.
            Danica found the treasure room unguarded, not even by magic. With wary eyes, she studied the thick oaken door a moment, noting the padlock and wondering why the outside of the palace was so well guarded by magic and there wasn't a single spell upon the treasure room door.
            Oh well, only one way to find out. Pulling a brass pin out of her boot, she knelt and began probing the inner workings of the lock. She spent the better part of ten minutes manipulating the tumblers, knowing that time was quickly running out, before the lock snapped open. Pulling her sword, she then opened the door.
            When nothing jumped at her, she moved into the pitch black chamber and looked around. Shifting to mage sight again, she jumped back as the bright magicks revealed themselves. Heart thumping in her chest, she considered abandoning her efforts for now. It was obvious she could bypass the magicks by being extra careful, but it might slow her down too much to escape in time. However,  if she didn't do it now, there would not be another chance.
            Finding an oil lamp, she took it to light on one of the wall lamps. After closing the door she began exploring the treasure room's contents. The bright magicks looked like a magical spider web, woven through the chamber in such a way that anyone walking through would have to disrupt several at a time. Danica was forced to constantly duck and step over and around the pulsating magicks.
            Most of the "treasure" Danica could see was junk, though probably of sentimental value to the reigning Duchess and her family. Tapestries mostly, and a few old statues and paintings. There was no real portable treasure, such as coin or jewelry. Indeed, the chamber appeared to double as the palace armory. Swords, shields, spears, and such were piled everywhere. Much of it rusting from neglect.
            She found the Tor Rycell Sword of Power hanging from a peg in back, still in its red and gold sheath. It was like a beacon of raw magical power to her mage sight. Pulling it, she felt the warm tingling of magic move up her arm and smiled. Placing her own sword in the Sword of Power's sheath, she left with the enchanted sword riding her hip.
            The kitchen staff and carters were still talking over coffee when she snuck out the door. She ensured no one was around to spot her before stepping back onto the street and heading back to the Clever Fox. After eating dinner and telling Clara a few more nasty things that had happened to her as a warrior, she'd pay her bill and head over to the stud house. Bandu willing, she and Carl would be able to escape the city before dawn. Then she would let Carl have it. It would be many a year before she let him forget about giving away their treasure.








 
 
 
Chapter 7

            Cat crooked a finger at the harried serving girl. The pretty brunette hurried over, expertly avoiding the grasping hands of several laughing warriors and teamsters. Half a dozen voices rose up calling for her, but she ignored them.
            "Yes, mistress?" she asked politely in a thick Amazon accent, wiping ale off her hands on her stained white cotton blouse. It was cut low to display an amble bosom.
            "Bring me another ale," Cat said.
            "Right away, mistress. As soon as I fetch the merchant's dinner I'll — "
            Cat grabbed hold of her arm, and squeezed. The young Amazon bondservant winced. Fear crept into her big brown eyes.
            "Now."
            The serving girl rushed through the crowded common room, men reaching for her long brown homespun shirt. Cat watched her closely, to ensure she didn't make any side trips. It took longer to get an ale in here than it did to drink it. Of course, roadhouses weren't known for their prompt or even good service. They were places to spend the night safe from bandits.
            The serving girl soon returned with the asked for mug of watered down ale. She kept the table between herself and Cat, and then stepped back a step after setting the mug down.
            "Anything else, mistress?"
            Cat waved her away, feeling guilty now for hurting and intimidating her. It didn't matter that she was a bondservant, and likely used to being abused. For a few coins, she would eagerly go upstairs with anyone. She would likely do anything for a few coins, to pay off her bond and gain her freedom. Considering her youth and beauty, Cat didn't think she spent many nights alone, if any. Indeed, of the ten serving girls she had seen working at Twin Pines Roadhouse, only three were still downstairs serving at the moment. They were steadily going upstairs with the scruffy teamsters and warriors for upwards of an hour at a time. There never seemed to be enough servers for adequate service.
            Cat scowled into her mug. The only person making more round trips up the stairs than the serving girls was Monique. Cat could have accepted the fact the Amazon sorceress was a tramp, it being so bloody common among Amazons, but it wasn't sex the sorceress was after. She lured the burly teamsters, arrogant warriors, and wary merchants upstairs to steal their life energy. That she gave them some really wild sex first didn't make up for what she was doing in Cat's mind.
            "Still brooding?" Monique asked, plopping down in the chair beside Cat. She stole the bravo's mug and promptly drained half off.
            "It's not right," Cat whispered, her gaze cutting left and right.
            "I'm not killing them, only taking a little energy. They don't even realize anything's amiss," she said. "If they feel anything, they pass if off as really good loving. By morning their bodies will have replenished their losses."
            "That doesn't make it right."
            "You're not liking it doesn't make it wrong," Monique said. "Face it, Cat, we need that energy. I lost it all in Sheba, and I still only have about a quarter of what I had before. At this rate, I'll be lucky to be finished by Tanburg."
            "If we get caught — "
            "If I get caught, I'll deal with it."
            "Like you dealt with it in Sheba?"
            For the first time since departing Sheba, Cat saw Monique's eyes flash in anger. She instantly regretted the taunt, knowing sorceresses were only human. Magic was a subtle art, which at times even caught the most powerful magic-users unaware.
            "I'm sorry."
            Monique relaxed. "It's all right, Cat."
            It was the same old argument. Monique had been replenishing her magical energies at each and every roadhouse they stopped. She needed lots of men to do it, since she could only take a tiny bit at a time. Though she had no problem with draining a man dry, and killing him in the process, she would only do that to a proven enemy. The men they encountered on the Norissan Trade Road were innocents. Unlike Cat, though, her pangs of guilt were only pangs.
            She soon lost interest in the brooding bravo. "See you later."
            Cat watched her move among the men, teasing and flirting outrageously. She soon had ten men following her, trying to be the next one to take her upstairs. Her recent lovers were spread around the room describing, in glowing terms, their encounters with her. It didn't take her long to make a choice.
            After watching the sorceress escort a young warrior upstairs, Cat drained her mug and called for another.
            "Your friend seems to be rather popular," a young warrior said, joining her unbidden about half an hour later. "My name is Jahan."
            He was tall, dark, and slim, but well-muscled. His face was open and attractive, eyes the color of mountain lakes. By his accent, she figured him for a Jarlander. Bronze spurs said he was a commoner. A sword rode his right hip, and his red wool shirt was opened low.
            Pretty, Cat thought, which wasn't necessarily a compliment from her.
            "I'm Cat. Is there something I can do for you?"
            She thought she knew, but asked anyway. Sitting alone was starting to get old. But if he thought...
            "Just wanted a pretty girl to talk to me," he said, smiling. "The serving girls don't seem to have the time, and the Amazons I ride with only have eyes and ears for each other."
            "Talk, right."  Cat smiled weakly. "And just what do you want to talk about?"
            Leaning back in his chair, "Doesn't matter, really. How about starting with where you hail from."
            "Zahari, a long way from this icy place," she said, suddenly feeling a chill. It was just her luck to be sent up into the mountains at the outset of winter. It never got cold back home in Zahari and the desert Danica took her from never got this cold. "You've never heard of it, believe me."
            "Are all the women in Zahari as big as you?"
            "Mostly."
            "As dark?"
            "Some darker."
            "As beautiful?"
            Cat shot him a sharp look. He seemed unaffected by it. She noticed how he appeared to be studying her closely, especially her face.
            "You're kind," she said at length, her face relaxing.
            "And you're modest," he said, suddenly leaning in close. "Now that's unusual."
            Suddenly defensive, "What do you mean?"
            "I've never met a warrior woman who didn't think she was the Goddess of Beauty personified," he said. "Most act more like Lyss, though."
            Cat chuckled; she’d noticed the same thing. It took a special kind of woman to take up the sword. She’d need to have twice as much confidence, and three times the guts of her male counterparts just to be accepted. To show even the slightest weakness or vulnerability in these circles was almost a death sentence. She could end up robbed, raped, and sold to slavers, or worse, murdered.
            "It's not modesty, just honesty," Cat said, but was unable to look at him. "Besides, I'm tired from a long day in the saddle."
            "Now that I understand," he said with feeling, and slumped in his chair just a bit. "The caravan I'm riding with has been winding its way south for twenty-three days of bandits, rain, and icy winds."  He grinned at her, "When we reach Sheba, my contract is up and this poor boy is heading for the Jarlands. Down where it never gets this bloody cold."
            Cat smiled, "Where in the Jarlands?"
            He shrugged. "Doesn't matter much. Probably Dakkor to start. I'm Dakkoran."
            Cat was suddenly alert. "Really?  One of my best friends is from Dakkor. Danic of Drakehorn."
            "Sir Danic?  I'm impressed, the House of Drakehorn is one of Dakkor's Greathouses."
            Cat hadn't known that. Danica was full of surprises.
            "Do you know him?"
            "No. I've heard of him."  He winked at her. "My father was a simple tavern bouncer, not a great lord or even a knight."
            Cat's eyes lit up. Here was a man who came from the same world she knew. Someone who wouldn't turn his nose up at a simple bravo, a bouncer. Though Danica had never said or did anything to indicate she thought ill of common born bravos, Cat always felt uncomfortable around the landed and titled elite.
            "He's not one to discriminate," Cat said. "He takes people at face value."
            "I don't doubt it. He wouldn't last long as an adventurer if he didn't," he said, sounding sincere. "The really arrogant and haughty knights join the army or otherwise take 'noble service' with the throne."
            Cat practically beamed. "I think Danica — " She pretended to cough, "Excuse me. I think Danic would like you."
            "Really?  That's nice, but how do you feel?"
            They stared into each other's eyes a long moment.
            "I feel good, real good," she said, smiling.
            Monique chose that moment to return. Cat cringed when several men cheered. Jahan noticed.
            "You're friend makes you uncomfortable."
            Cat looked embarrassed. "Not really...I mean, she's so brazen. Don't get me wrong, I think the world of her. I just wish she wouldn't do this. Or at least not be so open about it."
            "But we must make allowances for friends," he said. "I have some friends myself who make it a habit of embarrassing me."  He winked at her mischievously, "Fortunately for me, they're both passed out drunk in the corner."
            "I should be so lucky," she said, eyeing Monique who now sat cross-legged atop the back bar with half a dozen men now competing for her attention. "If I see her take another man upstairs, I think my stomach will sour."
            "Would you like to take a walk around the yard?" he asked.
            Cat was tempted. Real tempted. But she so hated the cold. A thought, one she rarely had, came unbidden. Her throat tightened, blood pounding in her ears.  She became all warm and fuzzy inside.
            "I...I have a room to myself."
            She glanced up hesitantly. Jahan looked almost as shocked, but very pleased at the same time.
            "If it's what you really want..." he said.
            Cat stood up, and slipped her arm inside his. She glanced over at Monique as they headed for the stairs. The sorceress looked suitably surprised, which pleased Cat to no end. Her room was at the end of the hall. It was cold and small, with only a feather bed and down comforter inside.
            "You are so beautiful," Jahan said, pulling her close for a kiss.
            I can't believe I'm going to… she thought, almost giggling.
            Quickly wiggling out of her tight fitting chain mail, she sat on the bed and jerked her boots off. Jahan sat beside her, removing his boots. They helped each other out of their remaining clothes, then quickly shot under the down comforter, pressing their bodies together tightly.
            Jahan wrapped his arms around her, squeezing so wonderfully tight, and kissed her.  He kissed the bravo like no one had in a very long time.  A low moan bubbled up as his lips slid sensuously across hers, and then his tongue pushed deep into her mouth.
            "Mmmm," she said, feeling his erection press against her thigh.
            His hard, rough hands roamed her body.  Jahan squeezed her butt cheeks, and then fondled her boobs.  He ran his fingers through her hair, and stroked her back and thigh.  Cat dragged her nails down his back, before grabbing his butt in both hands.
            Cat clutched at him as his lips kissed their way down her neck to her bosom. He was the first man she'd had in over a year. She had thought she was over them. She had thought she could live without male companionship. Now all she thought of now was how best to please this man.
            "Oooh," she sighed when he sucked in a sensitive nipple.
            He rolled on top of her, his face buried between her boobs.  As she spread her legs, letting him between them, he rubbed his face all over her firm breasts.  Cat writhed, savoring the sweet sensations rippling through her body.  It wasn't long before she felt all hot and sweaty, gasping for air, and then he pressed up between her legs.
            He caught her eyes, held them.  Their gaze was intense, and turned her insides to hot mush.  She wrapped her hand around his erection, guiding him to her sex.  When he was firmly nestled in her hot, wet folds, she bit her lip and sucked in a breath.
            Jahan thrust.
            "Uggh," she cried, head rolling back.  "Oooooh."
            It'd been so long, Jahan couldn't push in very deep.  He started thrusting, going a little deeper each time.  Cat clutched at him, eyes huge, as he stretched her out so wonderfully.  She wondered why she didn't do this more often.  Carl would jump on her in a heartbeat if she let him.
            "Oh.  Oh.  Oh," she cried softly, with each thrust.
            When he was fully sheathed inside her, Jahan claimed her lips in a deep, hungry kiss as he thrust into her body faster and faster.  He refused to give up her lips.  She tightened her arms and legs around him, feeling her body changing.  Cat felt that almost forgotten rise to ultimate pleasure.  As if the gods smiled upon them, the two lovers peaked at the same time.
            "Aaaggh!  Ooooh," Cat cried, her insides erupting with insane pleasure.
            "Oh yes," Jahan gasped out, eyes closing.
            The caravan guard thrust into Cat all the way through her orgasm, making it one of the best ever.  Finally, he started to go flaccid inside her, and his efforts petered out.
            "That was great," Jahan said, still breathless.
            "You know what would make it better?"
            He lifted a brow, "What?"
            Cat wagged her brows.  "If you did it again."
            
~ * ~ * ~

            Danica glanced up into the velvety blue night sky and admired the light sprinkling of bright stars. The constellation The Soldier was already high in the sky. It was the first to rise, it being the month of the Soldier. It was the twenty-third day of the Soldier, with seven days left in the month. Then Bloodmoon. The first day of the Maiden was Bloodmoon, and the Amazon Liberation Day holiday.
            Back in the Clever Fox talk had turned to the upcoming celebration commemorating the day two hundred and ninety-three years back when the "heroic" women of the then Galletine Empire finally rose up and slaughtered the men oppressing them. The First Day of the Maiden, Liberation Day, was the Empire's most important holiday. Considering the horror of that long ago day, Danica thought it appropriate that it happened on a Bloodmoon.
            Plans for parades and parties were being finalized. The cloth merchants and dress makers were doing booming business. She’d heard the school children would be doing a play which acted out that fateful night in the fifty-second year after the Temple War.
            Danica shook her head ruefully as she walked the quiet night-shrouded streets of Jagstau. There was so much to admire about the Amazon Empire and its friendly people. There was less crime, less poverty, and generally a greater feeling of well-being than any other land she'd ever visited. Their only failing seemed to be a paranoia concerning men within their borders.
            Danica had other problems to worry about. The stud house loomed before her, dark and quiet. It had no windows, and only the one door. That fact would complicate the rescue. She quickly ran down everything she had done to prepare for their escape. Two ropes were hidden under a rain barrel beside the stud house. The two horses she bought yesterday, both Amazon coursers — what Jarlanders and Tyrians would call a hunter — were saddled and well hidden in the hills above the city. Their saddlebags were full of jerky, raw potatoes, trail biscuits, and blankets. She had even bought a pair of extra thick wool cloaks.
            It would have been better, and easier, if she could have bought some warhawks. But though the city had a warhawk mews, it was empty. The mews got little business since the big air cavalry base over in the neighboring Duchy of Saddle Rock was built a few years back.
            Their swift coursers and a one night's head start should be enough to insure their escape. Any pursuit by the Amazon dragoons would be astride their big chargers, which had neither the speed nor the endurance of a courser. She also had serious doubts the Amazons would pursue them across the border.
            Danica stepped into the warm entrance hall. The stud house guardswomen were at the dice again. They looked up as she entered and smiled at her. She smiled back.
            "Little early, Danica," Sergeant Jana said, chuckling. "Eager little elf, aren't you?"
            "It has been a while since I've bedded a man," she said sheepishly.
            "You're in luck. Dame Trish finished early, so he's all yours," Persa said. "Unless you've changed your mind, and would rather spend the night down here with us."
            Danica paused, remembering what each of them was like in bed.  She'd visited each of the three days, going upstairs with them.  In part to keep them happy and eager to help her.  In part because she just enjoyed having sex.
            "As much as I loved my time with you ladies, I'll have to pass," Danica said. "Maybe some other night.  Tonight this girl is going to get penetrated."
            Sergeant Jana shrugged. "As you wish. Beats me what any reasonable woman could see in that overgrown barbarian, but it's your life."
            Persa opened a side door. "You can strip in here."
            Danica hesitated. She hadn't foreseen this development.
            "What do you mean?"
            Persa gave her an exasperated look. "Surely you don't expect to be left alone fully armed with him?"
            "If it's modesty you're concerned with, remember, we've all seen you naked," Jana said with a wink.
            But Carl hadn't, and she wanted to keep it that way. That big horny bastard might start getting ideas. And he could be very tenacious and crafty once his heart was set on bedding a certain woman.
            "I understand the weapons part, even though we all know he's chained up tight," Danica said. "But why must I strip down here?  Undressing in front of men really turns me on, and them, too. It's half the fun."
            "Sorry, but that's the rule."
            "You're already breaking the rules by letting me have him tonight, why not break one more? I'd be very grateful."
            The guardswomen shared a look. Several were starting to lick their lips already.
            "How grateful?" Persa asked.
            Danica smiled. "Use your imagination."
            "Agreed, you keep your clothes," Jana said, breathless at the thoughts of the promised pleasures to come. "Hold your arms high, I have to search and disarm you."
            Sergeant Jana patted her down, taking her sword belt with the sword and belt knife, and the two throwing daggers she had sheathed inside her boots. Once she was satisfied Danica was disarmed, Jana led the way upstairs.
            Danica's heart began racing as they approached the door. If Carl called out to her, they both could be executed come Liberation Day. Jana was still well-armed, and looked like she knew how to take care of herself.
            Opening the door wide, "He's all yours, sugar. We'll come up and wake you about sunrise."
            Carl was atop the bed, still bound spread-eagle, trying to get a look at the newcomers in the dim light of the single oil lamp. Danica tried to keep her face in the shadows, and her long hair covering her features somewhat.
            "Thank you," she said, and slipped inside.
            "A-ha, another poor lonely Amazon come for a rousing ride on the great Laughingbear of legend," Carl laughed heartily. Danica noted with a frown he sounded a bit drunk. Jana chuckled and closed the door. "Come along my pretty, let ole Carl have a look at your fine form."
            "Shove it, toad brain," she said quietly, tossing her hair back over her shoulders. His shock warmed her heart. Then when he looked as if he'd call out joyfully, she rushed over and covered his mouth. "Don't say a thing. You want to get us both killed?"
            When he nodded understanding she removed her hand and stepped back a pace.
            "You found me," he said, beaming with pleasure. "I knew I could count on you."
            His cock started to stiffen.  Danica froze, staring with huge eyes.  She'd seen him naked in the bathes, but never when erect.  The size of him took her breath away, and left the spot between her legs hot and tingly.
            "Well actually, I came for the Sword of Power. You were an afterthought," she said, beginning to examine the shackles.  It wasn't easy ignoring his cock. "You came in so handy back in the caves, I thought I might find a use for you again. Maybe pulling a plow."
            "You're a funny girl," he said. "But I'm afraid I lost the bloody sword."
            "I already have it. It's downstairs," she said, pulling the brass pin secreted inside her right boot.
            "You do?  Ha, ha, you deserve a big kiss."
            Shaking her fist in his face, "Say it again, and it'll be my knuckles you kiss."
            Winking at her, "I like a woman with spirit."
            Danica started to work on his manacles.
            "How much have you had to drink?"
            "Not nearly enough," he said, scowling.
            The first cuff snapped open, releasing his right wrist. He began flexing his fingers and working the soreness out of his stiff joints. She started working on the right ankle cuff, which came open soon enough.
            "You're good with that thing," Carl said, admiring her work. "I never could get the hang of it."
            "Too complicated for your simple mind," she said, grinning.
            "Simple mind? I — "
            "Shhh," she interrupted, sorry she had started it in the first place. "I don't want to get caught up in that old argument, at least not until we're well away from here." She paused, giving him a piercing look, "Then you can explain why you told the Amazons about our treasure."
            Carl winced. "They tricked me."
            "Save it," she said. Danica kept her face hidden, hiding the smile of satisfaction. This was something she could use to make him squirm for years to come. It was almost worth losing the treasure. "I have plenty of time to hear your sad tale while en route to Tanburg."
            Carl groaned.
            The last cuff snapped open. Danica went over to the door and peeked out while Carl sat up and stretched. Turning around, she saw him standing there in all of his pride and glory, giving her an appreciative look over. He quickly averted his eyes when she lifted a disapproving brow.
            "It be amazing how sore a body gets just laying in bed," he said, working his limbs some more. Then he looked up at Danica and smiled wide. "But I wasn't just laying there. Danica, you wouldn't believe how the Amazons couldn't keep their hands off my body. Half the women in this city must have come up to visit ole Carl."
            "I know. In about nine months there will be at least a score of big ugly redheaded children being born."
            "Ugly? You're just jealous again."
            Danica chuckled. "Maybe I am. I've been held prisoner many times, but never in such a pleasant way."
            "It was their pleasure," Carl said, winking.
            "I just hope those poor Amazons don't have nightmares after the experience."
            "Ouch. You're hurting me again."
            "Speaking of being hurt," Danica said, suddenly all business. "I had to give up my weapons downstairs. They're being kept in a room to the right of the stairs, with five well-armed guardswomen in the way."
            "I remember the entry. I was stripped down there before being brought up here. Five chairs along the walls, one small table pushed up against the wall opposite the stair."
            "It hasn't changed. We can use the chairs for a bit, but if we don't subdue them quick we're done for."
            "Fear not, Danica."
            "And try to keep the bellowing down to a minimum. You'll wake the whole bloody city, and we'll both be kicking our lives away at the end of a rope by morning."
            Not waiting for his response, she stepped out and headed for the stairwell. The guardswomen could be heard clearly, playing dice again. That would put them just to the right of the stairwell, and kneeling or bent over. They eased down the wooden stairs, Danica wincing at the loud protests of the steps under Carl's bulk.
            "You hear something?" Jana's voice said.
            Danica charged down the last five steps, and cut right at the bottom. Snatching up a chair, she kicked Persa in the ribs and smashed the chair over Jana's head. Carl was instantly beside her, lifting the big blonde, Wilma, up and slamming her against the far wall. Danica brought her fist back across Persa's jaw as the guardswoman tried to stand. Then straight finger punched Tanya in the throat. Carl had the last guardswoman, Barbra, by the throat and was punching her face in.
            "I think that went well, for a change," Danica said, rubbing her aching right hand.
            Carl just stood there silently, face screwed up in a pained grimace. "It hurts me to beat up on such fine women like that."
            "I know how you feel, but strangely enough, the longer I'm a woman the less concerned I become about it. Maybe it just was all that fighting with women here in the Empire."
            The guardswomen were dragged into the room holding Danica's weapons. After rearming herself, they bound and gagged the five Amazons. Carl took Jana's sword for himself. His clothes, minus weapons and chain mail, were neatly folded on a shelf. It only took him a minute to dress. Danica winced as he loudly stamped back into his boots. Then after taking a set of throwing daggers, a belt knife, and all the guardswomen's purses, Carl followed Danica out into the dark street.
            "Cold," he said, hugging himself. He had Jana's cloak, but had been locked up inside a warm building for a while.
            "Come along," she said, and stealthily eased into the night shadows.
            After rolling the rain barrel aside, she retrieved the two ropes hidden underneath. She gave one to Carl, who looped it over one shoulder. It only took a few minutes to reach the outer walls. By the time they arrived their eyes were beginning to adjust to the dark.
            "One guard standing beside that merlon," Carl whispered, pointing to a spot thirty feet to their right.
            Pointing to her left, Danica said, "Two more talking over there about fifty feet down, at the top of the stairs."
            "I see them."
            "Guess we climb up."
            They fashioned lassos out of their ropes. Danica had hoped to go up the stairs. Carl's hands still wouldn't respond as well as he would like, so it took a moment longer for him to tie his knots. When he was ready, they stepped out of the shadows together and aimed for the merlons. They both had been doing this for several years, so their throws were true.
            "If we get separated, the horses are in an abandoned barn at a hairpin turn on the trade road into the mountains," Danica said, then started pulling herself up the rope hand over hand as fast as she could.
            Carl quickly passed her and was waiting on the catwalk with a grin when she finally made it up. He grabbed her belt and pulled her up beside him. Without a word, they tossed the ropes over to the other side and crawled into the crenels. Holding the rope under her rump, Danica pushed off. With her thick winter gloves and leather pants she was able to glide down rather fast without injuring herself. The ropes were left hanging as they darted unseen into the surrounding forest.








 
 
 
Chapter 8

            Talar stepped into the shadowy tavern and peered intently for any signs of danger. He didn't trust Kylar. The man was just too eager to help, but never seemed to give them any concrete information about Ayesha or the movements of her forces. Today he promised it would be different, that he had information that would put a quick end to the fight.
            Maeve shouldered her way past Talar, frowning at his caution. A quick glance around showed the tavern held at most twenty men scattered about, talking quietly and nursing mugs. An equal number of pretty, scantily clad bondservants were serving them, or sitting at the long bar waiting for someone to pay for their intimate services.
            "Looks safe enough," Maeve said, heading for an empty table in back. "You're just spooked because you don't have your wards in place."
            "No, not that. This place just doesn't feel right," Talar said, following reluctantly.
            "Nothing Kylar does feels right to you," she countered. "You just don't trust him, but I do. We're old lovers. He can be trusted."
            "He's given me no reason to trust him."
            "Two ales!" Maeve cried, slapping the table. Talar grimaced, glancing around. Seeing this, Maeve laughed. "Lover mine, we must act the part. I'm rough peasant girl, and you are my man."
            Talar grunt, running a hand over the rough homespun shirt. He wouldn't mind the peasant costume so much if Maeve would let him wash it. His skin crawled every time he wondered who had worn it before him, and what kind of vermin resided in the clothes.
            "Yes, I know, but I think you're acting more like a brazen warrior woman than a baseborn peasant."
            Maeve shrugged. "I don't know how Jarland peasant girls behave, but this be how Tyrian peasants act. And I am a Tyrian."
            Talar checked Danic's memories of the Tyrians and their ways. What he found shocked him. Maeve was right. As the High Sorceress Taara, Talar had only dealt with the Tyrian nobility, who behaved much like their Jarland counterparts. The peasant class of the Tyrians possessed an entirely different set of values and rules of behavior. Buried in Danic’s memories, he discovered that Tyrian women were every bit as wild and free-spirited as their men, if not more so. Their attitudes and morals reminded him of Amazon warriors.
            "Tschüss!" the serving girl said, smiling at Maeve. She was tall and fair-haired, her accent as thick as Maeve's. "I brought some fine Tyrian brew."
            "A Tyrian!" Maeve cried, delighted. "Tschüss!  I am Maeve of Ohmstat."
            "I am Iva of Cerre," she said.
            "A regular family reunion," Talar said before picking up his mug and sipping at the potent Tyrian dark ale. "Could I get a cup of water please?"
            For a second, the Tyrian bondservant gave him a blank look, then nodded. When Iva departed to fetch the asked for water, Maeve turned accusing eyes on Talar.
            "Don't embarrass me by watering down your ale in front of Iva," Maeve said. "She's a Tyrian, who respects a good ale."
            Talar bristled. "Why should you care what some slave or bondservant thinks of me or you?"
            "She's a bondservant. I know this place. No slaves," she said. "And I care because she's a warrior down on her luck. Someday she'll be free of this place and we might meet up."
            Talar paused. What the bondservant thought of him was of no concern. What surprised him was Maeve's assessment of the woman. How did she know that Iva was a warrior?  They had just met and exchanged a traditional Tyrian greeting. The greeting wasn't exclusive to warriors. When the bondservant returned, Talar looked her over carefully. She was tall and lithe, with a pretty face and rather short hair by modern standards, which barely reached her shoulders. She was a bit overly made up by his standards, but seemed young and in good health.
            "Excuse me, Iva, but how long have you been a bondservant?" Talar asked.
            "Three months, master."
            "And what were you before?"
            She stood a bit taller, a bit prouder. "A warrior, master. And a bloody good one, too."
            "Thank you," he said. "You may leave."
            The bondservant gave him a curious look as she departed. Maeve's expression mirrored hers.
            "Care to explain?" Maeve asked.
            "I was just checking to see if you were right," he said. He wondered what her bond price would run. "It gives me an idea."
            "Do you plan on letting me in on your idea?"
            "Yes. I was just thinking that maybe we can rebuild our army with bondservants. You can pick out the ones worth paying off their bonds," he said. "I think they will make a more loyal, more grateful, host than the gutter scum we been trying to recruit lately."
            "Interesting idea," Maeve said. "Half the prostitutes, serving girls, and bouncers in this city are bondservants. Most will do anything to escape their sorry lot in life."
            "Excellent. This tavern looks like as good a place to start as any," Talar said, scanning the room. "How about starting with Iva?"
            Maeve considered that a moment.
            "How much coin do you have?" she said. "Bond holders in taverns and brothels tend to keep a bondservant's payoff price just out of reach, but low enough to give them hope."  She paused again, her face screwed up in thought. "I figure it will take at least one hundred crowns copper per bondservant."
            Talar considered that. His wealth was considerably depleted. Still, at one hundred crowns per warrior, bondservants would be cheaper than mercenaries in the long run. After buying their bonds, he wouldn't have to pay them any wages, just feed and clothe them. At the moment he had some twenty-five crowns silver, enough to buy twenty-five bondservants by Maeve's reckoning.
            "All right, this is what we'll do," he said. "You start a conversation with Iva. Together you two decide on which bondservants in this tavern are worth buying. Then I'll go see the owner."
            "Bad idea, Talar. The owner won't be interested in losing so many bondservants at one time. He will sell you one or two, but the ten or more I figure will be sending him into a panic."
            "How should we proceed?"
            "Leave it to me," she said, waving Iva over. "Take a seat."
            Warily, "Thank you, mistress. What can I do for you?"
            "We're thinking of buying your bond," Maeve said. "Are you interested?"
            "I don't know. How will I earn my freedom?"
            "We need warriors."
            Iva's face lit up. "You mean it? I'll be free?"
            "Free, but oath bound to us for a given time," Maeve said. "When our task is finished, you will be a free woman."
            "I'll do it."
            "But you don't even know what the task is," Talar said.
            "I don't care. I'm sick and tired of having to lay with stinking dockworkers and such for a handful of coins at day. I'm a warrior, born and bred."
            "What's your payoff price?" Maeve asked.
            "One hundred twenty-seven crowns copper."
            "Are there any other bondservants here you would recommend?"
            Iva thought a moment, her dark brown eyes scanning the assembled bondservants at the bar. "Five others."
            "That's all?" Talar asked.
            "Yes, my lord. The three bouncers — Lars Thunderfist, Jon of Dracos, and Emily Three-fingers — will be loyal to you, as will two of the serving girls, Kandice and Nadia."
            "Only two?" Maeve asked, amazed. "Are they Tyrians?"
            "No. They are Amazons, but have a strong sense of honor and duty. Those five will follow you to Hel and back if you buy their bonds. All the others might or might not be loyal. Many will surely bolt if given the chance."
            "How should we proceed?  Would the tavern owner sell all your bonds to me?" Talar said.
            "Sure, but he'll raise the payoff first." She thought about it a moment. "I'd recommend you give us the payoff price, then we can buy off our own bond. He won't be expecting it, especially from the bouncers."
            After giving Iva her payoff price, Talar and Maeve met with the men and women she recommended. All were eager to take service with them. By the time they finished interviewing the other bondservants, Iva returned fully armed and armored. Talar was surprised at the workmanship of her arms and armor, the breastplate obviously of the highest quality. Iva only grinned and repeated her claim that she was a bloody good warrior, and worth far more than they paid for her services.
            When the others joined them, Talar gave each an amulet.
            "Keep that on you at all times," he said. "It will protect you if we are attacked by magic."
            He didn't mention it was his and Maeve's magic the amulets were designed to protect them from. If they were under magical attack and forced to call up their wards the spell was designed to send out a great blast of energy to give them time to conjure a defense. Anyone within twenty feet not protected by magic would be burned to a crisp in an instant.
            "And just who will we be fighting, my Lord," Iva asked.
            Maeve stood hastily, eyes wide. "Her."
            Talar turned to find Ayesha striding into the tavern. Suddenly all the other patrons stood and faced their table. Swords were bared and men slowly moved forward. The tavern's bondservants and staff vacated the room quickly.
            Iva and the five other freed bondservants never hesitated. They moved as one and pulled their swords as they formed a semi-circle before Talar and Maeve.
            "What a pleasant surprise," Ayesha said. "It is so nice of you to deliver yourselves to me, and with no personal wards in place."
            Talar glanced at Maeve. She nodded, a faint smile playing at her lips. Talar suppressed his own smile. If all went well, Ayesha will be destroy, their prisoner, within a few minutes.
            "Now," Talar said.
            Maeve let out a wild battle cry and raced straight at Ayesha. When the High Mage's bravos moved to block her advance, Maeve spoke a Word of Power. Instantly the room exploded, shattering tables, chairs, walls...and incinerating the bravos. Ayesha stumbled back, crying out in fear and pain.
            Maeve drove into Ayesha with a flashing blade and a battle cry. Disoriented, Ayesha barely defended herself from Maeve's reckless attack. Talar watched, gauging Ayesha's recovery. When she looked to be gaining the upper hand, Talar spoke a Word of Power and called up his wards. The room exploded again.
            "Stand fast," he ordered the freed bondservants when they appeared ready to bolt. "The amulets will protect you. If all goes well, your service to us may end here and now."
            Talar turned his attention back to Maeve's fight with Ayesha. Ayesha looked bewildered and exhausted. Her defenses were falling. 
            While Maeve pressed her mundane attack, Talar started an assault on Ayesha's wards on levels non magic-users wouldn't comprehend or see. Ayesha's only response was a gasp and stumble against a wall. She couldn't even spare Talar a quick glance for Maeve's attack only intensified as the redhead smelled victory.
            Spinning about, Maeve dropped low, and kicked out at Ayesha's right ankle. The blow connected, staggering her. Maeve then slapped an elbow across Ayesha's jaw and followed with a straight finger punch to her windpipe. Ayesha collapsed in a heap at her feet.
            "I did it!" Maeve cried to the heavens.
            Talar smiled, not surprised in the least that Maeve had forgotten it was a team effort, carefully planned by them both. It was enough for him that Ayesha was defeated and the threat extinguished.
            "Be careful, Maeve. She's still dangerous," he warned, starting over.
            "True. So I will be making her my own personal slave," Maeve said, beginning a chant in Ancient Elven while one finger drew Elven runes on the High Mage's forehead. Ayesha began to squirm and groan as the enchantment began to invade her mind, binding her will to Maeve. "There. Ayesha is mine to command! By the gods, I will know vengeance for what she did to me!"
            Talar suppressed his displeasure. Maeve was determined to exact vengeance in kind for the humiliating slavery Ayesha had forced upon her. Only Maeve planned on a more sinister slavery. She already picked out the dockside brothel. Talar did not approve. As Taara, before learning the High Arts, she had been such a slave.
            "I don't think it is a good idea, Maeve," Talar said, eyeing Ayesha warily. She was just too powerful to ignore, whether magically enslaved or not. "Ayesha is crafty and dangerous. And she has too many allies to be allowed to live."
            "After I strip away her knowledge of magic, she will be nothing but a slave whore," Maeve countered. Maeve kicked Ayesha in the ribs. "Wake up."
            When Ayesha began to stir, Talar instinctively stepped back and centered himself, preparing defensive magic to counter her attack. Maeve laughed derisively.
            "She is helpless, Talar. Go tend to our new warriors while I strip away her magic and haughty pride."
            Talar only took a step back and waited. He wasn't as confident as Maeve. He’d been fighting Ayesha for too long.
            Slowly, Ayesha came around and struggled to her knees before a victorious Maeve. The face she turned up to Maeve was bereft of all its former haughtiness and arrogance. For the first time in the two centuries Talar had known Ayesha, she looked terrified.
            "How does defeat and slavery feel, Ayesha," Maeve asked through clenched teeth, her eyes narrowing to slits. When Ayesha struggled to answer, seemingly fighting the compulsion to answer her mistress, Maeve demanded, "Answer me!"
            Anguish flooded over Ayesha's face, then anger.
            "I...will not...submit," she gasped out, the strain of it draining her face of color.
            Talar switched to mage sight. He could see Maeve's slave spell sheathing Ayesha, centered on her head. Only a different spell was slowly emerging from Ayesha, slow and determined. It appeared that she was fighting the compulsion and she looked to be winning.
            "Maeve, watch out. She trying to cast away your slave spell," he said, starting to call up his own magic.
            Maeve cried out in rage, her hands beginning to burn with hellfires. "She will not escape me!"
            Kylar chose that moment to enter the tavern, calling out a greeting. He stopped in his tracks when he spotted Ayesha at Maeve's feet.
            "Maeve! What happened?" Kylar called, rushing toward her.
            "Don't distract her!" Talar called, trying to intercept the Vikon.
            It was too late. Maeve gasped, and then cried out dismally as Ayesha staggered to her feet. Falling back against the wall, still trembling from the effort of escaping Maeve's magic, Ayesha drew a rune in the air and said a Word of Power. A gaping portal appeared in the floor between herself and Maeve. Ayesha jumped feet first into the portal and vanished.
            "Glorious Gods!" Maeve cried as the portal collapsed. "She escaped me!"
            "Damn you, Kylar!" Talar cried, pulling his sword. "You allowed Ayesha to escape."
            "I don't understand," Kylar said, all but stammering. "What happened?"
            "It was a trap," Talar said, eyes narrowing.
            "Nonsense," Kylar said, pretending to not understand the accusation. "Ayesha couldn't have known we would be here."
            "Then explain why all the patrons save ourselves were her men," Talar said.
            Kylar looked to Maeve for support, but she was lost in her own personal anguish at losing Ayesha. She didn't seem to know they were there.
            "Perhaps this is a regular hangout for her people," Kylar offered.
            "I do recognize most of them," Iva said, coming up beside Talar.
            Kylar let his shoulders slump, taking on a dejected air. "Then it is my fault. I should've been more careful in selecting our meeting place."
            "I should think so," Talar said. "In the future, when I tell you to do something, do it without question!"

~ * ~ * ~

            Ayesha took a deep steadying breath and slowly let it out. Dirusa's summons had been terse, demanding. She doubted even the gods could fathom what went on inside the mad goddess's mind at times. Had Dirusa learned of her failure to capture Talar and Maeve? Again. It was times like this she wished wholeheartedly she had been content with her lot, and had not made this unholy alliance.
            Dirusa was waiting, and she wasn't particularly patient. She knelt within the pentacle drawn on the floor of her conjuring room, then carefully arraigned and smoothed the folds of her white silk gown. She grinned wryly; at least now she didn't have to attend that boring state dinner for the new ambassador from Brajar. Of course, with her nerves already dangerously frayed from her near capture and enslavement earlier today, the last thing she needed was a face to face meeting with Dirusa.
            Closing her eyes, she began the spell to transport herself to Dirusa's realm. Before she got more than half a dozen words out, she was instead pulled through by Dirusa.
            "About time," her goddess snapped.
            Dirusa reclined on her Throne of Blood. The throne gave every appearance of being actual flowing blood, and Ayesha had no reason to think it otherwise. Though of warm blood, it glowed with an inner light and felt hard to the touch on the rare times she actually had a chance to check. It never left a stain on Dirusa, but Ayesha's fingers always came away blood-stained.
            Garn paced along the far wall, lost in some private argument within himself. The Four Sisters stood in attendance to Dirusa, but with their adoring eyes riveted on Garn. Ayesha smiled upon seeing the minor goddesses, for they were now dressed much like Dirusa in diaphanous silk gowns, instead of their usually skimpy outfits of feathers and bangles. Dirusa once vowed to change their attire, and it seemed she succeeded. Ayesha wondered if Garn approved.
            "I came as soon as I received you summons, my goddess," Ayesha said, bowing her head in subservience as was expected.
            "You may attend me," Dirusa said, indicating where she should stand. Turning to her fellow goddess, Basnoon, standing at her right hand, "Do ask Garn to join us."
            Basnoon's deep blue eyes flashed with joy, while tiny groans came from her sisters. Dirusa silenced them with a glacial look. Straightening her stance and smoothing her sky blue and white gown, Basnoon then quickly moved to do Dirusa's bidding.
            Ayesha watched, carefully keeping her mind serene. It was interesting to observe the power struggles among the Four Sisters, and it might aid her in dealing with them later. If all went as planned, they would rule the realms with Dirusa and Garn, supplanting the current hierarchy. At the moment, it seemed Basnoon held Dirusa's favor. It might be wise to get in good with the goddess, what with her star rising now.
            The other minor goddesses watched Basnoon with undisguised jealousy, but inched closer to Dirusa all the while. Ayesha wondered if a fight would break out upon Basnoon's return, when she tried to reclaim her place of honor from her sister goddess, Symona.
            Like Basnoon, Symona was courting Dirusa's favor by dressing more to the powerful goddess's liking. Tonight she wore a stunning gold silk gown that showed off her tawny complexion, golden hair, and golden-brown eyes splendidly. It was just enticing enough to catch Garn's attention, without alienating Dirusa.
            Red-headed Aroo stood at Dirusa's left, rivaling her sister's magnificence in a shimmering emerald gown that brought out her eyes. While dark, brooding Zymar seemed to be the odd one out. She wore her black hair much like Dirusa, straight and severe, with her swarthy body sheathed in a rather plain red gown. It was a gown one would think Dirusa would have shown her favor, but just the opposite appeared to be true. Ayesha doubted Zymar would allow herself to be upstaged again.
            Garn was a contrast of bestial violence and animal magnetism. Ayesha found herself strangely drawn to him, but knew better than voice it. Dirusa would be furious, seeing it as a betrayal of sorts.
            "Are you going to kill the bungling sorceress now?" Garn asked Dirusa as he and Basnoon joined them. Basnoon chose to stay at his side, infuriating her sisters. "I will gladly do the job for you."
            Ayesha almost fainted. Never had she thought they would kill her, especially not at the brink of success. They needed her, didn't they? Who would build their temples? If not her, who would desecrated and raze the temples of their rivals?
            Turning to Dirusa, Ayesha fought the urge do prostrate herself. Strength, courage, and determination were what was needed now. Groveling would only earn their scorn, and her eternal damnation at Dirusa's less than tender mercy.
            "I have served you well, my goddess. No failure can be blamed on me," she said quietly. "I admit, my forces do suffer from human frailties, but that is what makes us human. Only the gods are without such frailties."
            "I wonder," Dirusa muttered, casting a baleful eye at Garn. "But you are mine, and I choose to let you live. For now."
            Garn snorted contemptuously, but said nothing. Dirusa was the leader of this cabal. She was by far the most powerful, with the most temples and devotees.
            "What do you intend to do about Talar's agents, who even now possess two of the talismans they were sent to fetch," Garn said, startling Ayesha with that revelation.
            "I don't understand," Ayesha said. This was unexpected. She had planned on surprising Dirusa with the announcement of the impending capture of Talar and Maeve, providing they didn't already know of her failure earlier today, but this development could cancel out her achievements. "What agents? What talismans?"
            "Talar sent Danica and Carl to retrieve the Tor Rycell Sword of Power," Symona said. "With Cat and Monique going to Sheba to get Tarhun's Brace. Now that both talismans are in hand, along with another even more potent one, they are all en route to Tanburg to join up and steal Ashtar's Cuirass from that city's royal vault."
            Ayesha spent a moment digesting that disturbing news. As a former knight-mage of the Grand Order of Tor Montaan, she knew what a Sword of Power could do. She also knew of Tarhun's Brace, given to one of his human children long ago and thought lost. She would have to check with her tome on talismans, but she seemed to recall the wielder of the Brace could call down lightning or something equally destructive. As for Ashtar's Cuirass, it was the first time she had heard of it. She knew Ashtar had once lost her legendary Raven Sword, but she didn't know of any other such losses. Still, any god-made talisman was a weapon to be reckoned with. Then a startling thought occurred to her.
            "You know," she cried. "You all know exactly where they are."
            "Not exactly," Dirusa said. "We can find them quickly enough under the right circumstances, but with them carrying such powerful talismans it makes it easier for us."
            "Tell me where to find them," Ayesha said, "and I will destroy them right now."
            "We can't," Aroo said. "They are protected by other gods, just as you and your forces are protected by us. To interfere too much will bring the wrath of the other gods down upon us before we are ready."
            "If we tell you where to find and destroy Talar or his agents, it will open the way for Ashtar, Bandu, and Maag to destroy you and your agents," Garn said, speaking to her as if she was dense. "Then we will be back where we began. As it is, we have told you too much already about their plans and destination."
            "Which means you can't strike directly at them," Dirusa said. "Instead, have one of your agents do the deed."
            "And do not tell anyone what we told you tonight," Basnoon said, her expression turning glacial.
            "Very well, my goddess," Ayesha said. Then after a quick glance to gauge Dirusa's mood, she offered, "I have set a trap for Talar and Maeve. Soon I will sacrificed them both to you, Dirusa, for your eternal pleasures."
            Dirusa's black eyes burned fiercely in her joy. "If you do not fail me again, Ayesha, I will reward you handsomely for this deed."
            Basnoon seemed equally pleased, her hawkish gaze intent on Dirusa. "It will cut out the heart of the human resistance, leaving only a few loose ends on the fringes of civilization."
            Ayesha understood that Danica, Carl, Monique, and Cat were the "loose ends."  They were very dangerous loose ends, too. More dangerous than these gods seemed to understand.
            "Is there nothing you can do to hinder Talar's agents?" Ayesha asked.
            Dirusa shrugged as if she really didn't care, while Garn seemed to withdraw into himself. Then Basnoon cleared her throat, all eyes turning to her.
            "I am the Goddess of Winter," she said, smiling mischievously. "And it is my prerogative of what kind of winter the world receives..."
            "You could send them a blue norther," Garn said, his bestial face lighting up. "If nothing else, it will make them miserable!"
            "I like it," Dirusa said, black eyes shining. "Do it."
            "Consider it done," Basnoon said, face radiant under the two powerful gods' approval.








 
 
 
Chapter 9

            The Eagle Mountain Roadhouse was a typical Tyrian roadhouse. A simple log palisade atop earthen ramparts surrounded stables, a smokehouse, a sprawling smithy, and the main building. Caravans and other travelers crowded into its yards, tending their mounts and wagons. Many were setting up tents or lean-tos. It cost a crown copper extra to sleep on the roadhouse's common room floor, but the yards were free after the initial entrance fee. Few merchants would fork over the extra coin for their employees comfort. But teamsters were expert at finding or building shelter either under or inside their wagons. Warriors usually opted for the roadhouse floor.
            The main building was built entirely of thick logs stacked horizontally, two stories tall. The roof was thatch and high-pitched. What few windows there were, all on the ground floor, shone brightly in the deepening darkness.
            It was the most welcome sight Danica could imagine.
            "Civilization, at last," Carl said through the thick wool cloak pulled up over his mouth. "I can almost taste the ales."
            Ale be damned, Danica just wanted to feel warm again. She could barely feel her hands, and her feet went numb hours ago. Shivers had taken control of her body the night they escaped Jagstau, and refused to surrender it ever since. Danica vowed right then and there to forsake a room, and sleep curled up before the fireplace. For a week.
            "At least we have a roof over our head for the Bloodmoon," Carl said as they entered the compound.
            "I almost forgot," Danica said, looking around suspiciously. It would be just her luck to ride into a roadhouse which had been seized by outlaws and get her throat slit. Only everything seemed normal, or as normal as roadhouse yards ever get. Men were building cook fires or arguing over right of way or a game of dice, with barking dogs adding their loud opinions in as well. "Let's hurry up and get inside."
            They had to pay extra, but their horses were placed in the stables with plenty of oats and water. They personally groomed the horses, feeling they deserved no less after the grueling trek. The stableboy would have done it, but their ilk couldn't be trusted to do the job right.
            That done, Danica gave the stableboy a copper half-eagle with instructions to take extra good care of their mounts. There would be a few more if she was pleased the next morning.
            "And you say I am too free with the coin," Carl taunted.
            "Bad habit I picked up while in the Empire."
            "You should be more careful about the folks you associate with."
            "I think the same thing every time I look at you."
            Carl roared with laughter as they entered the roadhouse. They were met with angry shouts to close the door, as the freezing wind whipped in around them. After seven days and nights in the frigid mountains, the room was almost stifling hot. Danica immediately spotted her fireplace, a large crackling fire beckoning her.
            "Later," she muttered, and left Carl stamping the snow off his numb feet by the door.
            The huge fireplace came up to her chin, and was as wide as she was tall. It was built entirely of native brown stone. Danica threw her cloak back over her shoulders and stood dangerously close to the leaping flames. Holding her chilled hands out, she signed contentedly.
            "Hel is surely a Tyrian winter."
            "She has thin Jarland blood," Carl explained loudly.
            In her best Tyrian accent, "I have brains enough to know when it's cold."
            "Ales for me and my thin-blooded friend," Carl said, sounding happy. "It's the only civilized way to take the chill out."
            "If that's true, then you'll undoubtedly be taking a cold bath," Danica said, turning around to warm her backside.
            When the ales arrive, Danica reluctantly joined Carl at the table. They were surrounded by caravan guards and teamsters, all drinking heavily. She frowned at the fact her back was unprotected, but knew it couldn't be avoided without first starting trouble with the men occupying the preferred tables. And she didn't want to take any chance of getting kicked out as trouble-makers. 
            The roadhouse didn't have a particularly large crowd as roadhouses go. The early winter had undoubtedly kept many merchants and would-be travelers back in their nice warm homes. That fact bode well for the rest of their journey, for bandits would head out of the mountains or hole up in their own strongholds without prey to find.
            The ales didn't last long with the half-frozen pair. Carl demanded a pitcher apiece, and Danica wanted meat. Soon two half-cooked slabs of venison were set before them, along with pitchers of a particularly strong dark Tyrian ale. After living on jerky, potatoes, and water for seven days, they attacked their dinner and mugs with relish. As usual, Carl finished off his meat and pitcher before Danica was halfway through.
            "Wench, ales for everyone!" Carl cried.
            The men cheered their benefactor.
            Danica cringed, fearing their money would all be gone by morning and this would be the last shelter they'd see until Tanburg. She decided that Carl wasn't getting his hands on one single copper from her purse. He had the coin he lifted off the Jagstau guardswomen, and he'd better ration that wisely. She even told him so, very bluntly.
            Carl dropped his rather heavy purse on the table, and winked at Danica. The serving girls all took note and headed his way. All the serving girls at the Twin Pines were bondservants, mostly Amazons warriors, and desperate to buy their freedom from this desolate place. For a moment Danica feared there would be a fight over who waited on the "rich" barbarian. Carl quickly settled the argument, choosing a plump freckle-faced redhead. Like most Tyrians, Carl liked his women with a little meat on their bones.
            The buxom redhead proved to be a Tyrian, too, and a kindred spirit of Carl's — all too bloody cheerful. She brought a continuous stream of mugs, always setting them before Carl whether they were for him or Danica. Somehow she always brushed Carl with her bosom, and squealed when he grabbed her. The behavior began to grate on Danica's nerves.
            So she drank more ale and tried to ignore them.
            Once the edge of his thirst was blunted, Carl reverted back to true form. Danica slumped in her chair and watched as Carl caught everyone's attention and started regaling them with tales of his heroic adventures. All too soon Danica found herself totally ignored by the crowd and Carl warming up to his audience. The serving girls all seemed to hang onto his every word, watching him with big worshipful eyes.
            By the time Danica finished her pitcher of ale, and was barely conscious of Carl's antics, or anyone else's, her friend had lost interest in drinking and storytelling. The bonded serving girl was also spending most of her time in his lap, nuzzling his neck and laughing heartily at his stupid jokes.
            Danica was glad to see them go.
            "More ale!" Danica cried, slamming her empty mug down. "What's the matter, you don't like Jarlanders or something?"
            A serving girl hurried over with another pitcher. Danica admired her shapely beauty a second, then paid for the pitcher with a scowl. The urges that momentarily showed themselves only served to remind her of her situation. Though bedding women in her current body held certain delights, she still found the experience somehow unfulfilling. Empty. Almost like getting all excited, and then leaving. To Danica, it was all foreplay now.
            "What's a pretty girl like you doing sitting all alone?" a tall, impossibly handsome warrior asked, sliding into a chair beside her.
            Danica sneered at him a second. It didn't faze him.
            "I'm developing an attitude against men," she said in a low growl.
            "I could change your mind."
            "You just did, pretty boy. Before you sat down, I actually liked men."
            She heard several of the nearer men chuckle. The warrior looked around angrily, quieting them quickly. Even in her ale-dazed mind, she noted that fact. He wasn't very popular among his fellows, but he wasn't one to trifle with either.
            Returning his attention to Danica, he leered at her a moment. "I know what you need, wench. And I'm just the man to give it to you."
            "In your dreams."
            "One night with me, and I'll be in your dreams for a long time," he promised, his eyes getting a hungry look that sent her heart to racing.
            "More like my nightmares. Begone."  She turned back to her ale. When he didn't move, "I'm not known for my patience."
            "And I'm not known for taking no for an answer."
            Shaking her head wearily, she let out a loud sigh.
            Coming slowly to her feet, Danica said, "Then I give up. I'm too tired to argue with you."
            With a broad smile he stood up beside her. Danica returned his smile, then punched him in the throat. She then kicked his legs out from under him and turned toward the bar in back. She just wanted a room now, to rest her sore body and sleep off the ale. He grabbed her ankle, jerking her off her feet to land beside him. She fought his hands off, cursing and kicking. Several others began making odds on who would win.
            Odds were going three to one against Danica.
            Danica kicked, punched, and scratched. The warrior finally relented. He scrambled to his feet, beet red in rage. Using a chair for support, Danica came up to face him.
            "She's a real wildcat, boys. Probably the wildest thing in bed this side of Allaria. I don't want to mar her beauty, so who wants to help for a taste?"
            There was silence a second, then two large warriors stood up. Danica started backing toward the stairs, even her ale-befuddled mind realizing she was no match for three of them. She never saw the fourth and fifth men come up behind her.
            "Bloody craven pigs!" Danica cried in rage, twisting helplessly in their hard hands. "Touch me and I'll eat your black hearts for breakfast!"
            The pretty boy warrior stepped before her, admiring her helplessness. "No, wench, you'll be licking my manparts for breakfast."
            Danica stared at him, frozen in shock as that picture flashed through her mind.
            "Someone help me," she asked as he reached for her shirt.
            As his hands closed on her shirt, Danica's paralysis vanished. Replaced by an utter revulsion for what was about to happen. With a scream of fear she lashed out with her feet. The warrior fell back, groaning from two well-placed kicks. She tried to jerk her arms free from the two warriors holding her, while keeping the other two incoming warriors in sight, but she couldn't escape.
            The tall blonde sent a hard right fist across her jaw. Her knees buckled and she heard herself whimper. The men chuckled, one of them starting to fondle her. Fighting desperately to keep her feet under her, she tried to call out for Carl, but the big blonde pulled her in for a deep kiss.
            Danica almost lost control of her bladder and stomach. Even more than the right across the jaw, the kiss sent her mind reeling and threatened to drive her into unconsciousness.
            Forsaking pride, Danica begged, "Please don't."
            The blonde warrior was pushed aside, with pretty boy replacing him. He wasted no time in ripping her shirt open and sinking his face into her bosom. He kissed, sucked, and fondled her for several long minutes.
            Danica soon found herself being pushed back on top of a table, and pretty boy fumbling with her sword belt. After that, it would be simple to strip her pants off and take more intimate liberties with her. The other four warriors were ranged around the table, impatiently waiting their turn.
            In a last desperate attempt, Danica jerked the Sword of Power out. A warmth flowed up her arm, and into her head. Everything was suddenly and terribly clear. She could see their weaknesses and strengths, as if they were written on their foreheads. Her mind seemed sharper and faster than ever.
            Pretty boy barely threw himself back in time. The razor sharp sword missed his chest by a bare inch. Danica rolled off the table and lashed out at the big blonde. He howled in pain, falling back with a mangled right hand. The others pulled their blades, and eyed her warily. She gave a cruel barking laugh, then launched herself at them.
            The men scattered before the laughing mad-woman. She followed pretty boy, sword held high to split him in half. He dodged between the tables, scattering the other shouting patrons. Danica hacked at his retreating back in a blind rage. Nothing was more important than sinking her blade into him. Nothing.
            She finally cornered him near the fireplace. He turned, back against the wall, and presented his blade. Danica drove in with a scream of rage. Barely parrying her attempt at decapitation, he kicked her in the hip and forced her away.
            "You're crazy, wench!"
            "You should have thought of that before you decided to try and take me against my will," she growled and charged.
            She drove him back against the wall with a series of lightning fast thrusts and feigns. When she had him pressed against the log wall, she screamed and brought the Sword of Power down in a mighty stroke. He ducked and darted under her outstretched arms. The enchanted blade struck the wall and sliced clean through the foot thick logs all the way to the foundation stones. Everyone, including Danica, stared in disbelief.
            Danica grinned, turning on the men. "Now I'm really mad!"
            Even men who hadn't been trying to have their unwanted way with her raced out the door. Suddenly tired again, she lowered the sword and quietly surveyed the near empty common room. She was left alone with the cowering serving girls and the roadhouse owner, Barguss, peeking at her over the bar with huge eyes.
            "What's happening?" Carl bellowed from the top of the stairs, buck naked with the plump redhead hiding behind him.
            Danica noted his drawn sword.
            "Someone got fresh."
            Carl threw back his head and roared with laughter. "I can't leave you alone for five minutes without you tearing the place down. Are you sure you're not a Tyrian?"
            She sheathed the sword and rubbed tiredly at her face, thinking what would've happened to her if not for the enchanted sword.
            "No, I'm just grateful."

~ * ~ * ~

            "A-ha!  Sneaky wench!" Bandu bellowed joyfully, spinning around to confront Ashtar as she pounced at him from another realm. Suddenly taking on a stern demeanor, he said, "Stop playing and face me like a man!"
            Ashtar stopped, laughing as she posed for the assembled warrior-spirits. The Hall of Valor was filled with catcalls and whistles as the honored spirits voiced their appreciation of the beautiful goddess.
            "I ask you, lads, do I look like a man? I think my dear brother is going blind in his dotage!"
            The warriors filling the Hall of Valor roared in laughter. Bandu joined them in good humor. With flashing emerald green eyes and a gloriously luxurious mane of waist length ebon hair, Ashtar was considered one of the three most beautiful Arisen Gods. The silvery armor sheathed her lithe body like a second skin and only served to enhance her beauty. She inherited her legendary beauty and passion from her goddess mother, Lyss, Goddess of Love and Pleasure. Ashtar's great strength of will and reckless nature came from her father, Tarhun, Gods of Storms. Some believed Ashtar to be the wildest storm he ever created.
            Bandu was the male counterpart to Ashtar, though a bit more subdued. He was known to be a strict taskmaster at times, his nature that of a professional soldier while Ashtar was the adventurer consummate.
            "Ashtar, if your sword was half as sharp as your tongue, Dirusa's bungling cabal would've never reared its ugly head."
            The goddess's eyes flashed at the mention of her hated aunt and sister of her beloved mother. She drew the silvery sword legend said she forged from a unicorn's horn and a moonbeam, and quenched in the heart of the mightiest of all beasts, a great green dragon.
            "Dirusa isn't worthy of licking the gore off my blade!"
            Bandu immediately thrust a booted foot into Ashtar's belly, sending her crashing into a table full of fallen heroes of ages past. The spirit warriors roared their approval as she slowly picked herself up, eyeing her brother god narrowly.
            "As always, sister mine, you let your raging emotions rule you. You dropped your guard at the mere mention of our enemy," Bandu chastised. "Do that with Garn or Dirusa, and you will be licking Dirusa's boots clean for all eternity, or know an even worse fate as Garn's eternal concubine."
            "You're right, you bloody demon loving half-wit..."
            "And I win our wager, too," Bandu interrupted, chuckling.
            "Fine, you win this time, brother mine," she said grudgingly. "There's a first for everything, I guess. Of course, I think you cheated."
            "You always think I cheated when you lose."
            "That's because you always cheat to win."
            Bandu led the Great Hall in laughter. Ashtar chuckled as she stole a mug on her way back to her throne. Bandu waved his hand and the Hall of Valor was once again righted, with everyone having a full mug of their favorite drink in hand. "All right, lads, line up!" Bandu cried.
            As he moved back to his unadorned steel throne, Bandu winked at his stunned sister. Ashtar couldn't believe what she had heard.
            "Now? Can't we celebrate your misbegotten victory a few weeks first?"
            "As a matter of fact, little sister, we are going to celebrate my victory over you," he said. "But you will be paying off your wager as the rest of us feast."
            Wearing a big grin, the first of the spirit warriors whose soul belonged to Bandu stopped before Ashtar. With obvious displeasure Ashtar knelt before him. A chair appeared between them and he place his booted foot atop it.
            Ashtar began polishing his boot.
            "Last time I make a bloody wager with a low life cheating dog of a half-wit brother," Ashtar grumbled as she polished boot after boot.
            Bandu led the Hall in offering a toast to his sister's prowess with a polishing cloth. Several others offered toasts on how beautifully she looked in a subservient role, on her knees. Ashtar took it all in good humor, starting to warm to the taunts after only the second day of nonstop polishing. When all of Bandu's spirit warriors had gleaming boots, she joined her gloating brother at the High Table.
            "Next time, dear brother," she said, setting comfortably into her garish crimson and gold throne decorated with priceless gems. "Just wait until next time."
            A familiar tickling at the back of their minds brought both their heads up. Bandu smiled warmly as Maag appeared before them. The Goddess of Magic was radiant in a shimmering red gown, her usual cold black eyes warming as she gazed upon her lover. Her platinum blonde tresses were arranged in a complex style popular in the Empire a few centuries back.
            "Welcome, Maag," Ashtar said, covetously eyeing the mass of silver bangles jingling on Maag's wrists. A third throne appeared between the twins, this one of platinum with white silk cushions, and a goblet of cool red wine appeared in Maag's hand. "Please join us in our celebration."
            Maag took her seat, after first receiving a passionate welcoming kiss from Bandu. The Hall's response was loud and approving.
            Ashtar chastised her brother, "Have some manners, oaf! You should at least say something before shoving your rancid tongue down the poor girl's throat."
            "Forgive my sister, love," Bandu said, holding Maag's delicate hand to his lips. "She is still recovering from a terrible defeat."
            "He cheated!" Ashtar cried. "Always has, and always will!"
            "Yes, but he looks so dashing when he does," Maag practically purred.
            Ashtar snatched the Goddess of Magic's goblet away, eyeing it warily. "Brother mine, what have you secreted inside this poor girl's wine. She's delirious!"
            "A love potion," he said. "But I fear I drank from it too."
            "But I drank twice," Maag said.
            "Please, spare us the sweetness," Ashtar begged. "Another five minutes of this, and we'll all be fatter than sugar merchants."
            "Ever the romantic, Ashtar," Maag said, chuckling. "But I do have serious business to discuss."
            "What has Dirusa done now?" Bandu asked.
            "The wench is insane," Ashtar said, shaking her head. "Doesn't she realize that she only strengthens us by starting a war? The more soldiers her forces recruit, the more powerful my brother becomes. While the more our respective mortal forces go off adventuring and seeking talismans, the more I am strengthened. In fact, you might be gaining the most, what with all that sorcerous fighting and such."
            "But war also breeds hatred, and leaves all too many with burning needs for vengeance, which strengthens Dirusa," Maag said.
            "She is hateful," Bandu observed, bitter in the knowledge of all the good men and women who would die for nothing but a mad goddess's dreams of power.
            Maag patted his hand. "Of course, lover, she is the Goddess of Hate and Vengeance, she is as incapable of behaving differently as you and Ashtar and myself. We are all slaves to our Godheads."
            Ashtar shrugged. She liked being the consummate adventurer, impulsive and wild and unpredictable. She liked attention, and...she really liked Maag's shiny bangles. Seeing the goddess and her brother exchanging one of their all too frequent love-struck gazes, she drew a tiny rune in the air and transported all the bangles on Maag's left wrist to her own right wrist. Shaking the 'borrowed' bangles out, she enjoyed the play of light off their polished surfaces and their musical chiming. After winking at the grinning spirits who witnessed her deed, she turned back to her guest and brother.
            "So, do our spies in that cabal of stooges have anything to report?" Ashtar asked.
            "No," Maag said, her face darkening. "I fear our spies have been discovered. I have not seen or heard from them in two weeks."
            Bandu scowled at the news, while Ashtar shrugged and took a deep swallow of cool ale. Maag went to take a sip of her wine, then noticed her wrist barren of ornamentation. Seeing this, Ashtar covertly hid her own silver laden wrist and offered a toast to the Goddess of Magic.








 
 
 
Chapter 10

            A thick cold fog blanketed Rassar Pass. Much of the snow that fell the previous night had already melted, leaving scattered patches of white in the shadows and piled against rocks and trees. The tall pines clinging to the steep slopes and lining the narrow, twisting road formed ghostly shapes, their tops lost in the dense fog.
            The mottled gray destrier, Monique's horse, carefully negotiated the muddy, deeply rutted road, head hanging low in exhaustion. The climb up to the pass's peak was grueling and treacherous. Twice her mount had slipped on ice and the slick rocks. Cat's horse had actually fell once.
            Monique glanced back over her shoulder to see how Cat was holding up. The big bravo tightly clutched her thick black cloak with one black-gloved hand, and held the reins of her black destrier with the other. Decked out in all black and sitting astride the black horse, she reminded the sorceress of the Mistress of Death coming to guide errant souls to Hel.
            The bright red cloak Monique wore was the one splash of color in their dreary gray world. She prayed they climbed above the fog, just for the chance to see the sun again. The cold, fog, and eerie silence all combined to beat their spirits down while the numbing cold and steep mountain pass sapped their bodies.
            "How much farther to the top?" Cat called.
            "I don't know. There's something up ahead disrupting my magical probing. Probably a castle by the feel of the wards."
            Lords generally had wards placed on their castles to stop magical probing. Otherwise, their enemies could simply hire a common witch to safely and accurately scout out their strengths and weaknesses.
            "Anything we should worry about?"
            Like you need a reason to worry, Monique thought with a grin.
            "No, they seem to be just the regular sort of wards," she said. "Nothing sinister."
            Within fifteen minutes the faint shape of a tall tower, then its surrounding curtain walls, emerged out of the thinning fog. For the first time in two days Monique saw blue skies. Castle Rassar sat at the edge of the Norissan Trade Road, at the pass's highest point, its gate open. Just below the small castle a group of men hunched over hoes and rakes, trying to fill a large mud hole in the road. Monique guided her mount to the right of them, frowning at the amount of mud they spattered about.
            The castle's warm glowing windows beckoned to her. They promised warm rooms and hot food, and a comfortable bed to spend the night in. Of late, Cat had been pushing them harder on the trail, forsaking the comforts of the infrequent roadhouses for a few extra miles each day. Sleeping on the cold, damp ground quickly grew old for a luxury loving Monique.
            Slowing her mount, Monique let Cat catch up. "I think we should ask for courtesy at this castle," Monique said.
            Cat frowned at the castle a second. "No. They don't give courtesy to common mercenaries. Only nobles can expect such things."
            "I can pass as noble," she said. "And you can be my bodyguard."
            Cat shook her head. "We still have a good two hours of light."
            "Don't give me that crap, Cat," Monique said more hotly than intended. "The horses are exhausted, and need more than a measure of oats and dead grass for once. You're just afraid I'll start cavorting and stealing life energy. Well, I won't. All right? I promise."
            Looking guiltily at her listless mount, Cat agreed.
            Approaching the castle gate, the women were brought up short by a thunder of hooves echoing from the great portal. Half a dozen horsemen in grimy wool and mismatched armor charged out to block their way. Cat reached for her sword, while Monique did a mental review of what magic might still work with all the wards surrounding them. She couldn't think of any, and cursed her stupidity.
            Damn me for a fool! I should have recognized the nature of the suppression spells, she thought.
            Monique watched the horsemen warily a moment. She then remembered the enchanted necklace in her saddlebags. The talisman might be potent enough to break through the surrounding wards. Unfortunately, the men were less than a dozen paces away, with drawn steel. They'd be all over her before she even got the saddlebag's flap unbuckled.
            Surprise followed surprise, the "workmen" behind them shed their cloaks and seized their reins. Both women found themselves being held at sword point.
            They turned to face the horseman who spurred forward alone. He was short, stout, and wrapped in a green cloak of good quality. He wore three-quarter plate armor, all matching, and brandished an ornately worked sword. His open-faced helm had a single horn curving up and back from the forehead.
            "I am Baron Adara, master of this land," he declared imperiously.  "If you wish to pass, you have to pay the toll."
            "Which is?" Monique asked, raising one eyebrow haughtily.
            "We'll have to search you first," he said.
            "I'll save you the trouble, we don't have anything of value," she said. She started to give her prepared line about being an Amazon noblewoman and her bodyguard seeking courtesy for the night, but decided he might try to hold her for ransom. "We're just a pair of mercenaries heading north to a promised job in Tanburg."
            "You have horses and weapons," he said, looking their mounts over appreciatively.
            Monique glanced back at Cat, who was staring at her in astonishment. Cat couldn't understand why she wasn't blasting them to charcoal. The sorceress hadn't shown any aversion to using her magic before. Cat's face told Monique exactly what the bravo was thinking, too.
            The sword Monique now wore was more for show. She didn't have the slightest idea how to use it, but the sight of it might give possible muggers reason to reconsider. Cat was the muscle of the pair, and she thought the bravo should do something. Then she remembered the talisman again.
            If only she could get to it without taking a sword in the gut.
            "Wait...I might have something to pay the toll," she said, hesitantly reaching for the left saddlebag and watching Baron Adara for sign of approval.
            Baron Adara nodded.
            She smiled wide, and forced her cold-numbed fingers to manipulate the tight buckle. It only took a few seconds before she was digging through her spare clothes for the talisman hidden beneath. Her heart was racing as she searched, the feel of two sword points in her ribs. A cry of joy almost escaped her lips as her fingers wrapped around the cold golden necklace.
            Tugging it free of the clothes, she turned to gloat at the robber baron. To her dismay and horror, the bandit standing beside her left leg snatched it from her hand as soon as it cleared the saddlebag.
            "It's gold, I think, Baron," he said in a thick Tyrian accent, striding over to his lord.
            "Monique! Do something," Cat demanded.
            Like what? All higher magicks were being suppressed. They were outnumbered, considerably. Plus the bandits already had control over their mounts.
            "Lord Baron," Monique called. "That little trinket isn't really worth much. Just gold-plated. But it is a family heirloom of significant sentimental value to my friend. I'm willing to give up my mount and tack for passage and the necklace's return."
            Baron Adara tapped one thick link of the necklace on his sword blade, and noted the cut. He tested its weight, and concluded it was solid gold. And worth more than all their mounts.
            "No," he sneered. "I'll keep it, and have both your mounts as well."
            With a snarl, Monique shifted her weight and dug in her knees in the prescribed command that had her war-trained destrier rear up and lash out with its front hoofs. Cat seeing this, followed suit. The two women were lifted up and away from the swords poised to stab them, sending their startled captors into defensive stances. Their mounts danced their dance of death, while Cat struck about with her sword, and Monique hung on to the pommel for dear life. Then when her horse calmed down enough, the Amazon sorceress threw the only offensive magic at her disposal straight at the surprised Baron.
            The fireball streaked straight at Baron Adara's chest, engulfing his woolen cloak. His steel gray mare screamed in equine terror and started bucking. Dropping his sword, he ripped the flaming cloak off and tried to calm his mount. The second fireball streaked past then, sending the horse charging past the castle, over the peak, and down the road away from the fight.
            Cat saw the Baron riding away with the talisman, and spurred her horse after him. Monique's carefully timed fireball scattered the remaining horsemen enough for the bravo to break through fast. Kicking her big black into still greater speed, she set her angry black eyes on the retreating back of the robber baron.
            The sorceress raced to block the outlaws' retreat back into the gate. Turning her mount to face them, she smiled as evilly as she could. And was rewarded with looks of awe and terror.
            "How would you all like to be turned into mice, then fed to snakes?" she asked.
            All their eyes grew wide and round in superstitious fear. She found a certain sadistic pleasure in their terror. She was in truth all but helpless before them, but they didn't know that. The simple fire spell was nothing but Witchcraft, and probably wouldn't do more than give them some painful burns. It was the only spell she could find that could be used offensively though. But there was still one particular spell she could still use, and that required her to touch them.
            Blue eyes glinting triumphantly, "Throw away your weapons, and kneel."
            She had her right hand start glowing an eerie blue to encouraging their compliance.
            Meanwhile, Cat was beginning to gain on Baron Adara. As far as she could tell, he didn't realize she was pursuing. He was still trying to gain control over his startled warhorse. Only his erratic riding, as the horse occasionally tried to buck and rub him off, allowed her exhausted mount to slowly gain on him.
            He finally exercised his mastery over the beast and reined it to a skidding stop at the edge of a shallow stream of icy runoff. Cat was caught off guard, and plowed into his left flank. Leaping from the saddle on impact, she drove into his side and ripped him out of the saddle. They hit the freezing waters with cries of shock.
            Cat recovered first and started lashing out with fist and foot. Baron Adara staggered under her attack, falling back into the water. In a blind rage, she kicked and punched him relentlessly. The beating, hard fall, and icy waters soon sapped his strength, and he fell unconscious.
            Cat, shaking in exhaustion and unspent anger, dragged his limp body out of the water and sat down on a stump. She sat there several minutes, glaring at the robber baron and shaking from the cold and adrenaline.
            "Well, I see you caught him," Monique said, startling her.
            The sorceress sat astride her horse looking perky. Way too perky. Cat had an overwhelming urge to slap the snot out of her.
            "Where's the talisman?"
            That saved the sorceress.
            "I don't..." Cat glance down at Baron Adara. It wasn't clutched in his hand anymore. "Oh God of Mercy! He lost it."
            "Is it in the water?" Monique asked, looking worried now. It wasn't one of the talismans they had been sent out to recover, but it could prove just as helpful, if not more so. "I didn't see it on the road coming down."
            "Use your bloody magic, for once."
            Monique cringed slightly. "I'm sorry, but the castle had powerful wards that suppressed my magic back there."
            "But not here?"
            Frowning in concentration, she began chanting low while drawing shapes and symbols in the air before her. Cat turned away as soon as she recognized what she was doing. Those runes magic-users always seemed to draw in the air unnerved her. Made her skin crawl.
            "It's in the water," Monique finally said, relaxing.
            "Get it."
            "You're already wet," she said. "Why should I get wet and miserable, too?"
            Cat, cold, tired, and still angry, started to shoot back an angry retort, but stopped herself. There wasn't any good reason Monique should retrieve the talisman. So as her anger began melting away, she waded into the water. Monique guided her to the submerged necklace quickly.
            "Now get out of those wet cloths before you catch your death," Monique scolded, climbing down and starting to gather firewood. "I'll make a fire to warm you up before we start out again."
            "What about the others?" Cat asked, nervously looking back toward the castle. "They'll come looking for their lord soon enough."
            Monique pointedly ignored Cat as she chanted a spell that set the collected wood to blazing. After warming her hands a moment, she chanced a glance at Cat. Cat was waiting for an answer.
            Smiling demurely, "Oh...They won't be joining us. Ever."
            "What did you do?"
            Monique began toying with a bracelet. "Let's just say I don't have to seduce men for their energy anymore."

~ * ~ * ~

            Maeve rested her head on Talar's broad chest, sighing with contentment. If anything, Talar was an even better lover than Danic. And Danic had been the best — both passionate and attentive to her needs and desires. Yet, Talar brought an intimate knowledge of the female body to their lovemaking.
            "It doesn't get any better than this, my love," Maeve said breathlessly. She groaned deeply when he responded by wrapping his arms about her and hugging her. "I love you, Talar."
            "I love you, too, Maeve," Talar said, his face suddenly sad. "When this is all over, I'll still love you. I'm afraid you won't love me, not after I exchange bodies with Danica."
            "Don't," Maeve said, propping herself up and looking hard into his eyes. "Forget Danica. Run away with me."
            "But...I promised."
            Maeve shrugged. "Danica is a woman, truly. Haven't you been watching her?"
            The sorceress didn't know for sure, but Maeve was pretty confident Danica snuck off to get bedded by strange men. On a regular basis. One night, while especially drunk, Danica admitted that sex with other women was nice, but it just felt like foreplay.  Even drunk Danica wouldn't admit to sleeping with men, but she wouldn't deny it either.
            "Yes," he admitted. "She does seem to be coming into her femininity of late, but her determination to recover this body hasn't shown any sign of wavering."
            "It's her stubbornness. Given a little more time, she'll be happy enough as a woman."  Maeve stared off into space a moment. "She might even thank you in time."
            "How do you figure that?"
            "She's an elfmaid now, and will live much longer than a mere human knight could ever be dreaming possible," Maeve said. "She looks young, so another thousand years shouldn't be impossible."
            "True. I stole the body from the elven sorceress when she was just one hundred twenty-two, and I placed age suppression spells on it. The spells are gone, but that gives Danica about nine hundred years or so left."
            "At the very least," Maeve said, snuggling up to Talar. She suddenly gave a throaty laugh. "Maybe she'll even learn the answer to the age old question of the sexes."
            "Which is?"
            "Is sex better as a man, or as a woman."  She gave him a curious look. "Well, my love, what is the answer? You, of all people, should know the answer."
            Talar smiled. "At the moment, here in your tender embrace, I would say it is better as a man."
            Maeve kissed him. "I see you stole Danic's silver tongue."
            "No, but he felt the same about you as I do," Talar said. He didn't see her get misty-eyed, as she buried her face in his neck and nuzzled him. "But truth be told, I rarely made love as a woman. I lost my virginity to slavers, gang-raped. I was sold to a brothel, where I was brutally used for years before I escaped. When I was still a woman, sex had no meaning and was only something I did to get what I wanted.  A tool I used to manipulate men.  As a man, you are my first, and I'm still amazed by the passion you ignited within me."
            "I'm sorry, Talar. I didn't know," she whispered.
            "Well...that was a long time ago," he said with enforced cheer. "Let us forget the past and think only of the future."  He kissed her.  "After all, you've awakened something within me I don't want to put back to sleep."
            "Let us only think of our future together," Maeve said. "It will be best for everyone, including Danica, if we just slip out of Allaria once Ayesha is defeated." When Talar started to protest, she continued. "We'll go north, my love. To the Qakara. Danica won't go there now, not after what happened to her before. Besides, if we can defeat Ayesha before she returns, Danica won't know if we survived the war or not."
            "But I promised."
            "So tell me true, have you never broken your word before?"
            He averted his eyes.  "Well, I've…done some things I regret."
            "I thought so. We all have to make hard choices, and sometimes they're less than honorable ones we must choose. Since you didn't take sacred vows, I say we do what is best for everyone, and forget about trading bodies with Danica," Maeve said. "Come away with me, Talar, and I'll show you thrills and adventures. I'll give you a love you never dreamed possible."
            "All right, I'll do it," he said. "If we can defeat Ayesha before Danica and Monique return. I'm not sure I could refuse with their accusing eyes on me."
            Maeve's smile turned mischievous. "Then let us put a quick end to Ayesha."








 
 
 
Chapter 11

            The relentless wind was thick with wet snow and sleet. The low gray skies promised more of the same, with a brisk wind gusting frequently to help make the point. The city of Tanburg appeared as little more than a hazy shape though the windblown snow, its high walls and smoking chimneys promising protection and warmth.
            A sudden gust sent Cat's black cloak billowing out behind her, pulling the wet wool from the numb fingers that clutched it. Teeth clenched, she quickly gathered the whipping cloak up and held on with both hands this time. Her mount mindlessly followed Monique's mottled gray gelding anyway, and hardly needed her hand to guide it. Even as big and used to hardship a she was, the bitter cold sapped Cat of her strength, so she feared for the petite sorceress. Monique had never really known hardship like this in her three centuries plus. The bravo's attention rarely strayed from the hunched form of her friend.
            They found the Amazon Tower Gate standing open, guarded by a company of scarlet clad soldiers. Wrapped in scarlet-dyed bearskin cloaks and red-lacquered, fur-lined helmets, the soldiers huddled in small groups on either side of the gate. They barely gave the two travelers a second look. The only reason for their such large numbers was to keep out the desperate, half-frozen bands of brigands.
            Cat gave the massive red brick gate tower a cursory glance, then followed Monique through to the city. The long gate tunnel gave them a momentary respite from the harsh winds, which ended on the other side with a rude gust that sent both their cloaks to billowing.
            "Maag! Are you trying to freeze me to death!" Monique wailed, reining up and grasping at the flapping cloak.
            Cat stoically gathered her own cloak up for the hundredth time, tightening her jaw even further as if that would make the cold go away. Her back teeth were beginning to ache from the constant strain.
            "Guardsman!" Cat called to a nearby group of soldiers. "Is there an inn nearby?"
            A soldier pointed at a sprawling half-timber structure across the plaza. It looked to be a hodgepodge of half-timbered buildings, with a multitude of high-peaked gables and roofs. At places it was three stories high, and others only two. Toward the far left stood a great archway into an inner courtyard. The main entrance was just to its right, with a line of golden glowing windows lining the wall.
            "The Sky Dragon Inn has rooms and a blazing fire," the guardsman said.
            "Fire? Blessed Maag, forgive me for doubting you," Monique said with feeling.
            Cat silently thanked each and every god and goddess that she thought might help. She was just getting to the minor deities in the Arisen hierarchy when they passed through the tall portal into the inner courtyard. They found it packed with loaded wagons and milling teamsters and caravan guards protecting their lords' property. A stableboy found them and they happily gave up their mounts. Cat slipped the teen a crown copper to ensure his charges were properly tended, knowing with certainty her own numb hands could never do the job.
            Monique grinned at her. "Make an Amazon out of you yet."
            "Just make me warm for now," she sniffed, dabbing at her dripping nose with a half frozen handkerchief.
            Monique wrapped an arm around her affectionately. They hurried to the door, saddlebags over shoulders, and entered a small entrance way. After stamping off the snow clinging to their boots, they tossed their cloaks over their shoulders and entered the second door. A blast of hot air hit them, eliciting soft moans of relief.
            With a low ceiling and tightly packed round tables, the common room was vast,. It seemed to sprawl haphazardly in strange directions, with at least three bars they could see from the back entrance. Scantily clad dancers strutted and pranced atop the bars and among the crowds, wheedling tips and drinks out of the patrons. An even dozen hard looking teamsters and warriors surrounded the central stage, offering tips to three dancers, all nude with oiled bodies.
            "Rough place," Cat said, looking the crowd over with an experienced eye. The bouncer in her told Cat who the troublemakers would be, and who would most likely end up rip roaring drunk later. "It would be best to just rent a room and have our food and drinks sent up."
            For once Monique didn't argue the point.
            "Cat! Monique!" Carl cried happily, then scooped first Cat, then Monique up in fierce bear hugs and kisses. "Me and Danica have been worrying about you two."
            "Where is she?" Cat asked. "Is she all right?"
            "She's great," he said and grinned. "She hasn't hit anyone or started any fights for several days now."
            "Oh, good," Monique said cheerfully. "She's beginning to mellow out some."
            Carl winked "Don't tell her that, Monique, lest you want a swift kick to the shin."
            "I take it you're speaking from experience," she laughed.
            "Unfortunately," he said almost solemnly. "Danica hates the cold, and it's making her surly of late. No sense of humor."
            Cat sniffed loudly, then glanced around. "Where is she?"
            Carl pointed to a great mane of golden blonde hair sitting alone at a small table by the fire. Her back was to them, her mug making frequent trips to her lips.
            "Is she drunk yet?" Cat asked, frowning.
            Carl chuckled. "Yes. Poor thing can't seem to hold her ale as well as Danic did, not that Danic could hold that much."
            "Compared to you, no one can hold much," Cat said.
            Wrapping a suddenly affectionate arm around her shoulders, "What a nice thing to say about me, Cat. It is true enough, though."
            Cat hugged him tightly, glad some things never changed.
            "You two love birds go on, and I get some food and ale sent over," Monique said, winking mischievously at them. "Have you and Danica eaten?"
            "Yes, don't worry about us."
            "What did she mean by 'love birds'?" Cat asked, watching the sorceress make her way to a nearby bar.
            Carl smiled knowingly, but only said, "Understanding sorceresses is quite beyond me."
            She grunted assent and let him guide her to Danica's table. Their reunion was loud and filled with hugs and kisses. Which were repeated when Monique joined them minutes later. Danica's very enthusiastic and heartfelt joy and relief on seeing them safe brought a tear to Cat's eyes, which she carefully brushed away while dabbing at her nose.
            "Is there anything you can do for Cat's sniffles, Monique?" Carl asked. His concern was evident as he watched the bravo wiping gingerly at a sore nose.
            "Probably, but I don't know the spell. And I lost all my grimoires when High Mage Rebecca enslaved me."
            "I'm all right, really," Cat said.
            Carl stood up. "Well, I have a fine potion my blessed mother gave me when I came down with the sniffles. I'll just go make it for you."
            Before she could protest, he was striding through the thick crowds as if they weren't there. Men and women hurried out of the big barbarian's way, even those who might rival him in size.
            Monique shrugged, "Oh well, it'll keep him out of trouble."
            Danica chuckled. "Don't count on it, but don't pass off his home remedies either. I've learned that his 'blessed mother' had some damn potent brews."
            Cat glanced at Carl's retreating back. Who was she to refuse help, especially after it was offered so unselfishly. She regretted some of the terrible things she had said and thought about him. Anyone who would try so hard to help someone he really barely knew had to be very special.
            "How did you fare in Sheba?" Danica asked.
            "Well...we got the talisman," Monique said, sharing a sheepish look with Cat. She patted her saddlebags. "And we found another, a necklace, which might prove to be even more helpful to our cause."
            Danica looked interested. Monique glanced around at the crowd. None of them trusted anyone there. Cat leaned in close to whisper in her ear.
            "If you put it on, it'll make everyone obey your slightest whim. Including other mages," Cat said. Danica's eyes widened. Cat nodded. "If that doesn't help our cause, nothing will."
            Danica rubbed bloodshot eyes and smiled weakly back. She never really trusted magic, and she recalled how Maag's talisman failed her. She just hoped that in the hands of wizards and sorceresses the talismans would turn the tide of battle in their favor. Of course, then Talar would have all these powerful talismans and she trusted him even less than magic.
            "How did your search go?" Monique asked.
            "It was well hidden in some ancient wyvern aerie, but with Carl as my muscle, we dug it out quickly enough," she said. "Now if he hadn't gone off and got captured by an Amazon patrol, we'd have been here a week ago."
            "Carl was captured?" Cat asked. "How did he escape being executed?"
            Danica winced at the thought. "They put him out for stud, of all things. Gods, he's been all but insufferable ever since. Braggart. But I pretended to be someone horny for a man and broke him out." She took a long pull on her mug. "To hear him tell it, he saved me. And satisfied half the 'poor lonely ladies' in the Empire in the process."
            They all chuckled, able to imagine him going on and on about his exploits.
            "He is kind of cute when he starts telling his tall tales, though," Cat said, a faraway look in almond-shaped black eyes. "Have you ever noticed how his face lights up while telling a story?"
            "Please, stop. He might hear you," Danica begged.
            "Hear what, Danica," Carl asked, stepping up with a steaming mug in hand.
            Danica ignored his question. "What's in the mug?"
            "This is lovely Cat's salvation from the sniffles," he proclaimed.
            Cat took the mug from him warily, sniffing at it. When she failed to note anything offensive, she took a hesitant sip.
            "Honey mead," she said, screwing up her face in distaste.
            "The mead it to cover up the medicine's foul taste," Carl said. "Drink it all, and you'll feel better in a few minutes. You have my word."
            Nothing to lose, she complied. Despite the sweetness, she found it rather satisfying. It left a warm feeling inside her. Very pleasant. Ale would have done the same thing. After a few minutes she really did start to feel better. Gone were the aches and pains, and her nose even seemed to be drying up.
            "It's working," Cat said and turned to beam with pleasure at Carl. "Thank you, Carl. How can I ever repay you?"
            "Your radiant smile is my reward, Cat."
            "Oh, gods," Danica muttered, leaning back in her seat and glowering at Carl.
            The food arrived then. Danica listened to Carl tell his version of their struggles and triumphs, and watched in amazement as Cat seemed to become more and more smitten with him. After the meal, and another ale or two, she was shocked further when Carl and Cat left together and went upstairs arm in arm.
            "What does she see in him?" Danica asked an equally surprised sorceress.
            "A kind, interesting man who seems to care about her?" Monique hazarded a guess. "Who really understands what makes two people attractive to each other."
            Danica's mood darkened. "Now I'll spend the next ten years hearing him brag about this one, too."
            "You're jealous."
            "Of him? Ha, when dragons grow teats!"
            Monique tried not to laugh. Sighing loudly, she stood and stared down at Danica a long moment. After a glance back at the stairs where their companions vanished, she caught Danica's eyes.
            "I rented a room with two beds, and Cat doesn't seem to need it now," Monique said, trying to find words that wouldn't upset Danica further. "So you might as well room with me. Room twelve."
            "Great," Danica said even more darkly. "Carl and Cat will be in the next room. I'll have to listen to their rutting all bloody night."
            Before she started laughing at Danica, Monique turned and left. Somehow she didn't think Danica was in the mood to be laughed at. Of course, she never was when she drank too much and she was getting drunker and ornerier by the minute.
            Danica watched the beautiful sorceress leave. She would have loved to bed Monique, but knew the sorceress still saw her as her sister. Sort of. It would be at best awkward. She also knew Cat, the woman Danica really wanted to bed, was at that very moment doing things she didn't want to think about with Carl. She didn't know what she wanted to do more, break the furniture or cry.
            So she drained her mug.
            "Service!" she bellowed, after finding the pitcher dry. "Bloody lazy wenches, I want service!"
            "Here, take my ale," a tall, scruffy looking man said, setting a full mug before her. He was wearing a steel cuirass under his woolen cloak, with a sword on his hip. The way his short brown hair stuck out in all directions said he had recently been wearing a helmet. And the five day stumble on his face said he probably just rode in. "Sir Dornan of Brajar at your service, my lady."
            Great, a Jarland knight. She knew his kind well. Used to be one of his kind. He was arrogant and thought the gods created women for his personal pleasure.
            But a free ale was a free ale.
            "My thanks, Sir Dornan," she said and took a long, healthy drink. Out of the corner of her eye she noted his eager brown eyes dart to her bosom as she drank.  Setting her mug down, she smacked her lips to show her appreciation. "My name is Danica."
            She felt her skin crawl as his eyes swept over her. He gave every impression of a man watering at the mouth. His expression said he was mentally undressing her, and probably fantasying about doing a lot more. The disturbing part was the way her body reacted, and rather profoundly.
            Gods, it's been so long, Danica thought, remembering her nights with Horse. Recalling how he plowed into her so enthusiastically. How he dominated her in the blankets, making her want to do so many different things. Seems a lifetime since we last…
            Danica sighed. The horny knight looked encouraged. He caught her attention, holding her in an intense gaze.  In an instant her warm and fuzzy feeling turned into molten need. Her body ached as visions of him above her, pounding into her, came unbidden.
            I have to stop drinking, or he'll end up…
            She couldn't finish that thought. Horse was a lover she accepted, a necessity at the time. Faiser, who followed him into her bed, was something of a necessity, too. Necessary evils, she thought. The men she slept with in Allaria were another story. They were the result of too much strong drink and an overly needy libido. When she got drunk, Danica either got into a fight or got fucked stupid.
            "What brings such a beautiful woman to Tanburg?"
            Her breath caught. He noticed, becoming emboldened. Warm wetness spread between her legs. It was scary, and exciting.
            "I'm heading for the Amazon Empire," she said. "I'm sick and tired of horny men pawing at me."
            "Maybe you just haven't had the right men pawing at you," he said with an infuriatingly smug smile.
            Danica began picking out soft and vulnerable spots on his body to hit. Hit hard. She considered what would bring her the most satisfaction: kicking him in the nuts or punching him in the throat. Then, visions of letting him have her danced through her head, and another kind of satisfaction occurred to her. A smile tugged at the corners of her lips.
            Sir Dornan returned her smile, leaning closer and reaching out to stroke the back of her hand.  That little stroke, skin on skin, felt way too good. Her throat tightened. Her belly started to quiver and her gaze dropped to his lap, noticing the bulge there. Of course, he noticed where she looked and he appeared extremely pleased.
            That bastard will probably want me to suck it, too, she thought, mouth watering at the prospect. Danica's sex ached, throbbed. She looked at the stairs, up which all of her friends had gone. No one to protect me from myself.
            Sir Dornan gently took hold of her free hand, giving it a sweet little squeeze. Her hand tightened around his much bigger and rougher hand. Danica glanced at his bulge again, and then at his lips. The knight smiled knowingly and stood up.
            "I have a private room," he said. "Shall we go?"
            Draining the mug, which seemed to please Sir Dornan to no end, she pushed her chair back. It had been a long day, and she was exhausted. He still held her hand, and headed deeper into the sprawling common room, away from the room of her friends. The knight led Danica to the very back, and up another set of stairs. There was a long dark corridor, with many doors.
            "We're going to have such a good time with you," he said.
            "What?" she said, but Dornan palmed the back of her head and pulled her into a deep, demanding kiss. His arms wrapped around her and squeezed so wonderfully, making her skin tingle. "Mmmmmm."
            This is so wrong, she thought as their lips touched, soft at first, then with more passion. He opened her mouth with his, thrusting his tongue deep inside. Danica's tongue played with his, taunting and teasing. She dropped her hand between his legs, and grabbed more than a handful. Right there, she knew he would be the largest she'd known so far. But it's going to feel so good.
            Sir Dornan quickly ran his hands over her body, and pulled her into a room. She paused to look around. It had to be one of the inn's best rooms, with a large bed and a table with four chairs. A tall side table stood next to the door, pushed against the wall, with a jug of water and a large bowl. The furnishings look relatively new and moderately expensive.
            Best of all, it had a fireplace warming the room up nicely.
            Her lover sat on the bed, yanking his boots off as he stared hungrily at her. Danica started to strip, but paused when she heard the tread of two men coming up the stairs. Just as they reached the top step, Dornan stood and pulled his cock out. He was fully erect.
            "Oh my," she whispered, just a little bit frightened. "That's going to hurt."
            Danica moved up close, wrapping her hand around his shaft. He was definitely bigger than Horse. Longer. Thicker. She had two hands on him, with more cock to go. Her insides were a complete hot mess now, with her sex throbbing with achy need.
            He continued stripping while she examined his fleshy sword. After a moment, she finished stripping. She thought he would yank her atop the bed the second she was naked. Instead, he wrapped her in his thick arms again. Their lips melted together, in a long, deep clench that sent a thrill down her spine.
            She was suddenly pushed back against the wall. Memories of a big Tyrian warrior fucking her against a wall flashed before her mind's eyes. It was just the one time, but it was good. That'd been her last secret tryst before Talar sent her, with Carl and Cat, out to fetch the magical mask that they promptly lost. The Tyrian warrior proved insatiable, and had her every way a man could take a woman. Some ways he did more than once.
            His big, callused hands cupped her face, fingers pressing her pointed ears to her head.
            "Yes.  I'm an elf," she whispered.
            "I knew," Dornan said. He kissed her, and then kissed her again. "You're trying to hide the fact, but I doubt you're as successful as you think."
            She reached between them and palmed the hot, rubbery head of his cock. It was wet and slick with pre-cum dribbling out the end. Danica stroked his shaft, spreading his pre-cum down its length as they continued to kiss and nibble at each other's lips.
            "Is the reason you want me so badly because I'm an elfmaid?"
            "No. It's because you are so damned beautiful," he whispered, starting to kiss down her neck and across her shoulders. His hands dropped to her chest, squeezing and pushing her boobs together. He rubbed his rough, whiskery face all over and between her breasts, before squishing them together and starting suck on her nipples. "Mmmm."
            "Aawww," she groaned, writhing in his arms. Danica clutched at him, gasping and crying out as he sent the most incredible sensations flowing through her body. Every time his sharp teeth nipped her rosy buds he sent a shooter of intense pleasure through her, making her buck and clutch him more desperately. "Please. Don't tease. Take me. I'm yours. I'm all yours."
            Dornan rose up, kissed her, and then grabbed her hair at the back of Danica's head. She was rushed to the bed and flung down upon it. Danica rolled to her back, legs spreading wide and stared up at him.
            He knelt on the floor, pushing her thighs further apart, and lowered his mouth to her sex.
            Danica watched his lips close on her glistening folds, unable to breathe until he kissed her down there.  He gave her a firm lick, and then sucked on her nether lips with some enthusiasm.
            "Oooooh," she sighed, thinking she'd gotten plenty of that action in Jagstau. Danica needed penetration.  "Oh baby, please. I want you inside me."
            Her face flushed, so hot. She couldn't believe he had her begging for it. That hadn't happened before. Well, not with a man.
            "I love a woman who wants it as much as me," Dornan growled, moving above her.
            Danica guided his erection to her sex. She nestled his hot, fat cock head deep in her folds. Right there at the entry to her vagina. Catching and holding his eyes, she gave him a sexy little lip bite, knowing how much that always turned her on when women did it for her.
            Dornan shivered a second, a low growl deep in his throat, and his eyes narrowed. Her breath caught, feeling him tensing up. The knight grunted as he thrust into her, pushing so damned deep.
            "Uggh!" Danica cried, back bowing and hands clutching his arms.
            He stretched her out so well, so wide. It hurt so good. So damned good. Again, she remembered her first male "lover." He was definitely bigger than Horse.
            "Ah, you're so tight," Dornan groaned out. "Virgin tight."
            "You wish," she gasped out. He pushed about a third of his length into her on that first thrust. It felt like more to Danica. She sighed raggedly, and squeezed herself around him. Dornan grunted, and started thrusting harder, faster. "Ugh. Ugh. Ugh!"
            His hands fondled her boobs, more painful than pleasure. Didn't matter to her. That cock was driving her crazy. Every thrust drove deeper into her. Danica grunted and cried out with every thrust, her mind all but numb.
            "Uuuuuggh," she groaned. "Pure glory."
            Danica threw her arms wide and clutched at the sheets as her back bowed and she writhed. Soon he had her bucking, rocking her head back and forth. Every thrust sent the most insane pleasure through her body, pushing her closer and closer. As his efforts turned frantic, she realized he was about to come inside her. Fill her with her potent seed.
            Danica felt her body crossing that magical line.
            The door opened and two men walked in.
            "Men! Behind you!" she cried, and her body erupted with intense pleasure. Her mind was wiped completely clean for long seconds, as she bucked and cried out. "Aaagggh! Aaaggh!"
            Her cum flooded her vagina. Dornan continued to thrust into her like a madman.
            "Dornan's fucking the crap out of her," one of the newcomers said.
            They started stripping. She watched them a second, then looked up into Dornan's face. He grinned and wagged his brows. Danica looked over at the other two knights, busy stripping, and tried to wrap her mind around such a betrayal.

~ * ~ * ~

            Dirusa gasped, and fell back into her throne of blood. Turning away from the swirling mists that held the images of Danica's capture. She laid admiring eyes on the other goddess. Like herself, Basnoon now wore a black gown of soft clinging material. The minor goddess seemed intent on gaining her powerful cousin's approval and support in Council.
            "I wasn't expecting that to happen, Basnoon," Dirusa said. "I expected to watch our agents in Tanburg capture Danica and her friends tonight, but I never dreamed to watch the elfmaid being seduced! Those men will do things to Danica none of our agents would ever dream of!"
            "It's a surprise, considering her fate." Basnoon beamed with pleasure at having pleased Dirusa so thoroughly. When she caused the three Brajaran knights to feel drawn toward Danica, and then roused their more insidious natures, she didn't truly know if Dirusa would approve or not. Of course, she never believed Danica would allow herself to be seduced like that. "And that is not all, Dirusa. I'm still not through with the pretty little elfmaid."
            "Excellent! Danica knows nothing that the others can't tell us, and not nearly as much as Monique. As long as we have the others in our power, I see no reason you can't amuse yourself tormenting the elfmaid."
            "I see many reasons why you shouldn't!" Ashtar declared from across the room. "And I will see to it you don't interfere with her anymore."
            Both goddesses started at the sudden arrival of their chief rival. Ashtar was resplendent in her silvery armor and black leather, wild waist-length ebony mane cascading down her back. She held her winged helmet in the crook of her left arm, and her legendary Silver Sword in her right fist. The Goddess of War and Adventure laughed at their all too apparent fear.
            Temper flaring, Dirusa jumped to her feet. "How dare you enter my realm? I will torment you for all eternity for this outrage!" Dirusa cried. Then her anger turned to a confident leer, "You are an arrogant fool, Ashtar. I am supreme in my own realm, and for the first time you are helpless to resist me."
            "I come on command of Council," Ashtar said haughtily, dismissing her threat with a casual wave of a gauntleted hand. "Baldr commands you, the Four Sisters, and Garn to appear before us now! Your meddling in human affairs has gone too far, and we aim to end it for good."
            With that, Ashtar vanished just as she appeared, with no flash or fanfare. She left the two goddesses stunned, but for different reasons. Basnoon knew real fear, though Dirusa felt at most apprehension and more than a little annoyance. This wasn't the first time she’d been commanded to appear before Council to answer for her meddling hands. There wasn't anything they could truly do to her, short of sealing her up within her own realm with no possibility of escape. Only that would upset the balance, and the current ruling gods were ever loath to do that.
            "What are we to do?" Basnoon asked, looking like a trapped animal preparing to bolt, but knowing it was hopeless.
            Dirusa sneered. "First, you will find your backbone! Then we will gather with the others to plan our defense."
            "But, if Council — "
            "Silence!  Council is powerless to stop us now. They will not, indeed, cannot, interfere with what we've already wrought without giving us consent to do the same. In truth, we need do little more than delay until their carefully constructed worlds collapse, leaving us supreme."  Dirusa's laugh was deep and rich. "And then they will be our immortal slaves!"

~ * ~ * ~

            The room was almost as cold as the howling wind rattling the small shuttered window. Lighting the room's oil lamp with a snap of her fingers, Monique hurried over to the small fireplace across from the beds. The room was spacious by the Sky Dragon Inn's standards, and had the added luxury of a fireplace. She considered it well worth the extra ten crowns.
            The fireplace sat cold, fresh logs waiting to be lit and more stacked against the wall. She’d been warned that the logs would be counted, and each one used paid for before she checked out. She hadn't thought to ask what they charged for logs, and right now didn't want to know.
            Casting the spell for fire, she set the logs to blazing. Then with a little help from another spell, the room became almost comfortable remarkably fast. Sighing from exhaustion and relief, she dropped her saddlebags on the floor and sat on the edge of her narrow bed and stared moodily into the flames. The trip up from Sheba took far more out of her than she wanted her companions to know. It mostly came from the piercing cold of the winter mountains and the relentless winds that drove it deep into her bones. She knew there was magic which could've kept her reasonably warm, but she'd never learned the spells. A deficiency she'd remedy immediately upon her returned to Allaria.
            A sudden squeal of delight pierced the air. She recognized Cat's voice. She would never have believed the taciturn bravo would squeal like a maiden. Taking it stoically was how she had visualized her making love.
            You're still full of surprises, my friend. She secretly envied her night with Carl.
            Glancing at the other bed, she flirted with the idea of letting Danica have her tonight, but then shuddered with revulsion. It would be too much like sleeping with her own sister. Though it wasn't Taara's original body, after three centuries, Monique had come to think of it as such.
            She released the large silver broach holding the travel-stained red cloak at her throat. Tossing it aside, she then pulled off her boots and massaged her cold feet a few minutes. Once the circulation was painfully back, she wiggled out of her leather pants and stripped off her shirt. After pulling a clean red shirt from her saddlebags, she donned it and slipped under the thick down blanket. With a muttered word and a snap of the fingers, the oil lamp was snuffed out.
            In the dark, the sounds of lovemaking next door seemed to fill the room. Danica was going to love that. She winced at the thought, and considered going over and having them stop. For Danica's sake, but fear of Carl's taunts at Danica afterwards made her reconsider. The big barbarian could be surprisingly sympathetic at times, and a shameless jerk at others. Danica was his favorite target, as he was hers.
            Must be something only men understand and appreciate.
            Footsteps in the hallway sent her head under the covers. She didn't want to face Danica when the elfmaid heard their friends' playful antics.
            The door opened without the sound of a key. She frowned. She distinctly remembered locking the door. That thought fled her mind as determined footsteps stomped her way. Danica sounded angry. Monique cursed Danica's jealousy and the others' insensitivity.
            The covers were flung back.
            "Hey!" Monique looked up to find a strange man, as tall and massive as Carl, glaring down at her. He had coal black hair and fierce icy blue eyes. Under his bearskin cloak he was wearing a dark blue cassock. A wizard. The sudden feel of the wards surrounding him came to her in a wave of shock and fear.
            "Welcome to Tanburg, Monique," he said. "We've been waiting for you."
            His hard fist stopped any attempt at defense.

~ * ~ * ~

            "Again?" Cat gasped out. "You're insatiable."
            Carl's hard hand cupped Cat's left breast, while his lips took hers again. She groaned when he gently bit her lower lip, pulling it. His big hands squeezed her breasts, then pinched and pulled on her sensitive nipples. Cat gasped, eyes fluttering closed and back bowing.
            "Ooooooh," she moaned. "Oh Carl."
            "It's not my fault," Carl said, voice low and husky. "Your beauty inspires me. I can't get enough of you."
            "You...You think I'm pretty?"
            "Pretty is too weak a word. Surely the Goddess of Beauty pales in your radiance."
            Cat looked flustered, and delightfully so. Carl kissed her, one hand sliding across her belly to push between her legs.  His fingers found her engorged nub and started rubbing.
            "No one is more beautiful than Omah," she whispered, and kissed him hard.
            "I — "
            Carl never had the chance to finish. The door burst open and men charged in. In the instant he had, he saw bared steel and hard-set faces. He knew he was dealing with men who wouldn't flinch from danger or death.
            "Bandu Invincible!" Carl bellowed, throwing himself at the men. "Take arms, Cat!"
            Halfway to the incoming warriors, a bright blue bolt hit Carl square in the chest. He hit the cold floorboards in a daze, all his muscles jerked uncontrollably. A second bolt thundered overhead, ending with Cat's wail. A thud told him that she was in the same condition as himself.
            Strong hands pulled his arms back and bound his wrists together. Then he was hauled to his knees. In the doorway stood a huge man, with black hair and blue eyes. His right hand was glowing brightly, while his left held Monique's long brown hair. She was bound and gagged, being held tight. Tears of despair flowed down her cheeks as she looked at him.
            Two men deposited the trussed up Cat beside him. Her face was a mask of fear and horror.
            "I am Jasgur, High Mage of Tanburg," the imposing figure holding Monique said, rather imperiously. "Where is the Sword of Power?"
            "It would be in your bloody gut if I had it, you stinking goat loving — "
            One of Jasgur's bravos kicked Carl in the lower gut, ending the conversation. The Tyrian warrior held his tongue while the men searched the room, to no avail. Carl noticed with rising dread that the High Mage already had Tarhun's Brace on his wrist, and a plain gold necklace stuffed under his belt that could only be the talisman Cat and Monique spoke of earlier. The fact that he didn't have the Sword of Power was heartening. Danica was still free and safe, and would be coming for her friends with a vengeance. He almost pitied the wizard, for Danica would make short work of him.








 
 
 
Chapter 12

            Kylar took a deep steadying breath. If this didn't work, Ayesha would flay him alive and send his immortal soul to Dirusa for her divine attentions. The last eight days had been hell, what with both sides blaming him for what happened at the Pelican's Perch Tavern. Ayesha refused to believe he wasn't at fault for her own failure to capture or kill Talar and Maeve, while Talar believed that Kylar nearly got them captured by his ineptitude.
            Thank the gods for Maeve. She alone believed in him. It would be her undoing, and his salvation.
            Tapping out the code, Kylar waited for the guards to scrutinize him from half a dozen angles. Talar's security measures were stiffening of late. He’d bought the bond of some paranoid Amazon knight and placed her in charge of his and Maeve's safety. This Tighdubh Quarter tenement housed nothing but Talar's loyal forces. Almost all had been freed from bondage by him and Maeve.
            "Inside," Dame Janis barked as she opened the door. When he hesitated, "Quickly fool!"
            Kylar darted inside before she slammed the door in his face. Again. Paranoid wench. She would be trouble, not only because her own paranoia was infecting Talar, but because she was one of the best swordfighters Kylar had ever known. She was a famous local gladiator.
            "Your shouting attracts more attention than I ever did," Kylar snapped.
            He sized her up a second, measuring himself against her. They could very easily be fighting each other to the death within the hour. She was of average height for an Amazon at five foot six, but her thick body was packed with hard muscle. Her dark brown eyes were hard and penetrating, her dark hair pulled severely back into a braid. If he had never seen her fight, he'd have given himself even odds against her, but he knew her talent too well. If Talar chose to bring her along he would just have to stay behind her. That way he could stab her in the back when Ayesha sprung the ambush.
            She noticed his scrutiny, and smiled grimly. "Any time you think you're ready, boy."
            Kylar bristled, but said nothing. At the ripe age of thirty-six he was old enough to be her father. Janis was barely twenty. He would enjoy giving her a lesson in respect for her elders, but she stood in high esteem with both Talar and Maeve. He didn't need any naysayers at this delicate point.
            "We are allies, Dame Janis. I am just an admirer of you and your awesome talents," he said. "I have watched you fight in the arena many times."
            "And spent the time praying my guts got spilled in the sands, too," she said, her face twisted in distaste. "I know what kind of people enjoy blood sports, all too well."
            Kylar shrugged. He didn't understand what she meant, and didn't want to waste time finding out.
            "Is Talar and Maeve in?" he asked.
            She nodded brusquely, indicating the interior door. "They are waiting for you."
            Inside, he found Talar pacing before a boarded up window while Maeve sat at a small table, sopping up gravy with a biscuit. The air was heady with the rich aromas of fried ham and baked bread. It reminded him of happier days on the trail with Maeve. The woman could cook better than anyone he knew.
            While Talar scowled at him, Maeve smiled and hurried over to hug him. Kylar was careful not to look at Talar just yet. Earlier, he had enjoyed hugging and kissing Maeve in front of the mage, just to see him turn red in jealousy. Maeve didn't seem to notice, but Kylar knew her well enough to know better.
            "What brings you here, Kylar?" Maeve asked, her voice taking on a scolding tone. "I swear, I was beginning to believe you were avoiding us."
            Kylar gave her a half-smile. "I was. I didn't want to come back until I could redeem myself in your eyes."
            Maeve and Talar exchanged a glance. Both turned to him with questioning looks. He smiled to himself. They were hooked, now all he had to do was land them.
            "You found a weakness in Ayesha's defenses that we can exploit?" Talar asked.
            "I’ve been scouting the Royal Palace, using a Vikon witch friend. She has determined that there are no wards protecting Ayesha's laboratory except on the two doors."
            "Your point?" Talar asked.
            Kylar paused. If this failed, he'd have two groups of mages out to kill him. Ayesha did not accept failure well.
            "I've located a Dwarven tunneling spell we can use to surprise Ayesha inside her own laboratory. She will never expect it."
            Kylar held up a rolled up piece of parchment. He handed it to Talar, and watched as the two mages studied it at length. They argued over a few arcane points, which he couldn't begin to understand. He knew the spell work, because Ayesha gave it to him.
            "Surprise will be total," Maeve said, warming to the idea. "It can be done, Talar."
            "She'll sense us coming," Talar said. "Ayesha might not be able to sense common soldiers rushing through that tunnel, but she'll feel our wards approaching."
            "No. The spell I found is the one dwarves use to attack with in war," Kylar said. "It's undetectable by magic and it shields the mages, too."
            Talar and Maeve shared a look.  The sorceress looked eager.
            "We'll take an army with us," Kylar said. "No mage can fight off more than a couple of warriors at a time, and we'll have two mages as well."
            "If she catches us in the tunnel — " Talar started.
            "No, she won't. I saw the spell in use once, before I was a sorceress. A dozen tunnels appeared in the side of a pass, and our wizards were just as surprised as everyone else," she said, eyes beginning to sparkle. "Ayesha will never know what hit her. By the gods, I'll have that haughty witch in my power before nightfall!"
            Talar sighed. Kylar had Maeve on his side, but Talar always watched him warily. Hopefully his desire to defeat Ayesha would overpower his natural distrust.  Then Maeve pressed up to Talar, and they spoke in lows tones he couldn't hear. Talar cast him several wary looks, but she kept bringing his attention back to her.
            Work your magic, Maeve, Kylar thought. You might be crazy, but you can make men do the stupidest things.
            "Since you seem so confident in success, Maeve, we'll do it," Talar said. "We'll check out the spell. Test it a few times to make sure it works like you say. In the meantime, we need to find a place as close to the Royal Palace as possible."
            "How about a cellar across the street from the palace?" Kylar said. His smile was infectious. "I anticipated your needs. And using the tunneling spell between here and the cellar will be a good test to ensure Ayesha really can't sense the spell, since it will terminate so close to her."
            Maeve winked at him, saying, "Now I remember why I like you, Kylar. You are so...resourceful."
            "Who should we take with us?" Talar asked. "My first instinct is to flood her lab with warriors, but operations like this are usually best done by small groups."
            "Ten others," she said. "I've been inside her laboratory. There isn't much room to maneuver. Any more than that will get in our way."
            Seeing his chance to keep the formidable Dame Janis out of the plan, Kylar spoke up.
            "We could take Sir Dolf's squad. They are all former Allarian Royal Marines. They have more experience fighting in close quarters than anyone."
            "Excellent idea, Kylar," Talar said, looking impressed.
            "Round them up, Kylar," Maeve said, buckling on her sword belt. "Talar and I will test the spell, and get ourselves familiar with it."
            "Great," Kylar said, turning to leave. "I'll be back before dark. Hopefully, this war ends tonight."

~ * ~ * ~

            "I'm impressed," Talar said. "Kylar really came through this time."
            "I told you we can trust him," Maeve said. "I'm a good judge of men."
            "That's the problem, you're not as good judging men as you think," Talar said, and laughed at her outrage. "No offense, but men and women are all terrible at judging the other sex. Including me, and I've been both sexes."
            Maeve just stared at him. Talar was so proud. It wasn't easy to render that crazy redhead speechless.
            "I can't argue with that," she said. Maeve gave him a curious look. "You still haven't said which sex it is better to be, male or female."
            "I haven't decided," he said. "They both have their pros and cons." He wagged his brows at her. "At the moment, you are the best reason to be a man."
            "Aww," she said, looking so pleased.
            "If all goes as planned, after tonight we can forget about all the fighting, and concentrate on each other," he said.
            Their test had gone better than expected. Talar was impressed with the spell Kylar provided. It had many good aspects, and the best in his mind was how little life energy it required. That allowed him and Maeve to more for the sorcerous fight with Ayesha.
            "I have a good feeling about this little adventure, my love," she said, turning for the door. Slanting a look over her shoulder, Maeve held his eyes and bit her lip. "I can't wait to celebrate our victory."
            They found Kylar waiting with Sir Dolf's squad, all eager for battle. Maeve's eyes shined in admiration as she looked the steel and leather sheathed soldiery over with an experience eye. Talar watched her, wondering why Maeve was so eager to be a mage, when it was warriors she admired the most. He was pretty sure that if he was some pasty, bookish mage she'd never give him a second thought.
            "Let's do this," Talar said. "Maeve and I have adjusted the spell a little, so the tunnel will form slower so we can keep up with it."
            "Oh?" Kylar said.
            "Yes," Maeve said. "The spell you gave us created at tunnel almost instantly. Ayesha would see it, and have time to prepare before we could run down its length. This way we'll be attacking even before she realizes there is a problem."
            They'd already drawn a pentacle seven feet in diameter. That created a tunnel the same size, which was large enough for the tallest of them to stand inside. The arcane runes within and around the mystical symbol writhed when he wasn't looking straight at them.  He noticed Kylar and the former marines all kept their gazes away from it.
            "We've already created several of these tunnels, so we're confident the spell works, and we've traversed the tunnels created," Talar said. "This will be your first taste of it."
            "They are pitch dark and close quarters," Maeve warned. "Talar and I will provide arcane light through this tunnel, since it will be so long, but the last one to Ayesha's lab will not be lit."
            "That shouldn't matter, since it won't be very long," Kylar said.
            "Our thoughts exactly," Talar said. Everyone looked ready. "The symbol on the wall will start to glow blue-white, and we'll follow it at a trot as it bores through the earth."
            "What about the bay?" Sir Dolf said.
            "We adjusted for that," Maeve said. "The tunnel will go down and under the bay, and then up to the termination point."
            "Follow us," Talar said, and spoke a Word of Power.
            The pentacle started to glow, and then suddenly rushed away from them.  Talar took off after it, with the others following and Maeve bringing up the rear.  The soldiers' arms and armor clanked and clattered, especially loud in that tight space. Talar and Maeve made their hands glow brightly, giving the others enough light to continue confidently.
            It took longer to reach the termination point than expected. Long enough to work up a sweat, and Kylar was left a little winded. They were definitely in a storage cellar. It was ill-lit by two oil lamps affixed to the stone walls on opposite sides. It was hot and muggy, and very wet.
            "You're getting old, Kylar," Maeve teased.
            "Yes," he said, taking deep breaths. "I'm too old for this, but it's almost over."
            "Whose house is this," Talar asked. He just knew where it was, not who owned it. "Does it belong to one of our supporters?"
            "No," Kylar said. "No one lives here anymore. It belonged to a Gentry House whose last member was arrested by King Victor just two weeks ago, something about trafficking in stolen goods. I've been using it as a base to keep an eye on Ayesha and her forces."
            "Good thinking," Maeve said.
            Kylar winked back at her. "And soon, love, there won't be any reason to look. Tonight we will finish this war."
            The cellar was beginning to flood, with an inch of water already collected, a sure sign in the island city that the house was abandoned. The fact that crates of foodstuffs and barrels of wine and ale were still stored here told just how recently the imprisonment of the resident had occurred. The Royal Treasury hadn't had time to come over and collect "delinquent taxes."
            After Talar and Maeve each spent half an hour magically checking and rechecking to ensure Ayesha didn't have any wards or magical traps set, Maeve ordered the marines to clear out a space before the wall nearest the palace. With enchanted chalk, she set about drawing the huge pentacle on the wall while chanting the required spell.
            Talar cast out with his magic, looking for any sign that Ayesha knew they were there. He didn't detect any other magic, either ward or probing. It looked like they were take Ayesha by surprise.
            Once finished, Maeve checked the pentacle and spell twice over before sighing with relief. Talar studied the spell a moment, with Maeve watching him eagerly as he did so. His nod of approval had her beaming with pride in short order.
            "Well done, Maeve," he said. "I really like this spell. I swear, with some slight alterations, we could link the realms."
            Maeve, basking in his admiration, smiled wryly, "With my luck, I'd likely tunnel into Hel itself if I ever was so bold."
            Talar laughed, understanding all too well the dangers.
            "Are we ready?" Kylar asked. "My surveillance showed Ayesha is always inside her laboratory this time of day, but she'll be leaving to attend her duties to the King soon enough."
            "He's right," Talar said. "Let us pray for success. Maeve, if you will?"
            As the men pulled their swords and prepared to meet Ayesha in battle, Maeve cleared her mind and stepped before the pentacle. Talar's skin tingled. Could it really be almost over? Would he and Maeve be heading north together this time tomorrow?
            "Maeve, once inside the laboratory, you cut left," Talar said. "I'll go right and we'll catch Ayesha in a crossfire while Kylar and the marines attack up the middle. If we're lucky, she'll be too disconcerted to put up more than a token resistance. It'll be over quickly."
            "Then it will be our blades that cut the sorceress down," Sir Dolf said in his raspy voice. His marines nodded in grim approval of the plan. "We're ready."
            Driving stray thoughts from his mind, Talar centered himself and reviewed the fighting spells he would be using. All of his spells had Words of Power to trigger them, what with Ayesha being so fast and vicious in battle. Any hesitation would mean death.
            "Glory!" Maeve cried, triggering the spell.
            Talar started at such a common word used as a Word of Power. Dangerous, to say the least. But the pentacle flared to life, stealing all his attention. It flew away though solid granite, surging toward Ayesha's laboratory. His small force never hesitated in racing after it.
            Maeve surprised Talar with how fast she could run, and with such reckless abandon. She bolted out of the tunnel into Ayesha's laboratory a good ten paces ahead of the pack. Battle was already joined with Talar jumped out and dodged to the left.  Dropping into a defensive stance, he quickly looked around.
            Ayesha stood centered on the opposite wall, pounding Maeve to her knees with an unending arcane bolt. Talar cried out and prepared to throw everything he had at Ayesha as the marines charged her en masse. Ayesha flashed him a look of purest joy, then shouted a Word of Power.
            Six portals opened, and insidious little demons erupted from them. The marines arrested their charge, bracing themselves to meet the incoming demon force. Talar was standing not three feet in front of one portal and quickly found himself too pressed by the demons to render aid to Maeve.
            The marines formed in ranks to face the slavering horde, with Kylar in their midst. They held the area before their tunnel, so escape wasn't out of the question. Talar began working on a ploy to allow Maeve and the others to slip back inside and run for it. Then the unspeakable happened.
            Kylar turned on the marines fighting beside him. His first victim was Sir Dolf, cutting the old marine officer down from behind. The marines never had a chance. Such betrayal was beyond their way of thinking. Shrieking demons engulfed them in an instant. Only a gore-smeared Kylar emerged alive.
            Ayesha turned back to Maeve, her cold eyes flashing at the wild-eyed Tyrian sorceress.
            "Maeve, you little traitor, when the sun sets I will send you to my goddess!"
            A deftly drawn rune and a Word of Power turned the flagstones beneath Maeve's feet to jelly, before solidifying seconds later. Maeve wailed in despair, then renewed her magical assaults with frantic intensity.
            "Maeve!" Talar cried, unable to help her.
            Laughing viciously, Ayesha strode toward Maeve with hatred burning in her eyes and hellfires burning on her hands. Maeve threw every spell and trick she knew at her, to no avail. Ayesha had seen them all before.
            Talar saw Kylar rush up behind her, and then Maeve found Kylar's dagger laid across her throat. She ceased her struggles, staring up into his cold gaze in shock. Ayesha laughed.
            "You're a dead man, Kylar!" Talar cried, his divided attention making his fight with the demons more difficult.
            "You won't be needing this," Ayesha said, laying her hand on Maeve's cheek and sucking away all her hoarded life energies. Maeve gasped and staggered at the horrible rush of energies flowing into Ayesha. Within seconds she was left with nothing, but what she needed to survive long enough to be sacrificed.
            Two demons leapt forward to do Ayesha's unspoken command. Maeve was stripped of her weapons and her feet released from the flagstones. The demons forced her to kneel before their mistress. Kylar took up a position one step behind and to the right of Ayesha as she turned to face Talar.
            "Talar!" Ayesha cried, pointing at Maeve. "Your bungling lover is mine! Surrender now, or I will give her over to my demons."
            "NO!" Maeve cried, trying to stand. "Don't surrender, Talar!"
            Talar hesitated. It was enough. The swarming demons were all over him in an instant. His weapons stripped as he was dragged cursing and kicking before Ayesha. A savage kick in the face by Ayesha left him dazed and gasping at her feet.
            "I never dreamed victory could be so sweet," Ayesha said. She laid a hand on his head, stripping him of hoarded life energies. The rush of energy from him into her left Talar feeling light-headed and terribly weary. "Dirusa will be pleased."
            Talar struggled to stay on his knees, glaring murderously at his captors. Kylar smiled from behind his mistress.
            "Traitor!" Talar spat.
            "You may call me that if it pleases you," Kylar said. "But after today, I will be called mage."
            "You betrayed us — betrayed me — to become a mage?" Maeve asked. "How could you do this to me? We were partners, lovers."
            Kylar shrugged. "Your fate is your own concern, Maeve. I admit I enjoyed swiveling you, especially the times when Talar was in the next room or expected back at any minute. It was exciting, but power is better. I will now wield the ultimate power."
            Talar stared at Maeve. She looked stricken. Tears rolled across her cheeks.
            "I'll kill you, Kylar! You hear me, pig! You are dead!" Maeve cried.
            Ayesha joined Kylar in his scornful laugh. "You and my old friend, High Sorceress Taara Arjenour of Horth, known now as Talar, will not live out the night and the world will soon follow."
            "You may kill us, Ayesha, but you can't kill everyone," Talar said. "The people will not allow it. The gods will not allow it."
            "My goddess is stronger than yours, and the people will do what they are told or die on Dirusa's altars."
            Talar and Maeve shared a look of despair. Ayesha stepped between them, denying them even that small comfort. Her victory over her longtime rival complete.
            "I will savor cutting out your heart," she said to Talar. "But only after you watch me cut out Maeve's first."
            The image of Maeve stretched out atop a black altar before Ayesha flashed into his mind. It was too much to bear, the pain of her damnation piercing him like a dull knife through the heart. Clutching at his chest, Talar lowered his burning eyes to the floor.
            Something cold and hard under his shirt reminded him of a last ditch idea. It was an inert Capture Stone. It had been Monique's idea to keep it on his person. He was suppose to fill it with a warhawk or horse, or something to aid him in an emergency. He never got around to it.
            Licking dry lips, Talar glanced up at Ayesha. She appeared distracted, basking in her hard won victory. On either side of him, the demons were just a foot away, within easy reach if he tried to bolt or attack their mistress. But how fast were they?
            He needed a scant second to rip off the crystal hanging on a chain around his neck and throw it at Ayesha. A Word of Power would activate the crystal in flight, and Ayesha would be sucked inside upon contact. If he could do it fast enough.
            When Ayesha turned to look at Maeve, Talar snatched the necklace off and cocked his hand to throw. Kylar cried out a warning as the demons leapt at him. Ayesha threw up her hands defensively as she moved to jump aside. Talar threw with all his strength as he shouted the Word of Power.
            Ayesha cut left, then threw herself to the right. The now active Capture Stone flying past her a bare inch away from her side. The enchanted crystal flew straight at Maeve, striking her between her breasts. Maeve was sucked inside.
            "You fool, you can't defeat me," Ayesha said, glancing at the crimson crystal laying on the floor where Maeve once knelt. "But the little traitor won't be so lucky. You will remove her, or else."
            Talar started to refuse. Maeve could not be sacrificed while trapped inside the Capture Stone. She was gone, probably forever, but her immortal soul was safe from Dirusa's tender mercies. Whenever the Capture Stone was destroyed, Maeve's soul would be released to go to whatever fate her worldly deeds have earned her in the afterlife. He started to refuse to aid Ayesha, but he didn't. He saw another way to defy his hated enemy.
            "If I do, you promise not to sacrifice her to Dirusa? You'll grant her a swift, clean death?" he asked. Ayesha agreed with a reluctant nod. He knew it was a lie. "I'll do it then."
            Ayesha kicked the Capture Stone to him. It was safe enough, since only one person at a time could be held within. Talar gingerly picked it up, wondering if Maeve would approve of what he did, of what he was about to do. Knowing her, she would have preferred to die fighting, with a wild battle cry on her lips. But then again, wasn't cheating death at the heart of what all adventurers did?
            With a tight throat, Talar clutched the crimson crystal to his breast. Would this be his last act?
            Looking up at Ayesha, he shouted, "I defy you, Ayesha!"
            With that, Talar spoke a last Word of Power and collapsed into a heap. Ayesha cried out in outrage, realizing too late how he had cheated her.

~ * ~ * ~

            Dirusa smiled, black eyes glinting at her assembled High Priests. Every single one of her High Priests and High Priestesses abased themselves before her divine presence. Though none were actually in her realm, she could see them all quite clearly in her mind. All knelt deep within the inner sanctums of her widespread temples, awaiting her commands.
            She sat leisurely on her throne of blood, a white-clad Ayesha kneeling at her feet. Caressing her minion's long soft hair, she smiled as she felt Ayesha's shame at being so treated. The powerful sorceress despised being treated like a common slave slut, like a prized dog. It pleased Dirusa to do this, thus reminding Ayesha just who was in charge, who held her soul and eternal fate in her divine hand.
            Though Ayesha finally defeated Talar, it had been an empty victory for Dirusa. She wanted his soul to torment, and she would have it. Even now, the crimson crystal around Ayesha's neck held his essence, as well as that traitor, Maeve. Once the other gods were put in their place, she would turn her attention to extracting Talar and Maeve from the crystal. As Goddess of Magic, it should prove easy enough. With that happy thought Dirusa turned her attentions back to her assembled temple leaders. 
            "The time has come to strike the killing blow to our enemies," Dirusa said. She paused to allow the mental rustle of excitement to settle. "You, my beloved children of the eternal night, will have the honor of helping me to strike Ashtar down once and for all. When I give the signal, you will lead your temple's priests to Ashtar's temples. Disguised as devotees, you will position yourselves before her altars throughout the world. With the second signal, you will desecrate all her altars at once. The act will all but strip her of her power base, making her little more than a godling before me. Making her easy prey. I will be in position to strike, and Ashtar shall become my slave."
            Once the mental clamor settle, Dirusa ordered her High Priests to prepare for her signal, which could come at any time.
            As she ended her link, Dirusa thought back on Ashtar's eternal meddling in her affairs. She especially found Ashtar's recent insults enraging. The other goddess attacked Dirusa in the realm she had created to house Qasim. That made a mockery of her power and humiliating her before Garn, the Four Sisters, and her mortal agents. Then there was Ashtar's bold entry into her realm to summon her before the Council, as if the arrogant goddess cared not for Dirusa's power. That act was more infuriating than even the way she and the others had been treated by the Council of her fellow Arisen Gods. Council censure was something she expected, but not the shameless way Ashtar tried to lord over her.
            A tickling at the back of her mind alerted Dirusa of Garn's impending arrival. For once the God of Beasts came into her presence without fanfare. That in itself was a sign of Garn's rage. The Four Sisters followed him in, not unlike a gaggle of dreamy-eyed teenage village girls following the first true warrior they've ever seen. As always, Dirusa felt disgust at how the minor goddesses fawned over him. In contrast, Garn usually appeared well-pleased with their attentions, but just now he didn't seem to notice.
            "They have gone too far!" Garn bellowed. "To command me — How dare them! I would eat their souls, if they had any."
            "What will we do?" Basnoon asked Dirusa. Dirusa frowned, remembering how devious she had been earlier in Danica's elimination. At that time Dirusa thought her a worthy ally. It was disappointing to see her fall back into cravenness. "Our activities will be closely monitored."
            "We are no match for the combined might of Council," Aroo said, fidgeting under Dirusa's angry eyes.
            "Fear not, for we will prevail," Garn said, a new glint to his dark eyes. Turning to Dirusa, he continued, "I have a plan to capture the Twins, and imprison them forever."
            Dirusa tightened her grip in Ayesha's soft hair, eliciting a tiny yelp of pain and surprise. Had Garn foiled her plans for Ashtar? If he had, she would ensure he paid the price for it, one way or another. Ashtar belonged to her, and she would allow no one to deny her this sweetest of victories.
            "I have my own plans for Ashtar. You may have Bandu if you want," Dirusa said, watching his reaction closely. She knew Garn desired Ashtar for himself, but for a far different reason. Dirusa couldn't stomach the idea of Ashtar being forced to become his consort, and maybe retaining her powers and status. She must be utterly destroyed. "I have already set in motion my plan to capture Ashtar, and enslave her. She will serve me for all eternity, so I may amuse myself by tormenting her."
            Garn's mobile face fought a great war as he considered her words. Everyone knew he wanted to be the God of War and Adventure, allowing him to consolidate the twins' divided powers. Dirusa coveted Maag's powers as Goddess of Magic. The Four Sisters would take what he and Dirusa threw them, and be glad for the scraps, too. Still, Garn also knew better than make an enemy of Dirusa.
            His bestial smile returning, "Excellent! That knowledge will do more to bring anguish and torment to Bandu in his own imprisonment than anything I could do."
            Dirusa returned his smile. "What is your plan, my friend?"
            Garn laughed long and hard. "The fool will never know what happened. I will lure him out of his realm, down onto the mortal realm. There we will be on equal ground for once. We will do battle, and when I strike him down, the Four Sisters here will slap him in holy silver."
            Dirusa's eyes went wide at that. Silver was the one metal no immortal being, god or otherwise, could break. Though she did see one problem with his plan.
            "The touch of silver is terribly painful, how will the Four Sisters be able to endure such agony?"
            As one, the Four Sisters nodded solemnly. Apparently, they had been thinking the same thought, but were too timid to say anything. Garn had a well deserved reputation as having a volcanic temper. They were all loath to be the one to anger him for fear their sisters would steal his eye and attentions.
            Garn frowned, for the first time realizing that the Four Sisters weren't as powerful as he and Dirusa, so they couldn't endure pain as well.
            "Not to worry, my friend," Dirusa said, lifting Ayesha's chin high. "Our mortal friend here will aid you. Silver has no effect on Ayesha, so she will slap Bandu in silver chains while you and the Four Sisters hold him down."
            Ayesha's eyes went wide at that thought. "But I'm only a mortal..."
            "Even better," Garn said, beaming with joy. "The humiliation of being imprisoned by a mortal will eat at him for ages untold!"
            Afraid to contradict a god, and starting to like the idea of striking down such a powerfully being, Ayesha only nodded. The very thought scared her, afraid Dirusa would misinterpret it and strike her down.
            "And while you are bringing Bandu down, I'll be doing the same to his precious sister," Dirusa said. With a thought she caused a flagstone before her throne of blood to rise up. Below it lay a black-bladed sword of legend. The Raven Sword. Ashtar's original sword. "With the Raven Sword I will do to Ashtar what you do to Bandu. She was born with this blade in hand, so it is a part of her. I will bind her will to it, making her a slave to it and whoever wields it."
            "And then all together, we will capture Maag," Garn said. "Once she is safely tucked away and stripped of her Godheads, nothing will be able to stop us from conquering all the realms."
            "I will be ready to strike," Ayesha ventured. "With Talar gone and his forces crumbling, we no longer have any real opposition. Once my hold on power is secure, we will begin destroying the temples of the other gods, and consecrating them to your glories."
            The Four Sisters all but fidgeted with excitement, knowing their long struggle for power was almost over. They would rule the world with Garn and Dirusa, and receive the respect and attention from the mortals that they finally deserve. 
            "Your task will be double easy after I am Goddess of Magic, Ayesha," Dirusa said. "For I will strip the world of magical power. You will go unopposed magically."
            "But...you will take away our power too," Ayesha said. "My forces are almost entirely mages."
            Dirusa gave her a stern look. "I am not an imbecile. I know that. You and your supporters will be the only ones permitted to wield power."
            That realization took Ayesha's breath away. Dirusa enjoyed her minion's glassy-eyed look as she considered all of the possibilities.
            "Then victory is ours for the taking," Ayesha said, eyes shining almost as brightly as the Four Sisters'.








 
 
 
Chapter 13

            Cold. Numbing cold. Curled up into the fetal position, Danica felt her body shivering violently. She was vaguely aware that she was laying on cold, surrounded by cold; she was utterly cold. Not wanting to, she struggled to consciousness and sent one hand groping for a blanket. Her teeth were chattering and her skin was taunt and covered with gooseflesh. Suddenly realizing she was on a stone floor, and naked, she forced her eyes open.
            Blackness. Unbroken blackness. Even her keen elven night vision could not pierce it.
            Pushing herself up, she gasped and fell back as pain lanced up her body. The pain centered in her groin. She reached down, gently probed herself, and remembered.
            "Oooh that hurts," she groaned. Then the memories flooded in. "I can't believe I let them use me like that."
            Danica's face heated up. So humiliating. She'd let that bastard seduce her. It felt so good to be seduced, even in the memories made her feel warm and fuzzy inside. Being penetrated was so satisfying, so wonderful. Then the other two men arrived, and she, to her eternal shame, never put up a fight.
            Then she remembered what they did next.
            "Great Bandu, they sold me to slavers," Danica moaned, curling up again. She only vaguely remembered being sold. The examination, then what the leering slavers did to her afterwards, were only blurs of remembered pain and humiliation. "My life has ended."
            "It will if you don't shut up and let us sleep," a husky female voice said.
            "Leave her alone!"
            "Who are you?" Danica asked, looking around in the pitch blackness.
            "Slaves. Just like you," the husky voice said. "Shut up and go back to sleep."
            "You bitch," another voice said.
            Danica ignored the arguing slaves. What they thought or said didn't matter anyway. They were just slaves. As was she. She didn't matter. Her pain meant nothing, except that three Brajaran knights, and an unremembered number of slavers, enjoyed themselves mightily at her expense. She knew men would continue to enjoy the pleasures of her body. She tried to suppress the memories of what the slavers did to her.
            So clever. I thought I was so bloody clever, she thought bitterly. Didn't think anyone could really touch me. Thought I could think or fight my way out of anything. And now I lay here bruised, sticky, and violated. Yeah, I'm clever alright.
            Another frightening thought occurred to her. She had been all alone when the Jarland knights accosted her. None of her friends would know what happened to her, or where to look. Considering how late it was, there might not be anyone who noticed her being carried out. There would be nothing to lead them to her, and slavers had a nasty habit of not selling slaves in the same city where they were bought. She could be taken anywhere, never to see her friends again, or know freedom.
            Gods, it'd be just my luck to be sold to some seedy brothel, then have Carl come in while I'm being swiveled by some stinking man on the floor or a table. She started to feel sick. Why couldn't they have just slit my throat after finishing with me?
            Danica lay in the dark alternately bemoaning her fate, and chastising herself for supreme stupidity. Periodically, visions of herself dancing seductively on some brothel's stage, enticing hard-bitten men into sampling her charms for a price, flooded into her thoughts. Memories of seeing other tavern and brothel slaves being held down while laughing, leering men lined up to take their turns. Of slaves being passed around a crowded room, from man to man to man, and callously left spent and curled up on the cold floor when they were through.
            Hours later, she was brought out of her nightmarish reverie by the sounds of rattling keys and footsteps. An occasional voice of a slave, usually begging for something he or she would never get, came to her. As the slavers grew near, she could start to make out their deep voices. They were delivering the morning meal.
            Ruddy light starting flicking to her right, slowly growing brighter. She spotted the iron bar door set in the wall, and the passage beyond. Soon a House slave in a plain gray tunic stepped into view carrying a bundle of torches under his left arm, and a lit torch in his right hand. He never so much as glanced into her cell, just pulled out the burnt out torch from the previous day and placed a new one in the sooty iron sconce. Then lighting it, he proceeded on.
            "Great, ten hours of light," the husky voiced slave said sarcastically.
            Eyes flashing, Danica locked eyes with the pretty brunette. She was short and petite, with shoulder length curly hair and big brown eyes. Danica figured she was easily pushing thirty, and possibly older. That would bode ill for her, the relatively easy life of a harem slave out of the question now. If she was lucky, some brothel on the seedy side of town would buy her. Otherwise, it meant a short, torturous life in the sweatshops.
            There were well over twenty nude slaves in the cell with her. They were scattered about, mostly huddled together in small groups for warmth. Most were awake and anxiously watching the cell door. The slavers were getting closer.
            With arms around her drawn up knees, Danica worried her lower lip nervously as she watched the cell door. Soon enough, slavers arrived with wooden bowls of cold unseasoned boiled oats. There were three of them, all unkempt and dark and surly. Two she recognized from the previous night. One of them locked eyes with her a bare second, smiling knowingly.
            She quickly averted her eyes, fighting the shutters coursing through her body. His harsh laugh soured her belly even more. After passing out the bowls of food, they filled the water trough and continued on. Leaving Danica a trembling mass of flesh and bones as memories of what the slavers did to her started to manifest themselves in her mind unbidden and unwanted.
            A pretty blonde with the gentle voice she remembered from earlier brought her a bowl of boiled oats. She gently, but firmly, insisted it all be eaten. Danica forced her breakfast down a tight throat, into a protesting stomach. She then crawled over to the water trough and ladled cool water to her mouth with cupped hands. The water proved more helpful than the oats. The other slave quietly took up her empty bowl and set it through the cell door for pick up.

~ * ~ * ~

            The sound of keys shoved into the door's rusty lock startled Danica. Five men were outside the steel bar door. She recognized them all, save one, from the previous night. Were they coming for some more of the same? She vaguely recalled them finding a perverse pleasure in using an elfmaid.
            The tears flowed as the door swung open on screeching hinges. The slavers only had eyes for Danica, the other slaves slipping away from her and leaving her feeling even more alone and helpless. As they grew nearer, and she could see the terrifying looks on their bestial faces, Danica shook her head and hugged her knees tighter to her chest.
            The slaver she didn't recognize came to the forefront of the little group. He was tall and slim, with a thinning head of silver hair and calculating eyes. Of all the men, only he didn't wear a weapon. He looked her over with barely controlled joy.
            "I am Chourat of Tanburg, Master of this House," he said, extending a hand to her. "Come, my elven beauty."
            Danica vigorously shook her head. No good would come of going with him.
            He started to withdraw his hand, then thrust it out more insistently. "My dear, you do want this. The alternative is unspeakable."
            "Please, don't do this," Danica begged.
            He smiled with genuine pleasure at that. "It does my heart good to see a haughty druigh caste elfmaid begging a mere dhaor. And so bloody polite, too."  His smile turned ugly. "I'll bet you never thought to see the tables turned. Never saw yourself as the property of a mere dhaor."
            "I don't understand..."
            "I was captured by elves some forty years back when my caravan blundered into the Elven Empire, and spent ten years as a slave to you haughty elves so don't start with that nonsense about elves not keeping slaves. You just call us dhaor, human, and leave it at that. But it is slavery, no doubt. The word for human and slave are the same in elven tongue. Oh...how I learned to hate elves.
            "When I escaped, I took the wife and daughter of a leading druigh caste elf. The daughter I forced to bond with me and become my wife, and then used her mother as I saw fit. In no time I had a pair of half-elf daughters off them, and fetched a handsome price for the little brats, too."
            "You sold your own children?" Danica asked. "You're a monster!"
            He shrugged. "Perhaps. But their sale, and the sale of most of our other children has made this slave house what it is. We specialize in elf and half-elf slaves," he said proudly. "You're the first full-blooded druigh elfmaid I've gotten my hands on since my escape. Till now I've had to be satisfied with the rare male elves and half-elves available, using them to breed with human females and the even rarer half-elf females I acquired. But now that I have you I can start breeding full-blooded elves, and making easily ten times the coin."
            "But what about the two elfmaids you kidnapped?" she asked, frantically grasping at anything to keep his mind off her and his plans, trying to put off as long as possible what she knew to be inevitable.
            "I underestimated the amount of abuse even an elf could take. They killed themselves after some twenty years."  He shrugged again, frowning. "I didn't think an elf capable of suicide, what with how they worship all life and everything."
            Danica's heart thundered, knowing her fate lay in the hands of this cold-hearted bastard. A man who thought nothing of selling his own children into slavery. A man who had similar intentions for her and her children. She barely felt the hard hands that seized her arms and pulled her to her feet.
            Standing before him in the nude, she felt her face color at the look of longing and anticipation so horribly evident on his age ravaged face. But age notwithstanding, she knew him capable of doing anything he wanted with and to her. And she knew herself incapable of stopping him.
            "What is your name?" he asked, stepping in closer and caressing her face.
            Despite everything, her body reacted. A tingle between her legs was quickly followed with warm wetness spreading. Butterflies erupted in her lower belly, making it hard to concentrate.
            "Danica."
            His hand tightened on her jaw. "Your elven name."
            Danica panicked. She couldn't remember this body's original elven name. She knew it, from Talar when he sold her to slavers back in Elfhaven nine months back. It was Anu... something. Anu Ó Deorain?
            "Anu Ó Deorain," she blurted as it came back to her.
            "A pretty elven name for an even prettier elfmaid," he said, letting his hand slid down her neck to her bosom. Danica's breath caught when he grabbed her tits. His thumbs rubbed her sensitive nipples, even as he squeezed and squashed her boobs together. Shooters of pleasure ripped through her body, straight down into her loins. "My elven wife's name was Anu, too. But Anu is a popular name in the Elven Empire."
            Danica barely heard what he was saying. His bold hand had all her attention now. Knowing begging for mercy would only increase his pleasure, she tried to stand before him straight and haughty. She didn't quite make haughty, but she did try and felt better for the effort. After a moment, he signaled for her to be brought alone and turned away with a satisfied smile.
            Danica was led through the dark, dank corridors deep under the city of Tanburg in silence. She wasn't surprised when they hurried through the ground floor, and headed upstairs. The Master of the House would surely take his pleasure of her in the comfort of his own bed. Somehow the fact didn't console her, finding the prospect of violation just as terrible on satin sheets as on a cold stone floor or in the dirt.
            All too soon they arrived at a guarded door. Chourat opened the door and Danica was shoved inside. The room was comfortably warm and well lit, with its only furnishings a single chair and a small bed. The stark white walls were absent decorations.
            "Your chambers are rather austere, master," Danica said, eyeing the bed with dread. Visions of him above her on that bed flash through her mind.  Of him between her legs, plowing into her with relish. "I had expected something a bit more garish, considering your profession."
            He chuckled. "I see you are finding your backbone at last. I didn't expect a haughty lady druigh to crawl whimpering to my bed." His smug smile sickened her. In an attempt to hide her tears, Danica looked away. He shrugged. "I doesn't matter. I'll not soil my sheets with your filth. This is not my bedchamber."
            "Then why are we here?"
            "This is where I keep the slaves with child. This will be your chamber during pregnancy. And that bed is where you will be impregnated tonight."
            "Tonight? You mean you aren't going to use me right now?"
            His laugh was harsh.
            "Not until after you have conceived an elf child. Then I will use you or not use you as is my whim."
            Danica's eyes flashed as she whirled on him. "I care nothing about your dhaor whims. I've been used and abused by enough honorless dhaors by now that one more, or a hundred more, will mean nothing to me."
            He never flinched or showed anger, but his voice was cold in his measured response.
            "That is only because the men who have used you up until now didn't hate elves as I do. You will come to learn that there is a difference, and you will learn it well."
            The intensity of the man's gaze stole her breath and will to respond. Thankfully a knock at the door broke the tension and took his attention from her. As he barked a command to enter, Danica leaned back against the wall for support as she tried to slow her pounding heart.
            The two men who entered only set her heart to racing anew. The first through was an average looking man in all ways with dark hair and fair complexion, but with an aura of power about him. On a hunch she shifted to mage sight, finding him sheathed in powerful magicks. A wizard. The other man was in chains, and most definitely an elf.
            The elf had the thick blue-black hair, black eyes, and tawny skin of a warrior caste elf. His elven facial features were even more pronounced than Danica's. He looked strong and well-formed. She felt their union would get handsome children for their master to sell.
            "Good, Tornan, you brought the elf," Chourat said. He shot a glance at Danica. "The elfmaid is ready. Remove her birth control spell and we can get started."
            "Very good, my lord," Tornan said. Turning to Danica, "Sit on the bed and spread your legs, slave."
            Danica walked stiffly to the bed and did as ordered. The mage pushed her knees wider, and then firmly pressed his index finger against her sex. She stifled the need to recoil from his all too intimate touch as he chanted the counterspell and drew runes on her folds. Though she had never given birth control spells much thought, she knew enough to know that a woman was extremely fertile for about five days after a spell was removed. Indeed, fertility was immediate.
            Removing his hand with a frown, Tornan turned to Chourat. "My lord, I'm afraid I have bad news."
            "How bad?" Chourat asked.
            "The elfmaid is infertile."
            Danica's laugh was loud and heartfelt.
            Chourat scowled at her, his fists clenched tight at his sides. The elf warrior smiled, relaxing.
            "Infertile? She's looks so young. How is that possible?" Chourat demanded. "I didn't think the spell would damage the eggs, and there wouldn't have been any need for the spell if she has always been barren."
            Tornan's smile was weak. "I'm afraid this is a problem with incompatibility. The slave has the standard elven birth control spell, but also a human magic spell for birth control on top of that. The mage who placed the second spell probably didn't know anything about elven magic, so didn't detect it."
            "What has this to do with anything?"
            "Human magic and elves don't always mix well. It has sterilized her."
            "Gods, then she is useless to me."
            "Not entirely, my lord," Tornan said. "The elven spell not only kept her from conceiving, but also from bonding."
            "So she will bond with the first man, elf or human, to take her once the spell is lifted," Chourat said, turning calculating eyes on Danica. "That alone will greatly increase her value."
            Danica felt the panic rising again. She only vaguely understood elven bonding. She’d been taught it was similar to how certain animals mated for life. Once bonded, an elf would never take another to bed. Even if their bondmate should die they would not take another. If she remembered her lessons correctly, during her first sexual encounter something inside an elfmaid's brain was activated, causing her to imprint on her mate. The male responded similarly. It could only happen once in their lives. But how would she be affected, having a human mind, during mating and bonding?
            Chourat tore her away from her reverie with a harsh laugh. "Well, elf slave, you escaped that fate easily enough." Turning to Tornan, "You didn't lift the elven birth control spell, did you?"
            "No, my lord."
            Chourat's smile was cruel as he turned to Danica. The way he looked at her made her feel dirty. She suppressed an urge to cover herself.
            "Good. Then she is still safe to use."

~ * ~ * ~

            "Up against the wall!" the slaver ordered.
            Danica jumped to her feet and pressed her back to the cold stone wall. She was near the center of the line of slave girls, and hoped anonymous. This was the third time slavers came down to fetch slaves that day. She’d been spared their attentions the last time.
            Several slavers walked up and down the line, pointing at different girls after bouts of heated deliberation. The indicated girls were then ushered away. It was the seventh such inspection she’d endured in the last three days, though the first where any arguments arose among the slavers as to which slaves to offer for sale.
            "The elfmaid," a slaver said, pointing at Danica.
            Danica felt her stomach clinch. She stifled the moan, knowing it would do her no good and only bring the slavers a measure of pleasure.
            She stepped away from the wall, and was seized by the upper arm and hurried out. The lean, mail-clad slaver escorting her maintained a brisk pace up to the preparation room. He deposited her before a mirror and waited. She knew the routine. She already bathed earlier, so only had to brush her hair, touch up her makeup, and put on the gaudy jewelry laid out on the floor before the mirror. A pile of red silks lay before the mirror as well, which she tied about her body seductively. The diaphanous silks weren't designed for her modesty, but they were clothes nonetheless. She was grateful for whatever scrap she could get. 
            As usual, the slaver wasn't satisfied with her silks. With hands all too familiar for her peace of mind, he adjusted and tightened her silks to better display her seductive charms. With her silks arranged to the slaver's satisfaction, she went over to a pile of shoes and found the pair of red shoes she preferred. Like most, she had identified several pairs of different color shoes that fit relatively painlessly.
            Danica teetered atop the tall stilettos while he looked her over with critical eyes.
            "You look fuckable," he said.
            "Wonderful," she said, and sighed.
            The slaver took her to a small, warm room on the ground floor. It wasn't one of the usual display rooms for rich customers. A thick, colorful rug covered most of the floor, but the walls were painted stark white with no decoration.
            When the buyers finally entered, there were forty gorgeous slave girls kneeling submissively in two ranks. Danica was near the end of the second rank, and had trouble seeing and hearing. However, she soon learned, to her horror, that the "buyers" were agents of the House of Jo, and looking to trade trained Silk Slaves for slaves with Silk Slave potential. Apparently the House of Chourat felt she had that potential. Or was this the final humiliation Chourat intended to levy against her?
            Danica wondered if training as a Silk Slave could possibly be worse than what Chourat did to her every night. She had underestimated the man's cruelty and hatred for elves. Her stay at the House of Chourat had been three days and nights of pain and humiliation that she would be glad to see end.
            Silk Slave training will completely destroy me mentally and emotionally, Danica thought.
            She covertly watched the infamous slave house's agents "interview" the girls. Two men conducted the interviews, one taking notes while another asked the slaves questions. The last agent knelt before each girl and did the physical examination. The latter consisted of extensive fondling of places Danica didn't want any more men to touch. They seemed to be closely watching the slaves' physical and emotional responses, and timing them to see how fast they became aroused. It would seem the faster the better.
            The agents finally reached her.
            "Blonde, blue eyes, very beautiful," the agent who knelt before her said. His eyes were cold and calculating, showing no lust for her body as he looked her over. He swept her hair back with one hand, examining her ears with interest. "Definitely a high caste elfmaid, and a young one too. druigh caste, no doubt about it. Elven features not too harsh, with a lush body by elven standards. How old are you?"
            Danica thought about giving her human age, but they were professional slavers. They'd figure it out quickly enough, and then punish her for lying. Unfortunately, she really didn't know how old her elven body was since even Talar wavered sometimes.
            "I'm not exactly sure, master, but around three hundred years."
            "Excellent. Still relatively young," he said, sharing wide smiles with his cohorts. Turning back to Danica, "Your name?"
            Again, she hesitated.  Danica?  Or her body's elven name?
            "Everyone calls me Danica, but my elven name is Anu Ó Deorain, master."
            "She is also unbonded, my lords," a House of Chourat agent said as he approached. "Combined with Silk Slave training, it will make her doubly valuable and delicious to her future master."
            The House of Jo agents shared a meaningful glance, then turned all business. They looked upon Danica with the cold calculating eyes of slavers, their mercenary glint all the more pronounced.
            The kneeling slaver startled fondling her, one hand high and the other low. Danica started gasping and squirming, feeling her face burn with shame. That pleased the others immensely. The agents' pleasure in her response only went to increase her shame and responses.
            After what seemed like an eternity, the slavers moved to the next girl. They left Danica shaking and gasping for breath… and humiliated. A condition she was becoming far too accustomed to lately.
            With rising dread, she noted the House of Jo's agents were casting frequent glances her way as they interviewed the last three girls. In her heart she knew she would be trained as a Silk Slave. They would make her over into one of those deliciously sensuous pleasure slaves. It would be six months of harsh discipline, drugs, magical brainwashing, and relentless sessions of sexual training, night and day, and she would certainly lose herself in it.
            Tears rolled down her cheeks as the agents went up and huddled with their House of Chourat counterparts. They argued and pointed. It looked to be some fierce haggling. Soon two more House of Chourat agents hurried in to join them. The newcomers seemed to settle the details, then hurried down the two ranks pointing out girls, who were again ushered out quickly. Danica was the last of ten they chose.
            Queasy and weak-kneed, she almost had to be carried out by the slaver who snatched her up off the floor. She stumbled away with him, brushing away the tears that she couldn't seem to stop. All hope of rescue was gone now. The bits of conversations she'd picked up told her that the Silk Slave school was in the Jarlands, east of Brajar. Her friends would never think to search slave wagons departing the city, or go to a school for Silk Slaves so far away.
            The burly slaver deposited her in another display room with the other girls. Again, they knelt in line and waited as their fates were decided by others.
            Danica glanced down the line of slaves, marveling at the beauty of the group as a whole. Strangely, she felt slightly annoyed to find herself lacking where most were concerned. Indeed, she doubted she would have been included with this gorgeous grouping if not an exotic elf.
            None of the other girls looked particularly vexed by this turn of events, and several looked supremely pleased. Danica wondered if she should also be pleased. It was an honor, though only a slave could understand it. This would guarantee them years of gentle living in perfumed harems, and maybe in their later years secure them a position in a slave house or harem training young slaves how to better please their masters.
            And the intense training, magic, and drugs might even allow Danica to forget what she had once been. It might finally allow her to accept her fate and new lot in life, and maybe even learn to enjoy it.
            Chourat then stepped into the room.
            "Here you are, Master Jozaf," Chourat said, waving a crimson-robed man into the chamber. He was tall and thin, with a prematurely balding head of blonde hair. "Just as you specified, all blonde, blue-eyed, and of exceptional beauty. And one very special beauty I think you will find especially pleasing."
            "We'll see," he said haughtily.
            Master Jozaf strolled down the line once, before starting his close inspection. It took her a moment, but Danica realized he wasn't with the House of Jo. Since Chourat himself was tending to him, the man was obviously an important client.. The House Master was almost beside himself. He fidgeted like a child who needed to piss.
            Reaching Danica, Master Jozaf lifted her chin and turned her face back and forth. "An elfmaid! Great Gods, Chourat, you have outdone yourself again."
            The slaver smiled smugly as the buyer turned back to Danica. After ensuring she had all her teeth, Master Jozaf examined her hair, breasts, and everything else. At one point she had to stand and turn slowly for him, then walk around the room. His examination of her was long and even more thorough than the other girls. When he turned away to check the other prospects, Danica sensed he did so reluctantly.
            After half an hour, he sent all but two girls away. Danica and a tall willowy Tyrian called Fiona stayed behind. One look at Fiona, and Danica wondered why she hadn't be sent away as well. Though the two slaves had similar bodies, Fiona was a good five inches taller with a cascade of white-blonde hair down past her knees. Fiona's every move, every breath, reeked of sensuous pleasure. Even in her present situation, Danica couldn't help but react to Fiona's stunning beauty.
            "Tough choice. The Tyrian is, without a doubt the most beautiful woman I have seen, but my lord has a passion for all things elven, especially the women." Sitting in the only chair, Master Jozaf smiled and said, "Now, slaves, I want you to give me a reason to buy you for my lord."
            "Dance," Chourat ordered.
            Fiona hurried over close to Master Jozaf, rubbing her nude body against him as she danced around the chair. Danica suspected she was a former tavern slave by her antics, and the fact that she was truly enjoying herself. Master Jozaf was buying for his "lord," and that meant a comfortable slavery in some nobleman's harem. Every slave girl's dream.
            Dancing up close, but out of reach, Danica danced as seductively as she could. She had learned a few dances in the Golden Girl Brothel, and had learned a few, more enticing, dances since becoming a slave three days back. Plus, Chourat instilled in her a deep down need to please no matter what had to be done.
            "A difficult choice," Master Jozaf said, smiling at the two beautiful women.
            "Either would make your lord a wonderful Silk Slave and lover," Chourat said eagerly. "The tall Tyrian was a slave in the Sultan of Samulla's harem for five years. One of the Sultan's favorites. A jealous consort had her sold. The elfmaid is druigh caste, and not yet bonded. Her body is more shapely, and promises exotic delights untold. Agents of the House of Jo are waiting as we speak, eager for her return. They think she was born to be a Silk Slave."
            "Silk Slave material," Master Jozaf muttered, rubbing his chin thoughtfully as he looked upon Danica more seriously. "My lord, High Mage Jasgur, loves elfmaids."
            Danica's heart skipped a beat.  Jozaf was not buying for himself, but for his master, the High Mage of Tanburg. That reminded her of the Ashtar's Cuirass, somewhere inside Tanburg's royal palace. She had no idea what happened to the Sword of Power. It really didn't matter if the knights kept it, or left it in the inn. Danica had bigger problems.
            "I was being considered, too, master," Fiona said in a tiny voice.
            "That is true," Chourat said. "She was also one of the women chosen by the House of Jo to be trained as a Silk Slave. No matter what your choice, my lord, I'm sure your master will be pleased and the House of Jo supremely disappointed."
            Danica stood rooted to the floor, eyes wide in fear. She was faced with a difficult decision: be trained as a Silk Slave or convince this man to take her away to life in a harem. Either way, she was destined for the beds of men. Then she remembered her mission.
            The last talisman we were sent to find is in the royal palace of Tanburg, Danica thought, warmth flowing through her body. Carl, Monique, and Cat might even figure out I'm there, but if I'm sent off for training they'll never find me. And maybe I can help them from the inside.
            Danica reached up to her shoulder and pulled loose the knot holding her silks up. Jozaf sat straighter as her silks cascaded over the curves of her body and puddled around her feet. Then kneeling before him, knees wide, shoulders back, she looked deep into his dark eyes.
            "If you buy me, master, I'll see to it your lord is very grateful," she said in a deep husky voice.  Danica held his gaze, pushed his knees wide, and bit her lip. "If allowed, I'll show you my gratitude, as well."
            "So be it," Master Jozaf said, and grinned. Turning to Chourat, he handed him a crimson-dyed, hand-tooled purse. "As always, my lord is generous."
            "He is our most treasured customer," Chourat said, all but groveling.
            In spite of herself, Danica was impressed. No haggling. He just handed the slaver a purse full of coin. Considering the size of the purse Chourat was now greedily clutching to his bosom, Master Jozaf could probably have bought five slaves of equal beauty to Danica. Chourat would probably have happily sold both her and Fiona for half the coin in that purse.
            With a muttered Word of Power and a flick of the wrist, Master Jozaf released all of Danica's cheap gaudy jewelry to crash on the floor.
            "You're a wizard!" she cried, cringing.
            "No, but I'll be soon enough," he chuckled, obviously enjoying the look of fear on her face. "But your new master is a wizard. Indeed, he is a very powerful Arch Wizard, and the High Mage of Tanburg."
            Doubt wiggled unbidden into her already dark thoughts. Wizards had a reputation for enchanting their slaves and servants. They way her luck was going, she'd probably have a slave spell or some insidious geas placed on her. He could even cast a love spell to make her fall madly in love with him.
            And then there was that whole elven bonding thing.
            Danica shot Chourat a bitter look. He smiled back smugly. She had thought the harem the best of two possible worlds, giving her a faint hope of escape, only to realize she'd be at the mercy of black-hearted mages. Magic might prove her undoing again.

~ * ~ * ~

            Allori Palace proved to be an ancient red brick affair, which had obviously been added onto several times. Even through the blowing snow Danica could identify four distinct architectural styles. It reminded her somewhat of the Sky Dragon Inn, and its multitude of additions. The royal residence sprawled majestically across the north side of the wide Royal Forum, with its great frozen fountain surrounding a bronze statue of a striking warhawk. The other four sides of the forum were lined with the enclosed, domed temples of the Tyrians.
            Though it was only a little past noon, The Royal Forum was all but deserted. Danica — her nakedness covered only by a thin woolen cloak — knelt on the damp floorboards at Master Jozaf's feet while the long, sleek sleigh raced through the streets of Tanburg. Having previously avoided the colder climes, it was the first time she’d ever seen an enclosed sleigh. Though she was grateful for any shelter from the bitter cold. Still, it was a beauty, lacquered crimson with gold fixtures inside and out, and a team of six black horses.
            "Master, I've never heard of sleighs being used inside a city," Danica said. "Is that common here?"
            She wasn't sure if he would answer or slap her. A lot of men didn't like a slavegirl to speak until spoken to, but he seemed rather laidback.
            "Yes. It snows almost daily, and so much, it is useless to try and shovel the streets clear," he said, casually glancing out the window.
            Covertly, Danica tried to slip her hands out of the silver-cased manacles binding her wrists behind her back. Given time, and some privacy, the elfmaid was pretty sure she could shuck them. The matching hobble chain around her ankles was another matter.
            The sleek sleigh whisked Master Jozaf and Danica straight across the forum's snow-covered cobbles and onto a side street bordering the east side of the palace. This part of the palace looked to be the oldest, with a tall square tower anchoring its northeast corner that seemed more castlelike than part of a royal residence. The sleigh halted before a thick, iron bound door at the tower's base, and Danica was gratefully led inside and away of the cold.
            The interior of the Mage Tower proved to be comfortably decorated. The furniture was functional, but attractive. Tapestries depicting Tanburg’s glorious past, The stone walls were covered with tapestries depicting Tanburg's glorious past, mostly warhawk battles. The city was celebrated for its warhawk breeding and mercenary Hawkers.
            Master Jozaf led Danica up the stone stairs to the topmost level, five stories above the street. As they ascended, he told her that the Mage Tower was home of Queen Gwynne's five Court Mages and their laboratories. It was the original city castle, and still had its own separate dungeons. Her master, as High Mage, maintained his personal quarters and harem on the top floor.
            Slightly winded, she reached the fifth floor and its two polished bronze doors. She was led to the right door. The harem door could only be opened from the inside, so he knocked loudly. After the spy hole slid open and their identities confirmed, a pair of wary Amazons opened the door and let them into a tastefully appointed antechamber.
            "This is High Mage Jasgur's new slave. Have her prepared to serve him," Master Jozaf said.
            He spoke a Word, and Danica's chains fell away. A guard quickly gathered them up for him, as well as taking away her one article of clothing, the cloak. Danica slanted a look over her shoulder, noting how he was looking her nakedness over with hungry eyes. Danica remembered the promises she'd made back in the slave house, the implied sexual delights that would be his for the asking.
            First I have to take care of my new master, she thought, throat tightening.
            "She'll be ready, my lord," a tall redhead promised.
            Master Jozaf seemed satisfied and left without another word. The Amazon harem guards escorted her through another door and into the harem proper. It was a garish affair, all done up in bright pinks and reds. Thick Vikon rugs blanketed the floor, with fine elven silks covering windows and doorways. Half a dozen young women lounged around in sexy bits of bright silk, eyeing her venomously. She suddenly recalled all the horror stories she had heard concerning harem politics.
            "Your attention, slaves. This is your master's newest plaything," the red-headed Amazon said, looking Danica over critically. "She's to be prepared to serve him at a moment's notice, so get to work."
            Danica looked at the other slaves. Two were obviously Vikon, in sexy bits of armor and silk meant to mock their preferred "warrior" attire. Even their face paints seemed more sexy than fierce. A dark-haired, dark-eyed elfmaid was first to rise, cocking one hesitant black brow at the sight of Danica. It took only a moment before she realized the elf's features were much too blunted to be full-blooded elf. With a grimace, she realized the woman could be one of the half-elves the House of Chourat was famous for. Maybe even Chourat's own child.
            Danica was pushed at the rising slaves. Taken by the hand, she was led to a side room. After some debate — during which Danica's wishes were rudely ignored — she was clothed in blue and gold silk halter and skirt. The skirt was little more than two long, diaphanous pieces of silk hanging front and back. One of the Vikon applied bright cosmetics to her while the half-elf slave dabbed perfume on her in strategic places. They then placed a fortune in finely wrought gold and sapphire jewelry on her.
            Their task complete, the other slaves turned their backs on her and went back to the main parlor. Danica reluctantly followed, not knowing anything else to do. When all her attempts at engaging someone in conversation failed, she went to gaze out a narrow window. Looking out the windows at the spectacular mountain views, she tried not to think about what would happen to her when High Mage Jasgur called for his newest slave. His newest "plaything."
            "Golden Girl," the short, dark Amazon guard called. Danica yelped and whirled on the guard. The Amazon leered at her. Several slaves chuckled. "It's playtime."
            "So soon?"
            "Your master is also a Tyrian warrior. Very lusty bunch."  She laughed at Danica's stricken look. "He's also has a taste for elves. He's most eager for his first taste of a full-blooded elfmaid."
            Taking a deep breath, and praying her heart didn't burst as it pounded in her chest, Danica followed the Amazon out and to the chambers next door. The High Mage was waiting impatiently, staring out a window at the towering rocky peaks surrounding the high mountain valley. He was almost as tall as Carl, with longish black hair and clean shaven. The eyes that coolly looked her over were icy blue, and sent shivers carousing about her body. He had broad shoulders and narrow hips, and the hard-packed muscles of a Tyrian warrior.
            The Amazon shoved her toward him, saying, "Present yourself, slave."
            Danica knelt one pace before him, eyes downcast. Her mind filled with ways to deal with him. How did she keep him satisfied, yet give him as little of what he wanted as possible?
            "I am Anu Ó Deorain, master," Danica said in a soft voice, as she was taught in the slave house. Her teachers at the slave house insisted that first impressions were of the utmost importance. Though she didn't want him to desire her in any way, making him angry right off was even scarier. "I am yours."
            "A beauty indeed," High Mage Jasgur said in his deep rumbling voice.
            Danica's voice almost broke. "Thank you, master."
            Lifting her chin, he studied the sensuous curve of her quivering red lips. She wasn't really that frightened, but hoped to garner a little sympathy. Danica didn't believe she could avoid coupling with him, but he might be gentler and quicker about it.
            "You're terrified," he said, and seemed quite pleased by it.
            Her fake fear aroused his ardor. Danica could see it in his eyes, the way his body moved. Jasgur wanted her more and more as time passed.
            "I'm sorry...I mean...Please..." Danica stammered, her mind in chaos. His cruel, piercing eyes cut deep, sending her heart racing. She'd misread him, and made things worse. "I don't know men...I mean, not well."
            His face filled with dark delight. Danica knew she'd said the wrong thing again.
            "A woman lover? Excellent! That may explain why you are unbonded. I shall enjoy converting you to a lover of men, and bonding with you," he said, his smile turning into something a little more pleasant. He looked her over more closely, then pulled her silks off effortlessly. "I hadn't planned on dallying with you, at least not until later tonight, but..."  He cupped a breast with one sword-hardened hand, making her gasp, while running the other hand through her golden mane. She could feel his heart pounding within his chest, so close, as heat from his body washed over her. Unfortunately, he reeked of sulfur and burnt hair. "Such fear will make you very responsive, I'll wager. And if I remember correctly, it will strengthen the bond during bonding."
            Danica swallowed, but couldn't dislodge the lump in her throat. If she bonded, it would be a one-way affair. Humans didn't bond, so she couldn't expect gentler, more respectful treatment from him. Bonding would just make her devoted to him, if she understood how it worked.
            "Please, this isn't right."
            "I will decide that, slave," he said, his hand tightening around a fistful of hair.
            She knew it was going to happen now. Her heart hammered in her ears, with a belly full of dancing butterflies and a tingling hot wetness spreading between her legs.
            Pulling her to her feet, he briskly walked Danica toward a door. As she suspected, it was his bedchamber. He took Danica in his arms, crushing her to his chest, and kissed her hard and long. Danica was left gasping, her mind reeling. His size and strength helped to overwhelm her. She felt like a rag doll in his arms. Her master seemed to be oblivious to her fears now, as lust claimed his features.
            "Mmmm," she moaned into his mouth, feeling her emotional defenses crumbling as he held her so wonderfully tight, and his warm, firm lips slipped all around hers.
            After laying her on the massive bed, he stood over her a moment taking in the sight of his exquisitely beautiful, trembling slave. Closing his eyes, he chanted a quick spell. Danica shifted to mage sight, to see his conjured magicks leap at her and engulf her in bright crimson. She felt a sharp jolt, which turned into something warm and tingling in her groin. She instantly knew he’d removed her birth control spell, then remember what that meant. If he took her now, she would bond with him. Would that mean she would be helpless to do anything but love him? Or would the fact that she was a human trapped inside this elven body change the results, leaving her unaffected? Then licking his lips in anticipation, High Mage Jasgur brought her out of her reverie by quickly shedding his clothes and joining her on the bed.
            Jasgur started out with a slow erotic exploration of her entire body, with hands and lips. Not a spot on her was overlooked, and such interesting places as lips, breasts, and genitals were explored at length. Very quickly, Danica found her body moving to his kisses and caresses of its own volition. She lay under him, beside him, atop him, always clutching at him and gasping. She knew her reactions were bringing him great pleasure, and she tried with all her might to stop, but was unable to suppress her raging emotions.
            "Such a sweet surrender," he muttered, deciding to explore her lips some more. "Kisses as sweet as honey."
            He paused, raising himself up on an elbow to look thoughtfully down at her, "Honey."  He smiled wide, saying, "I like the sound of that. I never cared much for elven names. Slave, your name is Honey."
            "I am Honey, master," Danica whispered.
            In a daze, Danica lay back while he began kissing, licking, and caressing her body all over again. His hands and lips concentrated on her tits. Jasgur suck hard on her nipples, until they were hard and erect. Her legs spread, and he slipped between them.
            "Are you ready?" he asked, startling her with the question.
            "Yes," she whispered, and swallowed hard.
            He maneuvered himself between her legs, nestling his fat cock in her tingling folds, while continuing the ceaseless kisses and caresses. Danica clutched at his thick body hair, gasping and panting while praying she wouldn't bond with him. Jasgur paused, locked eyes with her, then pushed himself in. Danica's response was immediate as he thrust into her, spreading her wide. 
            "Ugggh! Uggh!" she grunted, eyes huge. Every thrust forced a grunt out. "Ugh! Ugh!"
            His grin widened as she bucked and desperately clutched at him. Her legs wrapped around him of their own volition. Her reaction spurred greater enthusiasm from him.
            "Oh master!" she cried once he was fully sheathed inside her.
            Every deep thrust sent the most amazing sensations rippling through her. She worried he was using some kind of sex magic on her. Surely she wasn’t falling so fast without being enchanted. Her hips thrust upward, meeting him halfway. She couldn't stop. It felt too good.
            "Oh! My! Gods!" she gasped out to hard thrusts, feeling her body rising up faster than ever before. The oddest tickling sensation raced up her spine, infusing her head. Everything began to spin. He must've figured out she was at the brink, because he starting pounding her harder and faster, a look if fierce triumph on his face as he watched her. He caught her gaze, refusing to surrender them, and she started shaking violently, a second before her body erupted with intense pleasure. "Aaaggh! Oh master! Oh master! Aaaggh!"
            Suddenly, Jasgur wasn't the lusty master, but her man. Her lover. Her very reason for living. He was the beautiful, wonderful man giving her body such incredible pleasure, making her body throb and pulse with blissful joy.
            "We're bonded," Jasgur said in a husky voice. "Or more precisely, you are bonded to me." He leaned down and kissed her.  "You are mine, heart and soul."
            Jasgur thrust deep and held it. Danica cried out, feeling him coming deep inside her. Feelings of well-being flooded her. She'd never felt like that, so content, so satisfied.
            "Oh, yes, master," Danica said, huffing and puffing, knowing that her elven body had betrayed her yet again, but no longer caring. "I am yours, body and soul."








 
 
 
Chapter 14

            "Enough," Jasgur said, eyeing the scorched flesh with grim satisfaction.
            The young torturer in his pointed black hood stepped back, and placed the glowing brand in the brazier.
            Wet with sweat and blood, Carl's body relaxed against the thick oak table propped against the wall. Blood trickled down his arms, held high over his head in thick iron cuffs. Yet he made no sound, ever, not even a low moan.
            Sighing wearily, Jasgur said, "I should've known better than try to get anything from a Tyrian warrior. You'd probably bite off your own tongue before answering a single question, honestly or not."
            Carl's only response was to glare at him with hate-filled eyes.
            "You're no fun," Jasgur grinned darkly. "But I'll bet your lady friends will be very entertaining."
            Wincing, Carl cast a worried look at Monique and Cat, as both stood to the side, blank-eyed. Just as he had stood by for the past five days, magically enslaved and robbed of free will and thought, while that black-hearted mage and his cohorts "questioned" the two women. To his horror and shame, he remembered everything he witnessed in sickening detail. Their remembered screams of horror and pain ripped at his heart even now.
            "I will talk, wizard," he said, finding the taste of bile rising. "But know this, I will have my vengeance on you and yours."
            The High Mage ignored the threat. "Good choice, barbarian. Tell me where I can find your comrade, this Dakkoran warrior called Danica of Drakehorn."
            "Barbarian, you call me?  Ha, the mighty wizard learns to talk like a Jarlander and hides cravenly behind godless magic, so he can call his own kind barbarian," Carl said, contempt dripping in every word.
            Jasgur's only response was to conjure a snapdragon, and set it upon Carl. The small bright red dragon, about the size of a lapdog, attacked insanely. It bit Carl countless times, running back and forth across his broad chest in the process. Snapdragons were fearless, attacking everything that moved. Fortunately, they never grew any bigger than the one on Carl's chest. When High Mage Jasgur was satisfied with the amount of blood drawn, he spoke a Word of Power and the vicious little beast vanished.
            "You were saying?" Jasgur asked, raising one eyebrow.
            "Bandu!  He is trying me!" Carl bellowed, jerking at the chains holding him. Then spying the inhumanly still women, he slowly reclaimed his self-control. "Danica, forgive me, but I know you'd want to spare the women, too. Wizard, I last saw Danica in the common room of the inn less than half an hour before you showed up. Drinking heavily, as I recall. I figure she saw your attack, and realized she was in no condition to fight you. Or was passed out and never knew."  Carl worried his mustache between his teeth a second, his mind frantic for a way to save Cat and Monique, and not betray Danica. "After all this time now, I think she was passed out drunk. As usual. She would have already rescued us otherwise. Danica has honor second to none."
            "So where would she have gone?  What would she have done to find you, or continue your mission?" he asked.
            Carl couldn't shrug, though he tried. The chains wouldn't allow him that much freedom of movement. He barely gave it a thought, since the question had occurred to him more than once since his capture. Where was Danica?  Why hadn't she rescued them?  If she knew where they were Danica would at least try to save them.
            "She probably has headed back to Allaria," he said honestly, the answer souring his stomach all the more. It meant no salvation from the wizard. "You know we were collecting talismans, but none of us could expect to steal the last talisman from the palace alone. And Danica is sharp, and not prone to suicidal risks. Only Monique's magic could have secured Ashtar's Cuirass for us, and without the sorceress or the other talisman's, Danica would be forced to abandon the mission and report back to Talar in Allaria."
            "And if not?"
            "Then she is looking for us even now."
            "She definitely has the Sword of Power?"
            Carl grinned, his eyes filled with viciousness.  "Yes. A very powerful talisman, too."
            Deep in thought, High Mage Jasgur was silent. Carl knew he needed the Sword of Power to augment Tarhun's Brace and Ashtar's Cuirass, just like Talar needed them. Only Jasgur wanted them to fight off the angry nobles and citizens of Tanburg once he usurped the Amber Throne and took the beautiful widowed Queen, Gwynne, as his own. With Tanburg secure, Jasgur would anchor Ayesha's new empire's northern border and split the Tyrian Kingdoms. Such a loose object of power could easily foil his plans, so Danica had to be found.
            "My lord," Jozaf said from the shadows. "Perhaps we're going at this all wrong."
            "Your thoughts."
            "The prisoners all tell the same story, every time, even bound by the magic. Though it is amusing to torment them, it isn't proving productive. Perhaps you could cast a searching spell, or conjure a demon to tell you where this Danica and the Grand Order of Tor Rycell's Sword of Power are located."
            "I have tried, but Danica is an elf, so my magic can't locate her," he said. "As a talisman of war, the Sword of Power's magic protects it and its bearer from being located magically.  So Danica has a double layer of protection around her."
            Carl struggled to keep only anger and defiance on his face. He was pretty sure the High Mage was afraid Danica could sneak into the palace under his nose, steal Ashtar's Cuirass, and escape without being detected. If Danica discovered her friends were being held captive, Jasgur could find an elfmaid ramming a sword down his throat at any moment.
            And Dirusa and Ayesha are harsh mistresses, too, Carl thought, a tingle of pleasure rippling through his body. They will rip him to shreds for even the slightest failure.
            "Aggressive or passive?"
            Jasgur gave him a sharp look, making his protégé's eyes widen.  "Don't be obtuse. Time is running out. What are you thinking?"
            "Forgive me, my lord," Jozaf said. "You taught me that spells and wards were all either passive or aggressive. Passive magic is inert until triggered, and even then could be extremely subtle. But aggressive magic, such as a talisman of war might possess, radiates raw power. A power that quite possibly could be located."
            Jasgur looked at his student more closely, with something hinging on respect. Carl didn't like how things were turning.
            "Yes.  Yes," Jasgur whispered.  He gave Carl an angry look.  "The threat the elfmaid poses brought out my aggressive nature, and closed my mind to more subtle magic."
            "It will do you no good, mage," Carl said. "Danica's elfness will still hide the sword's magic from you.  You'll just waste your energy looking for it that way."
            "Good try, barbarian," he said. Jasgur turned to Jozaf, saying, "I will have to think of a suitable reward."
            "My lord in generous."
            Carl struggled to break free.  It was useless, but he had to try. He couldn't let them find and capture Danica, too.
            "Bandu as my witness, I will break you, wizard!" Carl cried.

~ * ~ * ~

            High Mage Jasgur gave Carl a contemptuous look. He glanced at the other two prisoners, and sighed. He'd wasted too much time on them. Their defiance focused his determination to force them to tell him wanted he wanted, even though it was quickly evident they didn't have the answers.  If he didn't move fast, Dirusa would focus on him in a very unpleasant manner.
            "Empty threats."  Jasgur put on the golden necklace and locked eyes with Carl. "Go to your cell and wait."  Blank-eyed, Carl began straining at his constraints while the torturer hurried over to release him. The High Mage turned to Monique and Cat. "You two go back to your cells and wait for me to call for you."
            Wordlessly, emotionlessly, they turned and slowly walked out of the dark chamber. Jasgur noted how Jozaf looked at Monique, the burning lust in his eyes. He knew exactly what his student wanted, and he knew the reward that would most please him.
            "Her body is yours anytime you have the urge," Jasgur said with a wave of the hand. "As for her magical powers, perhaps I'll permit you to strip her of them for yourself. I've already taken what little of her arcane knowledge I didn't already know."
            "My lord! I don't know what to say," Jozaf stammered, stunned and excited.
            They watched Carl, finally released from all the heavy chains, stagger out mindlessly. With a curt nod, Jasgur sent the torturer away. He then led his student into a side room. The room was painted stark white, with runes and magical symbols drawn on all walls, floor, and ceiling. In the center of the room was a giant double circled pentacle. It was surrounded by cryptic writings and runes, with more runes between the two encircling lines. As they entered, the small hairs on their bodies prickled and stood up. Very potent wards.
            The High Mage consulted a large grimoire on an elaborate bronze stand in one corner. After leafing through it for some time, he stopped and grinned. After committing the spell to memory, he sat cross-legged before the pentacle and began the required chant. Soon a hazy discoloration of the air above the pentacle appeared, that quickly coalesced into a hideously shaped monster with orange scales and a beaklike snout. Malevolent red eyes glared at the High Mage.
            "Why do you summon me, mortal?" it asked in a gravelly voice.
            "I seek an object of great power. A Sword of Power."
            The demon scowled at Jasgur. "Foolish mortal, such a talisman cannot be located with magic. Release me, or I'll be sucking the marrow from your bones."
            "Don't lie to me, demon," he said calmly. "The talisman emits raw power, something your rare talents should be able to detect."
            "The city is full of talismans radiating power, stupid mortal," it growled. "In the next room alone there are three of immense power."
            "Yes, yes, I know of those. The necklace, Tarhun's Brace, and Ashtar's Cuirass are mine already. I want the Grand Order of Tor Rycell's Sword of Power."
            "I cannot be done."
            "Yes it can!" Jasgur shouted, sending a painful jolt through the recalcitrant demon. "You will locate each and every source of magic power within this city, then use your magically enhanced senses to determine the shape and nature of the talisman." Jasgur then smiled at the demon, "Or I'll trap your body inside some truly horrible realm for years of agony and torment."
            The demon's clawed fists clenched and unclench in helpless rage. "Very well, mortal."
            Jasgur watched the demon go motionless, sending out its senses, seeking. It only took a matter of seconds to zero in on any particular source of magical power and determine if it was the talisman it sought. It took the better part of an hour, but in the end the demon failed to locate Tor Rycell's Sword of Power.
            "Your Sword of Power is not in the city, mortal," it said, looking way too happy. "Release me, before I use my powers to your detriment."
            Jasgur glared at the demon. As demons went, this one wasn't as vile and insulting as most, but he was not in a mood to be defied and taunted.
            "Then begin searching outside the city," Jasgur said, eyes narrowing.
            The High Mage watched the demon fall back into a trance. He watched it intently, knowing how untrustworthy demons could be. You had to be very specific, or they would twist your commands around to cause you misfortune or failure.
            "My lord," Jozaf interrupted his reverie.
            "Yes, Jozaf?"
            "You have Tarhun's Brace and the enchanted necklace from the sorceress, and now Ashtar's Cuirass out of the Royal Vault," his student said. "Even without the Sword of Power, don't you think it time to seize the throne?"
            Jasgur considered. He wanted nothing more than to seized control of Tanburg, and bring its haughty Queen to her knees and his bed. There would be opposition, but Ashtar's Cuirass would protect him from mundane threats while his own vast powers would protect him from magical threats. The necklace would force anyone within sound of his voice to obey his slightest whim without question. Plus with Tarhun's Brace, he could shatter the army and any other armed force sent against them. Unless they carried the Sword of Power.
            "No. I want to at least ensure the Sword of Power is too far away to be a threat before we move," he said. "Anything within a month's ride of here is too close. We'll see what the demon finds first, then decide how to continue."
            "I have found it," the demon announced.
            "Where is it?"
            "It is in the Wayfarer's Roadhouse five days southwest of here, on what you call the Brajaran Road," it said.
            "It is being carried by a Dakkoran warrior named Danica of Drakehorn?"
            The demon closed his eyes a second. Finally, "No, a Brajaran knight by the name of Sir Dornan is carrying the blade."
            Jasgur frowned. Ayesha wanted the Dakkoran almost as badly as she wanted Talar. The demon's talent didn't extend to locating elves. He would just have to see about locating her after seizing power.
            Turning to his student, "Jozaf, take twenty men and go get the sword. Bring the man carrying it to me. Perhaps he can tell us where Danica of Drakehorn can be found." He frowned, figuring the answer was probably a shallow grave just outside of town. He hoped Ayesha would be satisfied with that, though he knew she wouldn't be. "Requisition warhawks in my name from the Royal Aerie. Upon your return, we will take this city. And I'll have the Queen, and you'll have the sorceress."
            "Monique?  You mean..."
            "I will give her to you, to be your slave and to take her powers as your own."
            "As always, my lord is most generous."

~ * ~ * ~

            Danica sat cross-legged atop a large satin pillow in the far corner of Jasgur's harem. The dark red pillow, about two feet square, was the only creature comfort the other women allowed her.
            She watched the half-elf, Sari, with keen interest. Sari now wore brief forest gold silks and golden jewelry. The half-elf's every move was sensuous grace, meant to entice and thrill her master. Danica learned that Sari, like all the other slaves, was a trained Silk Slave. Maybe she, as a half-elf and woman trained in the erotic arts, could help Danica understand how she now felt after bonding with Jasgur. Help her understand these terrifying urges.
            When Sari glanced her way, Danica strove to make eye contact. As usual, Sari frowned and turned away. This time, though, she said something to the others that made everyone look Danica's way.
            Danica dropped her gaze, not wanting to meet their hostile gaze. Last time almost ended with them jumping and beating her. That time she'd made it to the Amazon's at the harem's entrance one step ahead of the pack. No one there seemed to understand she was a warrior, and she wanted to keep it that way, so security wasn't tightened around her. Or worse, her master might put a spell on her to keep her docile.
            "Looks real sweet, our Honey does," Sari said loud enough for Danica to hear. When Danica lifted her wary gaze, she continued. "Soft and sweet and meek, that's our little Honey."
            The other slaves stood between her and the entrance with the Amazon guards.
            "Aye, she must be sweet indeed," Karen said. She was a tall beauty in scarlet silks, with knee length chestnut hair and big brown eyes. "Why else would our master be forgetting our names when it be time for some loveplay?"
            "I think I'd like a little taste, myself," Cara said.
            As the dark, voluptuous Vikon stood, Danica a sinking feeling began deep in her belly. The other slaves were watching her speculatively. Cara stood there in her Vikon face paint and scandalously brief mockery of Vikon armor and black leathers, looking like she was growing more and more excited at the idea of doing vile things to Danica.
            "So would I," Sari announced, rising to her feet in elven grace sensuously enhanced by extensive training. "Since I can't share my master's bed, I'll have to settle for sharing his preferred lover instead."
            When Danica tensed to bolt, Cara darted to her right while her fellow Vikon, Tami, cut off escape on the left. The other slaves spread in a semi-circle before Danica, who remained perched atop her satin pillow with wide eyes. Sari held the centermost position, their obvious leader.
            Everyone spent a long moment staring and sizing each other up.
            Dammit, they're going to force me to fight, Danica thought. She knew it would be to her benefit to let them have their way, and even beat her if that's what they wanted, but the warrior within demanded she fight. I've been docile too long, biding my time hasn't helped me in the least.
            "I'll tell our master you hurt me," Danica said, inwardly cringing at her own remark. I may never be able to live this down. Hands curling into fists, she forced her face and body to appear weak and frightened. "Please don't hurt me."
            Danica felt the heat in her face traveling down her neck and spread across her upper torso. It was the most humiliation she'd ever experienced. Begging soft Silk Slaves to not hurt her!
            Tami moved first, coming in low. The tall, lithe blonde showed her Vikon warrior training in every move, disciplines even her Silk Slave training couldn't entirely vanquish. Her forest green eyes locked onto Danica's shoulders, knowing they would signal the elfmaid's intentions. Instead, Danica just hugged her knees to her chest and watched her approach with wide eyes.
            Like Cara, Tami was dressed in all white Vikon leathers and armor. True to Vikon tastes, little of her shapely body was actually protected. Still Vikon tended to be extraordinarily well trained.
            As Tami reached out to grab her wrist, Danica uncoiled and drove her feet into the Vikon's unprotected lower belly. Tami's wind exploded with a pained grunt as Danica rolled off the pillow and swept an elbow across her jaw.
            Karen was the next to reach her. Danica straight armed her aside, sending in a swift punch to the ribs as she passed. Before Danica could recover, Cara swept her feet away. In an instant Danica was swarmed by her angry fellow slaves.
            Coming to her senses, Danica let the other women hold her. Truth was, she could easily break free. Only a few of them had the training necessary to truly threaten her, and none of them had recent experience fighting. So she tensed up, and steeled herself for a beating.
            "Don't mark her!" Sari cried when Karen aimed a fist at Danica's unprotected face. "You want us all to be tied up and whipped?"
            "She hit me," Karen said, trembling in frustrated rage.
            "We'll find a better way to punish her," Sari said. Turning to Danica who was still held firmly by four other women, she smiled wantonly. "But first we'll have some fun."
            Danica watched with a racing heart as Sari stepped in close, licking full red lips in anticipation. She knew the half-elf intended on using her sexually, maybe even passing her around among her fellows, but Danica felt only cold deep in her belly at the prospect. She hadn't been able to look at these other women with anything approaching lust or longing since she bonded with Jasgur.
            With a delicate hand, Sari caressed Danica's cheek. Sweeping aside Danica's golden mane, she traced her pointed ear for several seconds, a look of envy marring her near perfect beauty.
            "You may not know it, girls," Sari said, smiling with satisfaction as she toyed with Danica, "but Honey here would be very powerful back in the Elven Empire. She's druigh caste, born and bred to wield magic and rule Elven Kind. She is the equivalent of a human princess."
            "How can you tell that?" Karen asked. "She doesn't seem very regal to me."
            "Among the elves, we can tell each other's caste with a single glance. Hair color, eye color, complexion, the size and shape of ears, body type, all tell us what station in life the people around us occupy. At a glance we know where we stand with any other we meet.
            "See Honey here, she's typically druigh. My mother was warrior caste, with black hair and eyes, and tawny skin. All warrior caste elves have those traits, just as all druigh caste elves look like blonde, blue-eyed Danica. Elves don't mate outside of their castes."
            "But they'd become inbred," Cara said.
            "Not really. Elves are very selective about matings, putting a great deal of thought and research into pairings beforehand. Usually marriages are arranged between men and women of different cities and wards," Sari said. "And there are more than enough elves of all castes around to keep the blood lines clean."
            Frowning, Cara refused to relent. "She could be a druigh bastard of some serving girl who just looks like her father."
            "No, the ears would betray that," Sari said. "Danica has classic high caste ears — small and pointing straight up. Not only do they show her high birth, they also indicate her age."  Pulling her own raven tresses back to reveal a blunted elven ear, "My ears aren't as pointed as hers, and are fleshier due to my advanced age."
            "Advanced age?" Tami said. "You don't look more than late-twenties, maybe mid-twenties at most."
            "That's because elves show little signs of aging once they reach maturity by human standards. For one thing, elves don't wrinkle with age, though as a half-elf I will a little." She paused sadly to raise a hand to the faint crow's feet at her eyes. "I am three hundred and twenty years old, maybe a little older. I don't know for sure, being born a slave. As a half-elf I won't live as long as Honey, but longer than any of you. Maybe five or six hundred years, if I'm lucky."
            "How long can an elf like Danica live?" Karen asked in a near whisper.
            "Thousand years or so."
            Danica noticed first awe, then jealousy spread across the human slaves' faces. Most of them looked to be early to late twenties. They only had a few years before they would be replaced by younger women, and their true ordeal of slavery would take them. They knew her beauty would last centuries, and Danica knew Talar used anti-aging spells while she occupied that body.
            Smiling bitterly, Sari continued. "I've been a slave all my life. Gods, I've been Jasgur's slave for ninety-two years. I'll probably die a slave, but at least I'll have the satisfaction of knowing Honey here will live in slavery far longer than me. Her pretty little high caste ears show her to be quite young."
            "Good," Karen said. "I hope she spends most of her time in stinking, greasy brothels."
            Sari cupped Danica's chin and lifted her face to look her in the eyes. "How old are you?"
            Bitterly, Danica gave the answer she had always given. "Twenty...mistress."
            Surprisingly, Sari snatched her hand away with a gasp. She stood before Danica, hand covering her mouth and face drained of color.
            "Let her go," Sari said tersely.
            "Why?" Cara asked.
            Sari snarled and cuffed the defiant Vikon. The other women release Danica and slowly eased back. The warrior portion of Danica's mind took note of that, telling her Sari was just as dangerous as she was beautiful.
            The half-elf startled Danica out of her reverie when she reached a trembling hand to stroke Danica's cheek, but this time there was nothing sensuous or threatening about it. Nothing but tenderness.
            "She's only a child," Sari said, tears starting to shine in her black eyes.
            "She's a bare year older than me," Cara said sullenly.
            "But an elf isn't full grown until she's one hundred."
            Karen cast Danica a doubtful look, doing some quick calculations. "She doesn't look like a five year old. Looks grown to me."
            "Elven bodies mature only a little slower than humans, but emotionally they are slow to develop. In human emotional terms Honey is a five year old, that has been brutally forced to grow up too fast."
            Danica's first instinct was to set them right as to her correct age. This elven body was hundreds of years old in truth, though it was probably quite young when Taara stole it and placed magic on it to halt aging. So her body actually be somewhat older than Sari, though Danica herself was only twenty.
            Sari's new attitude toward Danica kept her mouth shut. The half-elf seemed to be taking up the role of Danica's "mother."  Perhaps now she could get some answers, help and protection from the others.
            Knowing she needed Sari, Danica started working on how best to approach her and how to act. Should she act young and immature? Or shy and timid? Did elven children act differently than humans? In the end she thought it best to stick with how she had been acting.
            "You're not going to hurt me?" Danica asked.
            Sari looked stricken, her tears finally flowing. "No, a-gráigh, I would never hurt you. I won't let anyone hurt you."
            Danica didn't hesitate, leaping to her feet and hugging the half-elf tightly. Sari's hugged her back just as fiercely, giving Danica her first moment of relief and ease since coming into Jasgur's harem.
            After a few moments, Sari pulled Danica off. With a laugh, Sari said, "I forgot how strong elves truly are. I swear, a-gráigh, you’re even stronger than me."
            "I believe it," Karen said, rubbing her ribs where Danica hit her. "I'll be having a bruise for sure."
            "You're lucky she didn't break one of your ribs," Sari said in good spirits. "Elves are far stronger than they appear to humans. Even a pampered druigh caste elfmaid is equal to an average human man in strength, and a lot stronger pound for pound."
            "It doesn't stop them from enslaving us," Danica said bitterly. Her voice dropping almost too low to hear, "And doing other things, too."
            Sari took her hands tenderly. "I'm sorry, a-gráigh. Was Jasgur your first? You did bond with him, didn't you?"
            Danica frowned at her use of "a-gráigh" yet again. It was obviously an elven word she should know. Her ignorance could betray her to the half-elf.
            "I bonded with our master, but he wasn't the first," she said at length, measuring her words carefully. "Several days before I was brought here I was captured in a local inn by Jarland knights who took me like no one ever had before. They sold me to a slave house where I was routinely passed around by the slavers, when not being given to potential customers. My birth control spell kept me from bonding with them."
            Sari was so shaken by Danica's matter-of-fact pronouncement she had to stop and compose herself before speaking. Danica watched a dozen emotions flash across her face.
            "How did you get so far from home, a-gráigh? Are your parents in the city?"
            "No...I don't know much about my parents," she said, watching the half-elf intently. "I was captured by an Amazon sorceress on the second day of the Dragon of this year. She striped me of all knowledge of the Elven Empire. I know only my elven name, and that of my father, which the sorceress told me later."
            "How horrible! Did she enslave you? What have you been doing these last nine months?"
            "She sold me to slavers, but I escaped. I'd taken up with mercenaries and learned the sword in an attempt to force the sorceress to give back what she has taken from me."
            Sari shook her head sadly. "Foolish child, you should have gone back to the Elven Empire, and your father. He would have seen to your proper training, and sent out any warriors or druigh needed to exact vengeance. Only a child would have thought it up to her to do such a thing."
            Danica stopped herself from telling the half-elf that she had managed to capture Talar. That wouldn't have helped. She needed Sari's sympathy.
            "It doesn't matter now, I'm our master's slave in more ways than one."
            "Yes, the bonding. It'll pass, but you'll never get over him," Sari said. "I still long for the man I bonded with deep within that Samullan slave house. I don't even know his name, and it was two hundred and nine-eight years ago next month. But I remember it like it was last night."
            "You still love him?" Danica asked.
            "Gods, no! I hate that filthy bastard with all my heart and soul, but I'd eagerly jump into his bed in a heartbeat if he was still alive."
            "I understand, Sari. I've bonded with Jasgur, so all I feel is love and need when I'm with him," she said. "And horrible shame and hatred afterwards."
            "I understand, a-gráigh. It'll pass, and you'll learn to like being bedded. I had the same feelings. Though humans don't bond, half-elves do, and just as strongly as elves. Human and elven love are very different, a-gráigh. Elves can learn to feel human love, especially when given the extensive training that I've received and you soon will receive. Once you return from the Silk Slave school, you'll know only joy in bed, and no hint of shame afterwards."
            Sari was making her crazy. Twice she casually said the powerful emotions and deep need Danica felt for Jasgur would pass. What did that mean? Was the bonding only temporary? Then again, Sari said she would still eagerly jump into bed with the man she bonded with, despite despising him. It was all so confusing.
            Even more distressing was the comment about Silk Slave training. Above all else, she had to avoid that. She thought she traded that horrible fate for this one. Now she’d learned she must endure both fates: trained Silk Slave and bonded to her master.
            "A-gráigh, are you all right?" Sari asked when Danica seemed to swoon.
            "No," Danica admitted weakly. Then bitterly, "It'll pass."
            "I'm sorry, a-gráigh..."
            "Don't call me that," Danica snapped. "I don't have the foggiest idea what you're saying. I don't know any elven."
            "The sorceress even took that from you?"
            "Yes."
            "She's a monster," Sari said, her face flush and fists clenched. With an effort, she regained her composure and gently gathered up Danica's hands again. "I'm sorry if my use of elven distresses you, Honey. But 'a-gráigh' is elven for 'beloved.'  It is what my own mother called me before we were separated."
            "No, I should apologize. You are only trying to ease my suffering, and all I want to do is wallow in self-pity."
            "But you're only a child."
            Danica smiled woefully. "Think of me as an adult now. You have no idea of what I've been through in the last nine months." She looked to the heavens, shaking her head, and said with feeling, "It was an education I'll never forget."
            "Yes, there is a worldliness about you that deceived me into thinking you were far older than twenty," Sari said. She smiled warmly at Danica. "I think you might even be taking this far better than I did. You're strong, I can sense that."
            "I used to feel strong, and all too invincible," Danica admitted, not even trying to suppress the bitterness. "All it got me was fucked, enslaved, and now bonded to a man that scares me to death."
            Sari looked shaken. Danica realized her language, as well as the frank admissions, might've been too much. Would a twenty year old elfmaid really think in those terms, or use that kind of foul language?
            "That'll pass. I'm sorry. I won't dismiss your feelings like that anymore."
            "Thank you. But will these feelings of longing and dread really leave me?  Or just the dread?"
            "Mostly just the dreading part. I guess elven love could best be expressed as a longing and keen loyalty. No elf has ever betrayed a bondmate. Indeed, I doubt it possible for an elf to do anything that might bring harm or distress to his or her bondmate. The bonding is quite strong, and the main reason elves take so much time in choosing suitable mates."
            "So in other words I'll be very obedient."
            Sari's laugh was the most beautiful music Danica heard in a long time. "No, Honey, bonding does not make you obedient. It just makes you extremely loyal to your bondmate. In fact, you are as likely to learn to hate him as love him. Until he sends you to Silk Slave school." Danica tensed with a groan. Sari got serious, now realizing that the Silk Slave training might be scaring her more than the bonding. "Don't worry about the training. Its months away, and not as bad as some people say. The first week can be terrifying, but they'll cast spells on you and you learn to like it after that."
            Danica gave her a doubtful smile. It didn't matter if she learned to like it or not. None of it mattered, for she was a slave. A wizard's slave. He’d already placed several spells on her. She wasn't going anywhere until Jasgur decided otherwise. The worst part was she didn't want to leave. Not without Jasgur. Not yet. 
            "Does bonding with a human make a difference?"
            "Yes," Sari said. That surprised Danica, who was expecting the worse. "Bonding is a two way thing, so the one way bonding with a human is not nearly as…binding."
            "Really?" Danica said, her mood brightening.








 
 
 
Chapter 15

            The Amazon stood and began dressing. She left all her weapons out in the antechamber with her fellow guard. Danica lay sprawled on her back across the crimson, blue, and gold silk cushions, sweat-soaked, and panting.
            "Until next time, Honey Girl," Reeta said, grinning with satisfaction at the beautiful elven slave.
            Through hooded eyes, Danica watched her dress and leave. She knew the other Amazon on duty wouldn't be coming in, Chara had used her first. Besides, it was almost time for Jasgur to send for her again.
            That thought brought a frown to her face. She didn't know when he did whatever High Mages did for their monarchs. The bastard used her briefly every morning after waking, then would call her down to his laboratory by midmorning for more sex, usually a quick romp or oral. There was always another lengthy tryst in his chambers at noon, where she had to answer all of his yearnings while hand feeding him. Then again after the evening meal he'd use her for hours, and unleash his more disgusting perversions on her.
            Danica suspected he was using magic to maintain his sexual stamina. He had no qualms about using magic on her, to heighten her sexual appetite and stamina and pleasure. If not for her bonding, Danica truly believed she would have died of humiliation before now. Even bonded to him as she was, his appetite terrified her.
            Danica no longer expected to be rescued from her slavery. She was inside the Allori Palace's Mage Tower. Powerful wards shielded the tower from magical probes, and even with Monique’s magic, she didn't see how her friends could possible learn of her location since elves couldn't be located with human magic. It was doubtful they'd even consider looking for her in here. No, they would be forced to find the last talisman and return to Allaria without her, if they hadn’t already.
            Sighing dejectedly, "Just as well. I've been made a woman in a way even Talar failed to accomplish."
            "Honey Girl," Chara's voice pierced into her musings.
            Danica yelped, frantically looking for the Amazon moving in on her, but the black-haired, black-eyed Amazon only stood in the door, enjoying the show.
            "Your master wants you. Get dressed and go down to his laboratory, now."
            "Yes, mistress," Danica said, relieved.
            Snatching up her cosmetics and jewelry box, Danica then hurried to the mirror and knelt before it to fix her face. After brushing her golden hair, she searched through the small ebony wood jewelry box for the appropriate jewelry to get her master's blood hot. She pulled out a gold chain necklace, with a little heart pendant, but put it back immediately. Instead, she put on the four strand pearl choker Sari gave her, wrapped a pearl necklace around her left wrist for a bracelet, and closed the box. Going to her pile of silks, satins, and leathers, she poked around for something she thought he'd like especially well. Their early morning session hadn't gone well, and she needed to make up for it or suffer the consequences.
            She decided on a white leather mini-dress that was usually reserved for women working as prostitutes. It was strapless, with a daring plunging neckline down to below her navel, which was cross-gartered with a thin cord. The skirt barely fell low enough to cover her, and was also slit up both sides to her waist. Crisscrossing cord also bound those two slits. It was one of the most sexually explicit dresses she had ever seen, and her master loved it. After squirming into the too tight leather dress, she slipped on a pair of white high-heels.
            "I'm ready, mistress."
            Chara worried her upper lip, looking Danica over hungrily. Danica wasn't sure if the Amazon guards had permission to have sex with her master's slaves, but the other girls submitted to them without pause.  So she just assumed they had that permission.
            "And I'll be eagerly awaiting your return, Honey Girl."
            Danica smiled sweetly, though she hated being called "Honey Girl" almost as much as what she was about to do with her master. Fortunately, only the Amazons called her "Honey Girl" now. She wished her master hadn't named her Honey.
            "Am I to be escorted, mistress?"
            "You know where the lab is," Chara said, stepping back to let her pass. "Don't dally."
            "Yes, mistress," she said, and slipped past before the Amazon could grope her.
            Reeta was still glowing from their just finished loveplay, so let her pass without so much as a crude remark. Remarkable for the lecherous blonde Amazon. Danica found the stairway chilly, as usual. The tower door was at its base. The narrow street it opened onto tended to funnel the freezing winds into the door when someone opened it.
            Making it to the empty entrance hall, she turned to head for the stairwell down into the dungeons. Her master's laboratory was on the first level down. She knew it was traditional, but wondered why powerful mages would want their laboratories underground. To her, it seemed almost a form of banishment. Keeping those who made the nobles and royals nervous hidden away.
            The main entrance slammed open, propelled by a frigid blast. She turned to see at least a score of fur bound men and one woman hurry in the door. The men were obviously soldiers, guarding the crimson clad woman. She was tall and proud, with long tousled blonde hair, dark green eyes, and a strong square jaw. Her bearskin cloak was dyed crimson, worn inside out, with intricate beadwork depicting two warhawks fighting. Her thick woolen shirt was the dark red of autumn leaves, as were her down-filled quilted leather pants and furry boots. Looking at her haughty beauty, Danica understood why her master wanted to enslave this woman.
            When the last man rushed in, and before the door was forced closed, Danica got a brief glimpse at the wintry, snow bound street. She thought how easy it would be to run out the open door to freedom, and the geas brutally slapped her down.
            Danica hit the cold tiles with a wail of pain. The geas High Mage Jasgur placed on her that first night tore at every fiber of her existence. To even think of freedom was to experience horrible pain. It felt as if white hot pokers were being jabbed in her eyes, while someone twisted her teeth out of the bone and split every one of her other bones lengthways. She felt as if she was on fire and freezing at the same time. It only lasted a scant second, but left her sobbing and clawing at the floor. 
            Queen Gwynne stepped over to stand before her, dropping cool appraising eyes on the writhing, clawing, sobbing slave. Through teary eyes, Danica noticed her watching her.
            Struggling to her knees, eyes downcast, "Your Highness."
            "You're Jasgur's new elven slut?"
            "Yes, mistress...your Highness."
            The Queen gave a snorting laugh, "Haven't quite gotten used to slavery yet, I see."
            "Not quite, your Highness."
            The Queen used her thick leather gloves to lift Danica's chin. She studied her a moment, her eyes clouding over in thought. The frown on her face left Danica uneasy.
            "Slavery is such a waste of potential. The gods only know what you could've done, could've been, if only given the chance."
            Then Danica was dismissed from her thoughts. With a whirl of bearskin cloak, Queen Gwynne strode out of the hall., Suddenly wishing she had said something to warn her of Jasgur's plans, Danica watched the warrior Queen, leave. His plans for usurping her throne, and his even more sinister plans for her. She consoled her aching conscious with the thought that no one would likely believe her, a slave new to slavery. She would only succeed in getting beaten, and further ensorcelled to keep her quiet in the future.
            "Bandu, look at me. I've become pathetic, placing my own well-being above all other concerns. I have lost my honor."
            Sad-eyed, she glanced after the fading echoes of the Queen's entourage. The Queen impressed her; it would be a shame to snuff out her bright light, too. In her short reign, she’d done much for her people. Her father had been a brutal monarch, as had his handpicked husband and King for his only child, Gwynne. After only one year of unshared rule, the people of Tanburg were calling her "Good Queen Gwynne."
            "She's right, though. I'm just Jasgur's slut now."
            Suddenly feeling very weak, helpless, and pitiful, she climbed to her feet and hurried towards the laboratory. The stairwell leading down into the dungeons and mages' laboratories was pleasant as such stairwells went. Cheap carpet covered the steps and white pine paneled the walls. Bright oil lamps lit the way. Jasgur's laboratory was the first door on the left, a well made door of dark-stained oak. Danica softly knocked, and heard a curt command to enter.
            "Master?" Danica asked, stepping inside.
            High Mage Jasgur cast her a quick glance, and waved her to the side. She closed the door, and hurried over to the couch he liked to relax on while enjoying her "company" in the laboratory. Curling up on the warm furry covers, she watched him across the chamber.
            Her master was sitting in a chair, talking into a silver framed mirror. A strangely familiar woman's voice drifted to her, oddly distorted by the magic. From across the room she couldn't see whose face was on the mirror's surface, but the words spoken were clear enough.
            "Exactly which talismans have you recovered?" the woman asked brusquely.
            "Tarhun's Brace. Ashtar's Cuirass was already in the vault. I secreted that out after learning of its presence from the prisoners."
            Danica was stunned. Monique had been carrying Tarhun's Brace, and guarding it jealously. If he had it that meant...
            "What have you done with Monique and her cohorts?" she asked.
            Ayesha! Danica thought. Have I been brought here to be displayed as a battle trophy?
            "She is in a dungeon cell as we speak, enslaved by a talisman to do my bidding," Jasgur said smugly. "The big barbarian and the dark woman are also there."
            "What of the bitch in Taara's body? Did you let her escape?"
            "I didn't 'let' her do anything. She wasn't in the inn when we attacked. No one knows what happened to her," he said from between tight-clenched teeth. "We have located the Sword of Power she was carrying. I sent Jozaf to retrieve it, and I ordered him to bring back the person carrying it. It is not Danica of Drakehorn, but I'll find out from the bearer of the sword where I can find the Dakkoran warrior."
            "Elf."
            Danica tensed, knowing Ayesha was about tell him about her true nature. If it occurred to Jasgur that his Honey was bought just days after he missed finding Danica at the inn...
            Jasgur's face clouded. "What about elves?"
            Danica cast a glance at the door, but carefully didn't consider bolting. That would only activate the geas. With a groan of despair, she lowered her face into the warm furs, knowing she would be doomed by Ayesha's answer.
            "Danica is an elfmaid, not a human Dakkoran. The warrior currently inside Taara's old elven body is one Danic of Drakehorn, now calling herself Danica."
            Danica tensed, waiting for the cry of anger and outrage when Jasgur figured out he already had Danica. Had been bedding her with some relish, too. What would he do to her in his rage and humiliation at bedding a man trapped inside a woman's body?
            "I am aware of that fact," Jasgur said, looking miffed. "That's why I've been forced to find her through mundane means."
            "Just make sure you do find her, Jasgur. I want Taara's old elven body, you hear? And I want those talismans sent to me once you've collected them all," Ayesha commanded, causing Jasgur to wince.
            Danica opened her eyes, and looked Jasgur's way. He was glaring into the mirror. It hadn't occurred to him his Honey was Danica. Maybe it never would.
            "I have a need for them here," he protested. "Queen Gwynne is unusually popular, and the citizenry has a greater than normal dislike for wizards."
            "I need them to crush the last remnants of opposition," Ayesha said.
            "Why? You've captured Talar, scattering and killing the other leaders," he said, startling Danica yet again. "Make a public display of executing him. That'll sweep away what little heart his forces still have."
            Danica sat up, an icy claw wrapped around her heart. If Ayesha killed Talar, then her last hope would die as well and the last hope of the unsuspecting Jarland Kingdoms.
            Danica's next thought sent her heart racing. If she let Ayesha know she was here, with Jasgur, her master would be forced to sent her to Allaria. Ayesha might want to put Taara back inside her elven body again, before torturing her to death. Danica would be a man, would be Danic of Drakehorn once again. But...she'd have to betray Jasgur, her bondmate.
            "I wish I could," Ayesha said quietly, agitated.
            "He didn't escape, did he?"
            Danica's hopes soared.
            "No. I killed him in my anger."
            Danica fell back, shaking violently. Her whole world, which already had turned upside down on her, was spinning out of control. She felt bone tired again. Too tired to cry. Too numb to cry, but, gods, she wanted to cry. She needed to cry. Jasgur was still talking to Ayesha, and she knew she should listen, but her body wouldn't respond.
            She thought of Cat and Monique and Carl, who must be prisoners in the dungeons below her. Apparently, they had been prisoners here as long as she had been a slave. How long had it been? Eight, nine days in his dungeon. She had spent the better part of three days in the slave house, before being sold to Jasgur's agent. She remembered the laughing statements of her master's young students and assistants, of how they were torturing and tormenting some captives. She moaned softly in despair. Something had to be done to save her friends. Somehow, she had to set them free.
            The thought of freedom set off the geas again. Danica was seized in pain. She clawed at the thick furs, gasping and sobbing spasmodically.
            "Thinking about freedom?" Jasgur asked, standing over her and grinning. "My beautiful foolish slave."
            She looked up with tear-filled eyes. Despair gripped her heart, knowing she couldn't even think of rescuing her friends, thus damning them to his merciless intentions.
            He caressed her soft, tear-streaked cheek, longing starting to flame in his eyes. She didn't recoil; indeed, she no longer felt repulsed by his touch. Quite possibly due to how much he "touched" her, but she knew it was mostly due to her bonding with him.
            The picture of him torturing her friends flashed before her mind's eye, stirring up the bile deep in her belly. There had to be a way to save her friends, and maybe herself. Her experience had shown that there was always a way around any obstacle, even magical ones.
            "Forgive me, master," she begged breathlessly. "It was only a stray thought."
            He shrugged, "Perhaps, but it doesn't matter. Any thoughts of freedom will brutally bring you down."
            Laying before him, trying to regain her breath, Danica watched her master disrobe with rising dread. She was about to give intimate pleasure to the man who was torturing her friends. The man who would likely have them all killed in the near future, or turned over to Ayesha's tender mercies. The man who would turn her over to Ayesha if he ever discovered her true identity. She vowed to never let him know.
            Undressed, he slipped onto the couch beside her. He seemed preoccupied, only toying with her hair for several minutes. She knew what he expected, so she nuzzled his ear and bearded cheek, while one hand stroked him to hardness and the other caressed his back.
            "Is something bothering you, master?" she asked timidly, as befitting a slave.
            Danica kissed him, and then lowered her mouth to a nipple. Jasgur liked it when she sucked on his nipples.
            "Not really. Nothing important, I guess," he said, starting to unlace the cord on her right hip. Once he had it removed, he pulled her up to sit astride his waist and started on the cord on the other side. His erection rose between them, long and thick. Just the thought of it inside her left the elfmaid breathless. She continued to stroke it, her grip a little firmer. "It's just Ayesha's odd behavior. Strange, after so many months of listening to her rail against first Taara, then Talar, you'd think she'd be happier about his death."
            Rising up on her knees, straddling him, Danica guided him to her sex. She bit her lip as he pushed deep into her sensitive folds, poised at her tight entrance. His hands grabbed her hips, and pressed down. Danica lowered her weight, her breath catching as he penetrated.
            "Maybe he's not really dead. Maybe she just wants you to think so," Danica said, the thought exciting her. Jasgur thrust up, sheathing himself fully in one smooth stroke.  "Uggh! Ooooh, master."
            She grabbed his thick shoulders, her nails unconsciously digging in. The elfmaid rolled her hips, riding him so sweetly. She couldn't help herself. It just felt so good. Danica closed her eyes, savoring every inch of him, loving the way he always stretched her out so wonderfully.
            "Not likely. Such a bold lie would explode in her face when he resurfaced. No, the wizard is dead," he said, thoughtfully. "But knowing Ayesha, I'd say he either died especially well, or died too easily and deprived her of all the vengeance she wanted so badly to exact."
            The thought warmed Danica as she began to bounce up and down his thick shaft. She prayed it was so, as much for Talar as to spite the hated sorceress. She still despised Talar for what he did to her, but also had developed a grudging respect for what he had accomplished. He wasn't all bad.
            "You seem to find pleasure in that thought, Honey."
            "I...I'm sorry, master. It's a thought unworthy of a slave," she stammered. "I just hate to hear of people suffering, now that..."
            "Now that you have 'suffered' so much?" he asked, an amused smile playing on his lips.
            Trying to look hurt and shy, "I only suffered before I bonded with you, master."
            "Then why is it that every time I take you, it seems like your first time?"
            "Perhaps joy, master?" she gasped out, feeling the most amazing sensations spiraling through her overheated body. Her pussy clenched around him, making her master groan and pulling another gasp out of her. Her mind felt sluggish, numb, as she felt her body start to rise, start to build up for that sweetest of releases. Danica wondered if he used magic on her, since she always climaxed so fast with him. "Oh master!"
            Her body erupted. The most intense pleasure seized her, body, mind, and soul, and shook Danica to her core. Her belly quivered, her vagina pulsed, and she cried out inarticulately over and over, as she continued to bounce on his erection. All thoughts, concerns, and considerations were banished from her mind.
            Jasgur unlaced the cord crisscrossing the wide plunging neckline as she shook with orgasm joy, then he pushed the leather outfit away to reveal her jostling breasts. Danica sighed when he sank his face into her bosom. Thankful he hadn't pursued why she was so pleased to hear of Ayesha's displeasure.








 
 
 
Chapter 16

            Frequently referring to an ancient tome of alchemy, the High Mage mixed the noxious liquids together. At every turn, he studied the result, then referred to the book. To anyone but a mage or an alchemist, his setup would have seemed a chaotic jumble of glass tubes, beakers, alembics, and such. One alembic had a reddish fluid boiling in it, while several others were distilling clear liquids. All were emptying into the same beaker.
            Jasgur took that half full beaker, and replaced it with an empty one. He then carefully poured its contents into a beaker of blue liquid, constantly stirring. Finished, he sighed with relief, making Danica uneasy. Until that point she hadn't realized there was any danger.
            Holding up the beaker of dark liquid to admire it a moment, he turned and handed it to Danica. "Drink this, Honey."
            "Me?  Drink this?" she said, taking it cautiously. Danica sniffed it, and then screwed up her face. It emitted a noxious odor. "What'll it do to me?  Could I die?  Is it poisonous?"
            He looked annoyed, just for a moment, then smiled.
            "Honey, my sweet-lipped beauty, do you really think I'd endanger your health?"
            "I don't know," she replied defensively, holding the beaker with just two fingers and eyeing it warily. "I'm just a slave, and easily replaced."
            "Not as easily as you might think," he said. Then more forcefully, "Drink."
            Danica shuttered violently, her skin goose-fleshed, then she lifted the beaker to her lips and sipped. It was warm and bitter tasting. Closing her eyes and holding her breath, she threw it down her throat as quickly as possible. Setting the beaker down, she waited to die, or turn into some horrible beast, or something. The gods alone knew the twisted minds of wizards.
            "Now look at me," Jasgur said after a moment. Danica complied, noting his anticipation. "Well, do you feel anything?"
            Danica hesitated. Her stomach was fine. Her head wasn't spinning or anything. Hair or scales weren't sprouting out of her skin.
            "No, not really. Just a nasty aftertaste."
            He slammed his fist into the sturdy table, rattling his alchemy apparatus.
            "Dammit!  Dammit all to Hel!" he cursed, whirling back to the ancient tome. "What could I have done wrong?"
            "What was supposed to happen, master?"
            "Just go away, slave," he growled. "Go fetch me some hot tea."
            "Yes, master," she whispered and hurried out of the laboratory. Inside, though, she seethed. After one last glance back, her eyes narrowed, I have to get out of here.

~ * ~ * ~

            High Mage Jasgur glanced after her, frowning. He hated to fail, especially when someone was watching, but he dismissed her from his mind. Honey was only a slave and therefore her thoughts and feelings were of no consequence.
            He reread the formula, mentally going over every step and trying to figure out where he went wrong. The formula should have produced a potion that at least quadrupled her sex drive, giving her an insatiable libido. Not unlike the drug Essence of Lyss. Every girl in his harem had been given Essence of Lyss during their Silk Slave training, and were all now frantic for the merest touch of their master. Earlier, he had gone to purchase that potent product of the Goddess of Love and Pleasure's temple. Unfortunately, the Tanburg temple had been out of the drug, and it would be after the spring melt before it received another shipment.
            Jasgur was determined to have his little elven slave panting in anticipation long before that. Honey seemed to be getting used to him, with her reactions to loveplay not being as stimulating as before. The bonding between an elf and a human was never as strong as between two elves. More than a simple bonding, he wanted her panting in anticipation. He frowned at the grimoire. The ancient language of Karapinaze was such a confusing tongue, with each word represented by a completely different symbol. Perhaps he was misinterpreting it.
            The stomping of feet and the metallic rattle of armor caught his attention. His laboratory door flew open and Jozaf stepped in, followed by three bound and bloody men. After the prisoners were deposited before the High Mage, Jozaf dismissed the guards. 
            "You've finally returned," Jasgur said, looking the men over. They were still shaking violently from the cold. He suspected they were suffering from frostbite, since they weren't dressed properly for the cold and it got extremely cold on the back of a warhawk in winter. "Did they give you any trouble?"
            "A little. They had ridden out before we arrived, riding hard through a snow storm," Jozaf said grim-faced, handing over the Tor Rycell Sword of Power. "For another thing, they steadfastly refused to answer any of my questions. Like what did they did with Danica of Drakehorn."
            The High Mage pulled the powerful enchanted blade, admiring it beautiful workmanship, fine steel, and intricately woven spells. He was mildly surprised it wasn't some garishly decorated thing, with gold and silver and precious stones. Finally, he returned the blade to its equally nondescript sheath and turned his attention to Jozaf and the knights.
            "Who are they?" Jasgur said, after setting the sword on a shelf.
            The Jarland knights knelt side-by-side between him and Jozaf.
            "Sir Dornan," he said, pointing at one of them.  "He appears to be the leader.  The other two are Sir Baxtar and Sir Kasam."
            Jasgur stepped closer, studying the sullen knights. They didn't look like the cooperative sort.
            "Uncooperative, you say? Well, we'll just have to change their puny minds. Now what sort of demon should I conjure to handle the questioning?"
            "Demon?" Sir Dornan asked, suddenly alert.
            "Of course. You don't expect me to soil my own hands in this gruesomely bloody task, do you?" Jasgur asked. "And demons are so much more...enthusiastic."
            "Bugger your bloody demon!" Sir Baxtar shouted. "We're knights of Brajar, you stinking wizard. Nothing scares us."
            Jasgur grinned at Jozaf. "Excellent. Shall we test them?"
            "By all means, my lord."
            High Mage Jasgur started for his bookcase of grimoires, then stopped and studied the three sullen knights thoughtfully. They were one and all severely beaten, faces swollen and bruised red and purple. At first glance there didn't seem to be much fight left in them, but their eyes still burned fiercest hatred. Picking up a piece of chalk, he drew a line around the knights while reciting a barrier spell. That done, and with a wicked grin, he chanted his favorite short spell. A frenzied five pound snapdragon, scales gleaming bright red, appeared inside the circle with the Brajaran knights. He then left the knights with the vicious little dragon worrying them mercilessly with its snapping teeth and sharp claws.
            Jozaf stood by, enjoying the spectacle.
            Locating a large tome bound in human skin, with "Demons" written in Old Dwarven across it, he set it on a bookstand and started flipping through the pages. Several looked promising, but didn't quite strike him as appropriate. He wanted a particularly nasty fiend.
            The laboratory door opened again, and Honey hurried in carrying a tray with a pot of tea and a single cup. Seeing the three bound men being attacked, the elfmaid stepped back against the wall and froze. Jasgur was amused. A look of horror spread across her expressive face, as she shook her head, eyes huge. She knew she'd fare a lot worse. They at least had thick winter shirts and leather pants, while she was barely dressed in wisps of pink satin. The little snapdragon would leave her a bloody ruin in just moments, fit only for the sweatshops.
            "Over here, Honey," he said, waving her over.
            Slowly, she began picking her way around the vicious little dragon and its victims. Jasgur and Jozaf watched her with amused expressions, but she only had eyes for the snapdragon. Halfway around the obstacle, the snapdragon turned on Honey and hurled itself at her with a loud growl. Honey jumped back with a yelp, almost losing her tray. The little dragon slammed into the barrier and fell back. While it latched its unwanted attention on Sir Kasam, Honey backed against the wall, burning in shame at the laughter of her master and his student.
            "Come, Honey, the little beast is harmless to you," Jasgur said, chuckling. "He's held in by a magical barrier."
            Honey's shame slowly turned to anger. Jasgur found that interesting. He hadn't seen her angry before. Maybe the bonding hadn't taken as well as he thought.
            "Gods, I almost feel guilty," Jozaf exclaimed, watching the play of emotion across her mobile face. "She seems so helpless and vulnerable just now."
            Honey shot him a hate-filled look, then quickly averted her eyes and hurried to serve her master his hot tea. Jasgur watched her avoid looking at Jozaf. She didn't look shamed or afraid any longer. Just angry.
            Pouring a cup of tea, she carefully set it beside him master in the prescribed place on the table. She then knelt at his feet, patiently awaiting his next command. While he flipped though the tome and sipped his tea, Honey kept her eyes downcast and away from the thrashing, shouting men being attacked by the snapdragon.
            "Ha! Just what I've been looking for," Jasgur said triumphantly. "This demon will make them regret defying me."
            "Something tells me they will be willing to talk after the snapdragon," Jozaf said, still watching the knights with an amused look.
            Jasgur shrugged, "Don't care. I found a demon, and by Dirusa I'm going to use the fiend."
            He studied the spell a moment more, ensuring he had committed it to memory, then went over to the tormented knights. He watched them a moment longer, then said a Word of Power and the dragon vanished. The Brajarans lay on the floor, panting and bleeding from scores of nasty wounds. Hateful eyes quickly turned on him.
            "Such spirit," he said. "So much the better. Jozaf, bring them into the conjuring room."
            With that, High Mage Jasgur turned on his heel and marched into the adjacent room. 
            Jozaf pulled his sword and broke the chalk line with its tip. The barrier collapsed, and he promptly prodded the men to their feet and after the High Mage.

~ * ~ * ~

            Danica bowed her head low, letting her long golden hair hide her face from the prisoners. While they marched past, she wondered how good the House of Chourat's records were. She had told them her name on the first day, not thinking it could come back to haunt her. All the knights had to do was tell her master which slave house bought her, and they'd go and discover she was already in their power.
            I've got to escape..., she thought, and was seized by her geas. The spell squeezed the breath out of her lungs, while seemingly freezing and scorching her flesh all at once. Stabbing pain shot through all her vital organs. Fighting the sobs and gasps, she struggled back to her knees and wiped the tears away before someone discovered her.
            "Honey!" her master bellowed angrily.
            Did he already know? What would he do? Kill her? Torture her to death? Give her to Ayesha, who would definitely do all those things, and more. Hearing her master's call, her heart froze and her body refused to cooperate. She couldn't escape, the geas saw to that.
            Stepping out to look for her, Jasgur frowned at what he saw. "What's wrong with you? Didn't you hear me calling you?"
            "Yes, master," she whispered, looking up fearfully. "I...I just can't..."
            He snorted contemptuously. "I know, afraid of magic, afraid of everything it seems."
            "I'm just a slave."
            "Enough, you were a warrior before."
            "But you've stripped me of that part of my life, and made me your slave."
            Jasgur beamed with satisfied pleasure. Danica just bowed her head and tried to look submissive and docile. He had to believe her will to escape, to even defy his least whim, long gone. If he even suspected her mind was working on her problem, it would be over for her.
            More gently, Jasgur said, "Come inside, Honey. You don't have to watch, but I want you by my side."
            Danica looked past him. The conjuring room was dark and dangerous, especially now. She knew there was nothing she could say to get him to relent.  Jasgur would win any war of wills, just because he had magic. He owned her, body and soul.
            I hate him so much, she thought, clenching her teeth.
            Breathing a ragged sigh, Danica rose to her feet. "Yes, master."
            When she entered, the elfmaid found the demon already at work on the three men. Even after what they did to her, she felt disgusted at what the demon was doing, and felt sorry for the men. She wondered if her master would turn her over to the demon once he learned who she really was. Perhaps she should tell him first, and hopefully escape his wrath?
            "Master..."
            "Shhhh. Listen to them scream," he said, his face bright with fascination.
            She forced herself to watch, sickened by the spectacle. The demon was spiderlike, with alternating legs and tentacles. Its bulbous body was covered with bristly black fur. Its many eyes were great glowing red bulbs above a maw of row upon row of needlelike teeth. She watched it bite the leg off one knight, Sir Dornan, while pulling off Sir Baxtar's left arm. Sir Kasam was being pulled in every direction by powerful tentacles. Then in shock, she saw their missing limbs suddenly grow back, so it could begin tearing them off again.
            High Mage Jasgur left his nauseous slave leaning heavily against the wall and walked around the magical barrier. He watched the demon's activities in morbid fascination. It sickened her to see the delight on his face.
            Eventually, he squatted at the edge of the circle, and said, "The demon is better than I anticipated, Jozaf.  I worry that their minds won't survive the torments."
            Danica sighed when he spoke a Word, and the demon vanished.  She didn't realize how tense she'd become until the torments were over. She knew it wasn't necessary good for the knights, or her.  Jasgur would probably let it torture them to death after he got what he wanted.  The powerful sorcerer grinned at the sobbing men. Men who were once proud and arrogant Brajaran knights. Brajaran knights had the reputation of being the most arrogant of an arrogant lot.
            "Care to talk now, my friends?"
            "We'll talk, wizard," Sir Dornan said weakly, barely able to lift his head. "What is it you want of us?"
            "Where is the elfmaid who possessed the Sword of Power before you?"
            Danica bit her lip, looking about for a place to hide.
            "We sold her."
            "Sold her? To slavers, or a brothel?"
            She started inching her way toward the door. Her master and Jozaf were intent on the prisoners. She turned the doorknob and slowly began opening it. To avoid the geas, she filled her mind with thoughts of returning to the harem. Trying to escape was out of the question, but avoiding the eyes of the knights was doable. Danica had to get out of there.
            "Where did you sell her?" Jasgur demanded, eyes narrowing.
            "To the House of Chourat, here in Tanburg," Sir Baxtar said. "Got three crowns silver for her."
            "The House of Chourat," Jozaf said. "We're in luck. They value our business, and fear your power, too much to refuse helping us."
            "Excellent. Go immediately and buy Danica of Drakehorn — " Jasgur started, then his eyes fell upon Danica, already halfway out of the door. "Honey, where do you think you're going?"
            Everyone turned to the shocked slave, staring round-eyed at the three knights.
            "That's her, Danica of Drakehorn," Sir Baxtar said.
            "I'm going back to the harem," Danica screamed and ducked out of the chamber.
            The conjuring room was a riot of shouts and curses as she raced for the laboratory's entrance. Jasgur's voice shouted a Word of Power, and she heard something that made her skin crawl. Glancing back, she spotted the little snapdragon racing after her, slavering little jaws snapping viciously.
            With a cry of fear, she knew she'd never get out the door before it caught her. Snatching up a chair, she came to a skidding halt and smashed the chair over the snapdragon. The little beast was momentarily stunned. She kicked it aside, and reached for another chair. But it recovered too quickly, sending her racing across the chamber in a frantic search for something to kill it with. From experience she knew how hard it was to kill one of them. Their bones, and heads, were exceptionally hard, and their hides tough and durable. Somehow she had to impale it on something very sharp.
            Darting around the table with High Mage Jasgur's alchemy setup, she overturned the table on the snapdragon. The mostly glass apparatus shattered atop and around the dragon, with the little pots of hot flames scattering their flaming oils through the wreckage. The snapdragon screamed and howl, forgetting Danica in its pain and natural fear of fire.
            Sparing the beast a satisfied glance, she turned for the door and ran headlong into Jasgur's massive bulk. Grabbing her by both upper arms, he lifted her easily and violently shook her.
            "Look what you've done to my laboratory! Stupid lying slave!" he shouted in his deep voice. He turned and hurled her against the door. Lights exploded in her head as she slammed into the thick oak door, then fell heavily into a heap on the floor. "I ought to flay you alive!"
            "My lord, perhaps you should contact High Mage Ayesha first. She might enjoy watching what you do to the slave," Jozaf said. "I'm sure Danica will put on an excellent show."
            Jasgur grabbed a fistful of golden hair and pulled her head up to look into her face. Danica stared at him, panting, her mind a riot of emotions. She had a slight nose bleed, and her left shoulder ached, but was otherwise fine. Before she could decide what to do, he spoke another Word, and touched her forehead.
            "Ugggh!" she cried, feeling her life flowing out and into him.
            To her surprise, he did kill her.  Jasgur stopped before all of her life energy was gone, but left her so weak she could move a muscle.
            "You're not going anywhere," Jasgur snarled.
            Dragging her by the hair to the enchanted mirror he used to contact Ayesha, Jasgur dropped her to lay moaning miserably at his feet. Danica watched him reach out and touch the heavy, ornately worked silver frame. Within moments Ayesha's face appeared.
            "Yes, Jasgur? You have good news, I hope," Ayesha said.
            "Very good. I now have the Tor Rycell Sword of Power, and this," he said, and pulled Danica up by the hair.
            "You've found Taara's body, with the Dakkoran troublemaker inside it!"
            "A delightful little lying slut," Jasgur growled, his hand tightening painfully in her hair.
            "Send her and the talismans to me immediately," Ayesha demanded.
            Jasgur winced. Danica had been with him long enough to know he was seething inside. Even her dazed mind could see how Ayesha's tone and demands were affecting him.
            "I've expended a great deal of energy in locating her and the Sword of Power, Ayesha. Perhaps you could wait a bit longer."
            "I'll wait no longer! I will not be denied again!"
            "Sending talismans through a portal is ten times harder than sending a person. I haven't the energies to waste on sending three powerful talismans all the way to Allaria," he snapped back defiantly.
            Danica noted he failed to mention all four talismans. She briefly wondered which talisman he wouldn't be sending to Ayesha. The Sword of Power would certainly go. Maybe Ayesha didn't know of Monique's golden necklace, or Ashtar's Cuirass. It had to be the necklace, she seemed to remember him mentioning the others. She vowed to betray him to Ayesha, but not until after she was safely out of his reach.
            "Yes, yes, I know of your plans to usurp Tanburg's throne tonight. But you had the ways and means before you had any talismans, so shouldn't have any trouble after sending them to me."
            "That's no reason to deny me their use tonight. You can have them tomorrow, after I've secured the throne and have replenished my stores of energy," he said, setting his jaw defiantly. "You have no plans for their use tonight, do you?"
            Apparently Ayesha saw the notorious Tyrian stubborn streak revealed, and thought better of her demands.
            "No, I don't." Ayesha scowled at the Tyrian High Mage a moment, clearly angered by this defiance. "Tomorrow will be fine, but I at least want the girl tonight."
            Jasgur relaxed, then smiled warmly, "Then she is yours. Give me a few minutes, and I'll open a portal."
            Ayesha nodded curtly and her image faded. Jasgur smiled maliciously at Danica.
            "Prey Ayesha tortures you to death," Jasgur said through clenched teeth. "If she sacrifices you to Dirusa, your torments will be eternal."
            "Oh my gods," Danica whispered. Death didn't frighten her so much. Being denied her rightful place with her chosen god, Bandu, terrified her. Even so, she couldn't help taking a dig at him. "You serve Dirusa, so you'll eventually join me in eternal torment."
            "Bitch," he growled, and punched Danica in the face.
            Black and white burst behind her eyes, and Danica was sucked down into darkness.








 
 
 
Chapter 17

            Ashtar raised her mug high, "To victory and glory!"
            A great cheer rose in the Hall of Valor as the spirits of warriors raised their own mugs and voiced their agreement. Everyone took a deep swallow, slamming their mugs hard on the long tables. The instant the mugs met board, they were full again with heady dark ale.
            With a twinkle in her emerald eyes and a mischievous smile on her ruby lips, the goddess surveyed her domain. Her brother, Bandu Invincible, sat to her left, with no less than three lusty Amazon spirits on his lap.
            Before them, at countless long tables, sat all of the great warriors since the coming of the Arisen. Most were human, with a respectable contingent of elves and a bare handful of orcs and centaurs and dwarves. Of all the ancient warrior races, only the elves worshipped the Arisen, so their numbers were slowly rising in The Hall of Valor. Ashtar and Bandu had come to respect the courage and honor of the elven warrior caste, and began to reward them accordingly. Other Arisen Gods were not so generous.
            A pressure between Ashtar's brows sent her hand to the ebon hilt of her famous Silver Sword. Bandu felt it too, dumping the Amazons on the floor amid a chorus of startled cries. In an instant the twin Gods of War were on their feet with weapons presented, waiting for the god or goddess who dared to invade their realm unbidden. They didn't have long to wait.
            Dirusa appeared before them, reeking of contempt. Upon seeing the bared steel, she hissed at them then laughed.
            "The tables are turned, Ashtar! Council summons you!" Dirusa declared triumphantly. "You are ordered to appear alone. Immediately."
            Dirusa vanished without waiting for a response, knowing the other goddess had no choice but to answer the summons. Bandu swung his axe anyway, opening a deep hole in the flagstones where the hated goddess had stood.
            "I like it not, Ashtar," he rumbled darkly. "The bitch means no good."
            Ashtar threw back her head and laughed. "Of course, she wouldn't be Dirusa otherwise. Though she does have a knack for keeping life interesting for us, doesn't she?"
            He returned her smile, "There is that."
            "Truly, I believe life would be too boring to bear without her and her ilk to keep us busy," she said, casually shaking out her thick black mane. "But fear not for me, brother mine. We both know this is all part of her game. Whenever I embarrass her, she tries to return the favor. She hasn't succeeded yet. I'll be back, with the funny story of her further humiliations, before anyone misses me."
            Bandu cast calculating eyes on her a second. "I think it will take a bit longer."
            "A wager then?"
            With a wave of the hand Bandu froze the ale in Ashtar's mug solid. "I wager a service that the ale will be completely melted before your return."
            "A service?"
            "If I win, then for the next century I will ride you transformed into a giant raven into battle," he said. "If you win, then you will ride me as a bull into battle for the next century."
            Ashtar laughed, turning to the crowd, "You bear witness! Today Ashtar gains a new mount!"
            Even Bandu laughed as his sister lifted her sword to acknowledge the wild cheers.
            From out of the floor rose Ashtar's legendary mount, the white unicorn, Agronah. The unicorn rose up between her legs, seating Ashtar in her silver-decorated black saddle as she reared up and challenged the heavens in an equine battle cry. With that, Ashtar vanished.
            Ashtar hit the Council floors in a clatter of hooves and the creaking of leather. She found it ominously empty. Dark and vacant, the echoing of Agronah's hooves their only companion. She scowled at the empty dais, where Baldr and Laures sat in state. Dirusa's little joke was not amusing. Though she would now easily win her bet with Bandu, it would be an empty victory.
            Then a dark shifting of shadows alerted her. Turning her mount to meet this threat, she felt her heart begin to pound and her body prepare itself for battle. She almost laughed in her joy. When the dark shadowed detached itself and stepped into the light she did laugh, loudly and joyfully.
            "So, you don't disappoint me after all," Ashtar said as Dirusa eased closer. "Shall we do battle, aunt?"
            "I should hope so, Ashtar," Dirusa said smoothly, pulling the Raven Sword. Ashtar's eyes went wide at the sight of her old weapon. "Yes, I have had it all along. I've been waiting for just such an opportunity."
            There was no trace of humor in Ashtar's face now. Her emerald eyes matched the deadly glint in Dirusa's ebon eyes, and her heart demanded vengeance on the Goddess of Vengeance. After she finished thrashing Dirusa, and took back her Raven Sword, she would haul Dirusa before the Council to demand justice.
            "You are a fool, Dirusa. You should have kept your little war trophy well-hidden," she said, sending Agronah away so she could meet Dirusa afoot. She had no intention of letting the other goddess explain away her defeat at Ashtar's hands on an unfair advantage. "Understand, too, that I will not be satisfied with a mere censure. You will receive proper punishments for this outrage. And I will personally see to any and all punishments Council renders."
            "Oh, someone's going to be punished, but it won't be me, little godling," Dirusa sneered.
            As Ashtar snarled and stepped forward to engage, Dirusa signaled her priesthood all around the world. Ashtar noted the signal, following it down to see what her enemy planned. She could think of nothing on the mortal coil that could be a threat to her person. Until she saw just where Dirusa's signal was directed, and who was waiting to receive it.
            "No!" Ashtar cried, knowing it was too late.
            The desecration of her altars hit her like a blow to the head. She reeled back a step, falling to one knee as she searched her mind for a tactic to counter Dirusa's insidious attack. The other gods would howl with rage when they learned of this violation of Arisen Law, this violation of her. Dirusa would be lucky if she was only locked away in her own realm for all eternity.
            With Ashtar caught unaware and weakened, Dirusa smashed the Silver Sword from her hand and sent it clattering across the dark floor. As she looked up in astonishment, Dirusa kicked her in the jaw and sent her sprawling on the flagstones. Dazed and confused and frightened for the first time in her long life, Ashtar struggled to her knees, knowing she must retreat fast. Back in the Hall of Valor Bandu would protect her. And together they would exact vengeance on Dirusa.
            "Oh...yes, yes, yes!" Dirusa cried, a look of ecstasy on her ghoulishly white face. "The power. The glorious power."
            Ashtar knew instantly what had happened. Dirusa's priests were consecrating the desecrated altars — to Dirusa. Now the power that rightfully belonged to Ashtar was channeled to that honorless goddess. It all went to the victorious goddess who now held the Raven Sword to her defeated niece's throat.
            "How does defeat feel, Ashtar? Revel in it, for your lot will only get worse from here," Dirusa said, ebon eyes flashing at her helpless prisoner. Then with a grunt of effort, she thrust the ebon blade deep into Ashtar's bosom, through her heart, and out her back. Her scream of agony was the sweetest music Dirusa had ever heard. "I never new victory could be so sweet."
            Pushing the tip of the blade to the flagstones, she ensured Ashtar's thrashing body wouldn't pull itself off. She watched the play of anguish and humiliation and pain play across Ashtar's beautiful face. A face she also intended to desecrate once she secured her hold over the Arisen Gods. Somehow, she felt the features of a troll would be more suitable for her vanquished foe. The haughty beauty would likely go mad when that humiliation was wrought.
            "It is not easy to steal the powers of a goddess, then enslave her," Dirusa said once Ashtar settled down in shock. She was a goddess after all, and quite immortal. The wound would heal the instant the blade was withdrawn. "But I have found a way. This sword is a part of you, so I can use it to bind your will."
            "You'll...not...get away..."
            "But I will, little godling," she laughed. "Yes, that is right. You are even less than the Four Sisters. You are my slave. In case you haven't the powers to see what I have wrought, I will tell you." Her eyes lit with wicked glee as Ashtar's teary gaze lifted to her. For the first time Dirusa saw bitterest defeat in Ashtar's eyes. "I have bound your will to this blade. Who so ever wields the Raven Sword, wields Ashtar herself. As a slave."
            "No. Please..."
            "Yes," she spat. "And I intend to keep it, for all eternity, little godling."
            Whipping the sword from Ashtar's breast, she savored the cry of pain a second. Then keying the blade with a sneering, "Ashtar," she watched as the former goddess tensed. And watched as realization of the Raven Sword's power over her will dawned in her emerald eyes.
            "Yes, mistress," she said reverently.
            "You are mine."
            Tears rolled out of Ashtar's eyes.
            "I am yours, mistress."
            With a laugh of joy, Dirusa danced around her kneeling foe. Ashtar, head down and sobbing quietly, awaited the pleasure of her mistress.
            With her celebration done, Dirusa took them both back to her realm. Seating herself on her Throne of Blood, she studied the look of desolate despair on the vanquished godling's face. Never had she imagined victory could be this glorious.
            "Now, my raven-tressed godling, it is time you began your eternal toils," she said. "First, you will never rise to her feet unless I personally give permission."
            "I understand, mistress."
            "Good, now begin licking. My Palace of Blood is large, and in need of you divine attentions."
            Choking back a sob, Ashtar nodded and crawled slowly to the far corner. Dirusa waited breathlessly as she watched the once powerful goddess, waited until Ashtar lowered her lips to the flagstones and extended her pink tongue for that first lick. When tongue met flagstone, Dirusa cried out her victory and joy, the laughter echoing through the empty halls of her palace.
            Now she only need wait, for Garn's plans were already in motion. She was careful not to check on his progress, afraid she might alert other gods of his actions. Gods who might intervene. No, she would wait, and watch her newest and most prized possession lick her throne room clean.
            Then when Garn and the Four Sisters returned, they would begin the task of capturing Maag. Only when that powerful goddess knelt beside Ashtar also licking stone would she consider herself inviolate. Then the purge of heaven and earth would begin.

~ * ~ * ~

            Garn watched as Dirusa entered The Hall of Valor, and summoned Ashtar into her trap. He waited impatiently as she toyed with the goddess, then finally dealt the telling blow of desecrating Ashtar's altars. He smiled when she skewered the proud goddess on her own sword, enslaving her to it for all time. Dirusa had her long anticipated victory, and now he would have his.
            After a quick check to ensure the Four Sisters and Ayesha was waiting in ambush, he called up all his considerable powers and easily battered down the wards of The Hall of Valor.
            Bugling triumphantly, he charged into the Hall of Valor, scattering the startled spirits of warriors past. Bandu was already on his feet, battle-axe ready. Emerald eyes glared hatefully at Garn from inside a shining open-faced helmet. The God of War was ready as ever for battle.
            "Well met," Garn said, transforming himself to human form. "But you have the advantage here, so shall we settle this once and for all on even ground? Or are you too craven for a fair fight?"
            Bandu howled in rage as the spirits of dead heroes showered Garn with verbal abuse. Ignoring the insults and taunts of the spirit warriors, he watched Bandu closely. He found the god's weakness…a challenge to honorable battle.
            Only Garn didn't fight honorably. Ever.
            "Accepted!" Bandu said. The assembled warriors cheered their god and champion. "Where do we meet? The Council Realm?"
            "In the mortal realm. It is the only place we are completely equal, and with our godly powers reduced." Garn smiled wickedly. "I will meet you without the support of all your temples and devotees. It was the only thing that allowed you to defeat me before."
            "What? You are truly crazy to believe that, God of Imbeciles," Bandu laughed.
            Garn winced. After the Temple Wars, he had been forced to accept the Godhead of Imbeciles in punishment for starting the war in the first place. It was a great joke among his enemies within the Arisen, and used by the priesthoods of rival gods to taunt his priesthood. Soon that would all change. Very soon.
            "Is it a battle of words you want, craven?"
            As Bandu charged him in fury, Garn laughed and vanished. He went straight for the tiny, rocky island deep within the western Baraan Ocean, knowing Bandu followed him closely, even though the trip took less than a second.
            "Not so craven after all, heh?" Garn said, laughter lighting his dark eyes. After fighting him so long, he knew well how best to rile his ancient rival. "Now I will teach you the meaning of defeat! Later, I will claim The Hall of Valor for my own, and your sister as my paramour."
            "You've always talked a better fight than you've given," Bandu said, taking an aggressive stance, weapon presented. "Now is the time to try and make good those empty boasts."
            "I'll do more than that," Garn growled, pulling a shining lance from thin air.
            Without further ado, Garn launched his attack. It was important to actually defeat Bandu, for he wanted the proud god to truly know he had been bested and who bested him.
            The lance was one Bandu's father, Tarhun, had carried in the God War that usurped the bestial Old Ones' ten thousand year reign. Godsbane was crystal-shafted, with a foot long lance head of purest silver. Silver was indeed the bane of the gods and other immortals. It's very touch caused pain. With it, Garn intended to cripple Bandu with the shock of pain long enough to be born to earth by the Four Sisters. Ayesha would then finishing his struggles with thick silver chains.
            Though his attack was well-rehearsed and lightning quick, Bandu nimbly danced aside, laughing derisively at his "clumsy" attempt. He marveled at how quickly Bandu could move, wondering from which parent he received such a gift. Tarhun was a great lumbering juggernaut of a warrior, wading into battle like some huge Tyrian barbarian, shouting taunts and curses at his enemies. Bandu's mother, Lyss, Goddess of Love and Pleasure, had never been known for any physical prowess outside of her bed. Though, Lyss was also Goddess of Slaves and Dancers, so maybe...
            Bandu brought Garn brutally back from his reverie with a kick to the groin. Doubling over in pain, he faked a fall to the ground and darted left instead. Bandu was fooled for only an instant, following closely. Garn led him deeper into a jumble of shoulder high boulders over a high cliff, vehemently cursing the pain that slowed his progress. It had been a worry of his, the mortal realm of existence being one of the few realms a god could actually experience real lasting pain. They were still immortal, but their injuries took much longer to heal in the mortal realm. That fact and the loss of most of their powers was what kept the gods off the mortal coil most of the time.
            "Stop running!" Bandu bellowed. "You are the one who wanted this fight!"
            "What's the matter, getting tired? Or have you no concept of tactics?" Garn asked breathlessly, and damning the fact that his breaking voice betrayed it. "I wasn't aware that only Ashtar was given the Godheads of Tactics and Strategy."
            Bandu paused, grounding the sharp spike atop his great battle-axe. Giving Garn a condescending smile, he said, "I had thought even imbeciles knew that Baldr was God of Tactics and Strategy ,but since you're their god, I suppose for once I was wrong."
            Garn shook with fury. "When I am finished with you, you will wish you had at least that dubious honor. I'll knock you so low, you'll look up to mere demons!"
            Bandu threw back his head and laughed. "I am through playing with you. If I wanted to chase someone, I would have stayed in The Hall of Valor and gave chase to an Amazon or three."
            "By leaving the field you admit defeat!"
            Bandu shrugged, "I admit only that you outran me."
            "And outfought you!" Garn cried, hefting Godsbane.
            Bandu laughed, gathering power for the transport back to his realm. He knew Garn could never flesh the lance before he departed, so only laughed at his pathetic display even harder. What a joke this will make! Ashtar and the others will howl with laughter for centuries to come.
            Just as his portal was opening, Bandu was struck between the shoulder blades by a hurdling body. Symona immediately began clawing at his eyes with talonlike hands and her sisters joined in the battle. Besieged on three fronts, he was helpless to counter Garn's attack.
            As Godsbane plunged deep in his chest, Bandu flung the red-haired Goddess of Spring at Garn. Basnoon seized the lance and pushed and twisted it, forcing him to his knees. Her sisters Zymar and Symona grabbed his arms and held them to the cold ground. With Garn reclaiming his hold on Godsbane, with a vicious twist, Basnoon and Aroo rushed to secure Bandu's thrashing legs.
            "How do you like defeat?" Garn asked, motioning for Ayesha to come forward. "You don't have to answer right away, for you will have an eternity to contemplate the answer."
            Careful to avoid touching the Four Sister with the sacred silver, Ayesha quickly fastened the thick cuffs to his wrists and ankles. She then melted the rock under his arms and legs, letting the silver chains be engulfed by the molten rock. When the rock hardened seconds later, Bandu was trapped.
            "Well met, little sorceress," Garn said, for the first time admiring the High Mage's form.
            Seeing Garn's admiring look, and the Four Sisters dangerously jealous glares, Ayesha moved to change the subject. "My God, will not the other gods see him down here and come to his aid?"
            "No, little sorceress, they won't," he said, turning his full attention back to Bandu. "I will place an aversion spell on this island. No one will ever look for you here. Indeed, the mortal realm would be last place any god would look for a lost fellow anyway."
            "You are lost forever, and we will divvy up your and your sister's former Godheads," Symona declared, golden eyes ablaze.
            "Ashtar's Godheads?" Bandu asked through the pain.
            "Didn't I tell you," Garn asked with a wicked smirk. "Just before I challenged you, Dirusa lured Ashtar into an even more sinister trap. As we speak, you gorgeous sister has been stripped of her Godheads and is on her knees in Dirusa's Palace of Blood, licking the floor clean."
            "Our victory is all but complete," Basnoon said, kicking Bandu in the ribs. "One more goddess to reduce, then the tide of power will shift to us. We shall rule the Arisen, with you and your ilk reduced to godling slaves like your sister."
            Leaving Bandu raging impotently against his silver chains, the five gods and Ayesha went their separate ways. The gods would celebrate, in their own ways, but Ayesha had battles to plan, a war to win and a mad goddess to appease, come damnation or glory.








 
 
 
Chapter 18

            The dungeons below the Mage Tower were ancient and worn, built by Dwarven hands a thousand years before the coming of the Arisen Gods. Even in the dead of winter they were hot and humid, walls wet with seeping moisture. Soulful wails and cries echoed ceaselessly throughout its dark confines. Monique was oblivious to them, and everything else.
            She lay in a pile of decaying, moldy straw, blank-eyed. Awake still, she stared at the dark ceiling. Waiting. Waiting to be commanded. Her only significant movement after laying down in her "bed" came when Jozaf entered her unlocked cell.
            "Good evening, my helpless little slave," Jozaf said, smirking at her in the ill lit cell. "Time to meet your fate. My lord has given you and your considerable powers to me. After I finish with your body, I'm going to strip you of your magic and then drain your two friends of all their life energies."
            Monique slowly turned to face him. Though deep in her mind she knew who and what he was, her face didn't reveal anything. She waited to be commanded.
            "Well now, don't get all flustered on my account," Jozaf chuckled, and squatted beside her. "I've come to claim my prize. You. I guess you don't really care one way or another. You'd accept death as casually as a kiss, now wouldn't you?"
            A question. An answer needed.
            "Yes, master."
            "Not much fun, are you?"
            Another question, harder. He was frowning, so she must not be.
            "No, master."
            "Brainless slut," he muttered, and started disrobing.
            Monique decided it was a comment, not requiring an answer. She quietly watched him disrobe, waiting. Once disrobed, he pulled her shirt open, then pulled her pants off. Still she waited. Waited to be commanded.
            Jozaf pulled her long chestnut hair out from under her, combing the clinging straw out with his fingers. He caressed her soft cheek, looking for anything in her vacant blue eyes. She only watched him. Frowning, he pushed her knees wide and eased himself in between her legs. She didn't resist; indeed, she moved to accommodate him and waited to be commanded.
            He kissed her slack lips, and ran soft hands over her small, shapely breasts, trying without success to get a reaction. Any reaction. He angrily pinched her left breast. Nothing. Not even a wince.
            "Cold-hearted Amazon bitch," he growled, and pushed himself inside her. Again, she didn't react. "Does anything move you, bitch?"
            A question. What does it mean?  Move me? Passion, maybe? An answer is needed. Is commanded.
            "Do you feel anything?" he asked, glaring into her eyes.
            Another question, more specific.
            "I feel you having intercourse with me, master. Your left hand is in my hair, your right is pinching my left nipple," she commented without inflection.
            "Do you feel any pain?"
            Easier question.
            "Yes, master. The pinches hurt."
            Grinning wide, "What does the 'intercourse' feel like?"
            "Slight pressure, no pain."
            "'Slight' pressure!" he cried, then slapped her and then again. "I'll have you screaming like a gut stuck goblin before I'm through!"
            It was a statement, no response necessary. Monique quietly adjusted her body to accommodate his sudden increase in intensity. Though his thrusts were now hard and deep, in her present state she was incapable of experiencing pleasure. She understood that, but he didn't. She considered telling him, but didn't. If he wanted to know, he'd ask.
            "Are you enjoying anything I'm doing?"
            Easy question.
            "No, master."
            A leer spread across his shadowy face, just inches above her own.
            "Then you don't like it. You want me to stop?"
            "No, master. I neither like nor dislike sex with you. I live only to be commanded. Command me."
            "I command you to enjoy having sex with me!"
            Monique hesitated. She must obey all commands. But how? She had no feelings, didn't he understand?
            "I cannot, master. Pleasure, or any feelings, is denied me while ensorcelled by the talisman," she said, wrapping her arms around him. She gently raked his back with her long nails, then reached up and kissed him emotionlessly. "But I can move for you, master and try to moan when appropriate, for your pleasure."
            With a cry of rage, Jozaf grabbed up her knee length hair and wrapped it once around her slender throat. With all his strength, he pulled it tight. Her face soon became beet red, and he could hear her raspy breathing.
            "Do you 'feel' like dying, slave?"
            Another question. Did she feel like dying? No, she didn't feel like anything. She would die if it was his command, but he wouldn't let her reply. No air to speak.
            He suddenly released her hair, and she sucked in life giving air. He propped himself up on both elbows over her, glaring at her as she panted below him. At least for the moment she kind of looked like she was enjoying sex, so he continued his intimate activities, but she recovered before he could finish, frustrating his libido.
            "Is there anything I can do to make you feel this?"
            Easy question, why doesn't he know the answer?
            "Yes, master. You could release me from the enchantment. I would be normal again, and react to whatever you did."
            He leered down into her face, "Would you enjoy it?"
            "No, master. My body would react as a woman's body does to sexual use, but emotionally I'd be horror stricken by what you are doing, and what you will do afterwards."
            "I'll make you enjoy sex with me, just as much as your elf friend Danica enjoys fucking the High Mage."
            He grabbed both her wrists and held them in one hand over her head, then placed his right index finger on her forehead. A Word of Power spoken, and she felt her life energy flowing into him. He left her enough, just enough, to maintain her consciousness and give him his pleasure.
            "Monique, I release you from the enchantment," he said triumphantly. Her reaction was immediate, and very satisfying. She almost screamed, tugging frantically to free her arms. "Now this is more like it."
            "You disgusting pig! I'll give you no pleasure!"
            She kicked, squirmed, and tried to bite him to no avail. He had taken so much of her life energy she barely had the strength to stay conscious, much less fight him off. To her horror, she really did start to give him the facial and body reactions he needed.
            In a last desperate bid to stop him, she head-butted him in the mouth. He screamed and struck her across the jaw, leaving her dazed. With blood in his eyes, he seized the hair still wrapped around her neck and pulled with renewed vigor.
            "I was going to keep you, as a Silk Slave, but now you die. First I'll take my pleasure from your body, then I'll strip your knowledge of magic away just before you die," he sneered into her red face. "The spell has already been cast, just waiting for the Word of Power to trigger it."
            Monique knew she was dying. Her vision was already little more that a black tunnel ending in his leering face, and that was fading fast. She knew that he would have to steal her knowledge of magic before she died, since he was effectively killing her by killing her brain.
            He had taken what little life energy she still possessed, so she couldn't cast any spells to save herself. But...
            Monique reached her index finger up to his forehead, startling him. She used the last of her strength to force out enough air to speak the short Word of Power. Jozaf's reaction was one of stunned disbelief as his own stored and personal life energy flowed into the sorceress. Once started, he couldn't stop the flow. Only Monique could, and she took all of it.
            The sorceress sucked in great lungs of sweet air as Jozaf's dead body grew limp on top of her. She lay beneath him for long minutes, shaking and quietly laughing at the edge of hysteria.
            Pushing him off, she then crawled away to lean wearily against the slimy wall. She hugged herself and wildly looked around the tiny cell, expecting more men to charge in to recapture her. After a moment, when no one else threatened her, the sorceress was able to gain control of her racing heart and jumbled emotions. Then she remembered what he said about Danica and High Mage Jasgur.
            "Oh gods, how horrible."
            She wondered if Danica could handle such treatment. She wondered if she could handle such treatment. Looking over at Jozaf's corpse, she became sickened at the memories of what he and others had been doing to her and her friends. She knew she couldn't just sit there wallowing in her own sorrows, but had to save all her friends.
            Monique was captured in bed, while naked. She had no choice, the sorceress started stripping Jozaf's body. She belted his pants tightly around her waist, but cut the end of the legs off to adjust to her shorter legs. After tucking in the shirt and rolling up the sleeves, she picked up Jozaf's weapons. She didn't know how to wield edged weapons very well, but felt safer having them. His boots were too big, with no way to adjust them, so she would go barefoot.
            The enchantment that bound her to mindless obedience allowed her to remember everything. They had spoken of plans in front of them, and given specific names in doing so. That information would be extremely valuable in the near future. Most important of all, she knew the layout of the Mage Tower and where her two comrades were located.
            Hurrying to the next cell down to her left, Monique stepped in and looked at Carl. He was sitting in his own filth, naked and bloody. His slack face stared blankly at her. She mused that it would likely be the last time she saw him with even a vaguely innocent look.
            "You are released from the enchantment, Carl," she whispered. Carl blinked several times, then glanced down at himself. He looked lost. She tossed him Jozaf's sword. "Here, Carl, you're far better than I with cold steel."
            Carl lifted the sword up before his face, staring at it without emotion for a long second. Then his expression grew steadily darker.
            "I will kill them! Kill them all!"
            "Quiet," she said. "You want to bring the lot of them down on us?"
            "Yes, that I do. So I can kill them," he growled, the set of his face so cold she shivered.
            "You can't," she whispered urgently. "They have Danica."
            He gave her a sharp look, but remained silent.
            Carl stood and stretched his muscles. Monique paused to look him over. Even battered and bloody, he was a magnificent specimen of manhood. Unfortunately, like herself, he and Cat were captured in bed. Naked. Nothing to put on. Carl didn't seem the least bit self-conscious.
            "They...How do you know they have Danica?" he asked, looking confused and worried. "I don't recall seeing her, or hearing anyone mention her."
            "Jasgur's assistant told me, just a few minutes ago," she said. "Come along, we have to get Cat."
            "Is Danica all right?" he asked.
            Monique was careful not to look at him. She was afraid Danica was anything but well. If she was still alive, the elfmaid would not appreciate her telling Carl about her sexual ordeal.
            "I don't know, but she won't be if we don't hurry," Monique said, and peeked out of the cell then looked up and down the corridor. "And if we aren't careful."
            Carl suddenly grabbed her arm, turning her around to face his grim face. "Are you all right, my friend?"
            Being called friend sent a thrill down her spine. There was a time she thought herself above the need for friends. Now all she wanted was more friends.
            Smiling warmly, "I am now, my friend."
            Carl returned her smile, then stepped past her and hurried into Cat's cell across the corridor. He scooped her up and looked into her blank eyes sadly.
            "They are beasts. Cat, you are released," he said.
            Cat flinched, then glanced around the dark cell.
            "Carl. Monique. What's happening?"
            "We're escaping. Thanks to our sorceress friend here," Carl said. "Are you able to walk?"
            Cat squirmed out of his hold, "I think I can manage."
            "Of course you can," he chuckled, tousling her hair.
            "God of Mercy, the great oaf is treating me like a five year old now," Cat snapped, slapping at his hand. She looked at hers, then Carl's nakedness, and then looked at Monique. "Where did you get clothes? I want clothes."
            "I killed Jozaf and took his clothes," she said, then shrugged apologetically.  "Sorry. We can get you two clothes as we kill or capture guards."
            Cat scowled, and Monique suspected if she wasn’t so dark, she'd be red-faced.
            Monique handed Cat Jozaf's belt knife and one of his daggers. She kept one of the fine throwing daggers for herself. She watched as the bravo carefully weighed their balance and smiled with approval.
            "Now we go for Danica," Monique said.
            "Danica's here? Where? Here in the dungeons?" Cat asked, suddenly alert to her surroundings again.
            "I'm not sure, but I think she's upstairs in the laboratory," Monique said guardedly. How did they rescue Danica without the other two learning her secret? "Otherwise, I think I know where to find her."
            She prayed Danica wasn't in his harem, then the secret would be impossible to keep. Though she didn't understand the minds of men, if anyone truly did, including men, she suspected Danica would be as humiliated by their discovery of her fate as by the abuse itself.
            "Carl, you lead," she said. "Cat will bring up the rear. If I tell you to stop, do it instantly. I don't want to trigger any possible magical alarms or wards."
            "Good thinking, Monique. We want to take the honorless dogs by surprise."
            The short trip up to High Mage Jasgur's laboratory was relatively uneventful one, except for the seven guards and two torturers they waylaid along the way. By Carl's standards, at least, it was uneventful. Now, though, he would soon enough be getting all the satisfaction he needed out of that black-hearted wizard's hide. Cat was obviously pleased to get something to wear.
            Monique lowered her hands and opened her eyes, "No protective wards on either side of the door."
            Giving her a grim smile, Carl tested the sword's edge with a thumb. Without a word, he eased down the narrow, well lit passage and pressed himself against the wall to the right side of the door. Cat pressed herself against the other side. Monique positioned herself across the hall directly across from the door, so she'd have a direct shot inside.
            "I'll go right, Carl," Cat said, hefting her newly acquired sword. "You go left."
            At his nod, she pushed the door open and rushed in. Carl charged in a split second afterwards. Monique came in last, hands glowing eldritch blue. Jasgur, startled, gaped at them from across the chamber. He was sitting cross-legged before a wall, with Danica laying before him unconscious. A small black whirlpool was slowly forming inside a pentacle drawn on the wall above Danica.
            Instantly realizing what that meant, Monique cried, "Carl, get Danica! Cat, break the chalk lines on the wall surrounding the portal!"
            Monique tried to cast a binding spell on Jasgur, to immobilize his arms and legs. He shook it off easily, rolling to his feet with a curse. He pulled his sword, and then surprised everyone by throwing it at Carl. When Carl ducked, he grabbed Danica and held her limp form before him as a shield. Monique screamed in impotent fury, unable to send in her most potent magicks for fear of hurting her friend.
            Cat, seeing him backing up toward a table with all the talismans sitting on it, forgot the portal and rushed him. Jasgur hurled a bolt, which she ducked. Stabbing at his face, she slipped behind him and cut him off from those powerful talismans.
            "Tuunar take the lot of you!" Jasgur growled, and pulled his belt knife. He set its razor-honed edge to Danica's throat. "One false move, and your friend never wakes up."
            "Danica is our friend, wizard," Carl said, eyes narrowing to slits as he moved into an aggressive stance. "But there are things we can't allow, not even for her life."
            Jasgur stared at Carl a moment. Monique searched her mind for something she could do that would stop Jasgur, without getting Danica killed. Jasgur looked at the portal, licking his lips nervously.
            "Don't let him escape through the portal," Monique said, easing closer and closer to him.
            Cat pulled the throwing dagger out from under her belt, and palmed it. Slowly gliding towards the wall at Jasgur's back, she watched him watching her warily. Monique kept moving towards Jasgur, dividing his attention.
            "Ayesha will be denied the talismans," Monique said. "You will be a failure in Ayesha's eyes, and worst of all, in Dirusa's eyes."
            The High Mage pressed the knife into Danica's soft flesh, releasing a tiny rivulet of blood down her neck. Everyone halted. Jasgur smiled darkly at them, satisfied they did care about their friend's fate. Another quick glance told Monique the portal, deprived of his constant tending, was starting to collapse. Though it was still big enough for him to drag Danica with him through to Allaria.
            "Hurry, Jasgur," Ayesha's voice urged from the other side of the portal.
            "Yes," Monique taunted. "Hurry through to your death and eternal damnation."
            He glanced her way, and all three of them rushed him. Jasgur turned and charged the portal, throwing Danica over his shoulder as he ran. Three steps from the portal, a dagger tore into his left side and staggered him. Carl rushed him, sword held low for a gut stab.
            Monique cast her spell. A thick tendril of dense magic shot out of her hand. It slowed when it hit his wards, but she threw more life energy into it and cried out with victory was it wrapped around his ankles.
            High Mage Jasgur fell hard to his knees below the portal that promised escape. Ayesha's enraged face could be seen staring at him. Then she reached both hands down to him through the portal.
            "Thank the gods," Jasgur said.
            Then Carl's blade ripped through his abdomen. He saw Ayesha's arms yanked back before Cat's sword flashed through the air, just missing them. Carl then jerked him around and seized his head, and savagely twisted. The snap echoed through the chamber.
            "We have denied you, Ayesha!" Monique screamed at the face in the portal. "And we will deny you your dreams of empire, too!"
            Ayesha, livid, shouted back, "And I have denied you, Monique. Talar is dead. I tortured him to death days ago."
            Everyone was taken aback. They couldn't do anymore than stare at the laughing sorceress with open mouths.
            "Now I choose to spite you once more," Ayesha declared.
            The portal suddenly gaped wide. Ayesha stepped through, hands glowing dangerously. Everyone jumped back, weapons presented to counter any attack. But the beautiful white-maned sorceress just grabbed Danica by the hair and dragged her through the portal. The portal collapsed behind her before anyone could react.








 
 
 
Chapter 19

            Cold flagstones pressed against Danica's flesh, chilling her to the bone. Her lungs ached, like after a long swim, and her body lay twisted awkwardly, causing cramps in her upper back, arms, and legs. Try as she might, she couldn't move. Couldn't even open her eyes.
            Nudging Danica's rump with a booted foot, Ayesha said, "Wake up. I've got a surprise for you."
            Danica could hear her. The voice was Ayesha's, but she was unable to focus her mind. So tired. So terribly tired.
            Ayesha rolled her over to lay on her back. Danica managed to force her eyes open, if just a bit.  She saw Ayesha frowning down at her, looking peeved.
            Guess I'm not as much fun as she hoped, Danica thought.
            "Ah, I see the problem," Ayesha said. "Jasgur has drained you almost to death."
            Danica tried to say something. Tried to show her contempt, but she was too tired. All she could do was stared up at the hated sorceress.
            "If I just took just a little bit more energy from you..." Ayesha said. Her eyes narrowed, a snarl on her lips. "But that would be too easy. A painless death, with no satisfaction for me. Talar denied me that satisfaction. You will not."
            Ayesha seemed to be waiting for Danica to do or say something.  She could not.
            Grabbing Danica's jaw tightly, Ayesha held her gaze and said, "Your death will be excruciatingly slow and painful. I will leave nothing but a shattered soul inside a broken body. Then I'll enslave your wretched soul to serve me in Dirusa's hellish realm for all eternity."
            She touched Danica lightly on the forehead, and sent just enough energy to revive her. The elfmaid gasped, back bowing. It was the most amazing sensation. Feeling life energy flowing into her was as wonderful as feeling it ripped away was dreadful. As Danica's eyes fluttered open, Ayesha's smile widen.
            "Ayesha," Danica whispered, then glanced around in dread.
            The laboratory was deep beneath Royal Palace on King's Isle in Allaria. The royal palace was home for both the ruling family and the secret alliance to usurp them. The laboratory was small in comparison to other sorcerous laboratories Danica had seen. Royal Palace was also small as royal residences went, land being at a premium in the crowded multi-island city. Instead of the usual suite of chambers, Ayesha's laboratory was but a single stone chamber. Dark tapestries of sorcerous battles and demonic conjurings covered most of the walls . The floor was bare flagstone, and scrawled runes along with other magical symbols covered the ceiling. In the spaces between tapestries, she could see that the walls were also covered with drawn symbols of power. Wards to keep out her enemies and hold fast any demons and otherworld creatures she might choose to summon.
            Ayesha stood over her, arms akimbo and face radiant in triumph. She wore her usual white knight-mage uniform, what Tyrians would call a battledress, over leather pants and thigh boots, with a sword belted on her hip.
            "You have nothing to say?" Ayesha asked, one eyebrow raised.
            That was at the heart of Danica's dilemma. Be strong and defiant? Or meek and helpless? Would either tactic save her? Probably not. Would either tactic be troublesome, or cause Ayesha frustration? Probably.
            "No, mistress. I am your slave, and as you well know, totally helpless," Danica said, with just a touch of bitterness tainting her voice. Ayesha obviously wanted defiance, so she could brutally crush it. Acting weak and pathetic denied her that pleasure or at least dampened it. The look in the sorceress's face said Danica chose correctly. "I am yours do use or kill as it amuses you, mistress."
            Ayesha's jaw dropped, but she recovered quickly. She scowled down at the elfmaid. Danica felt her face heating up. She desperately tried to contain any feelings of humiliation, not wanting to give Ayesha any pleasure.
            "I think Jasgur might have hurt me badly, mistress," she whispered, hoping Ayesha thought her red face was due to pain induced stress. "But I will obey as best I can."
            "Don't you care what I'm about to do to you?"
            "Yes. But I'm in no position to stop you. Besides, in death there will at least be peace."
            Ayesha's laugh was harsh. "You're wrong. Death will be but the beginning of the true horror. I am bound to Dirusa. My soul is hers. Soon, your soul will belong to me. So when the Dirusa finally tires of my mortal activities, you'll be waiting to serve me in the afterlife."
            The expression of misery that claimed Danica's expressive face was all the response Ayesha needed. Her laughter pierced Danica deeply, making her misery even more desolate. She knew she was feeding the sadistic sorceress's need to cause pain and misery, but was helpless to stop it. To be denied her rightful place in the Hall of Valor after all she'd been through was the worst insult of all. She had nothing to live for, and now, it seemed, nothing to die for.
            "Maybe I'll find a way to deny you, like Talar!" Danica screamed, surprising herself with the outburst.
            She was rewarded by Ayesha's grimace. The sorceress stopped laughing, thankfully, and began glaring at her while caressing a dark crimson crystal dangling from a silver chain around her neck. Danica thought she had made a serious mistake, but could Ayesha possibly find a more horrible way to torture her to death than she had already planned? By Danica's reckoning, her death was already going to be too hideous to contemplate. At most, Ayesha would extend her torments.
            Pulling the crystal off, Ayesha studied it a moment. Danica watched her warily, at the same time stealthily testing the limits of her physical abilities.  She was still terribly tired, but she knew she could sit up. Probably stand up, too. She felt stronger and stronger as time passed.
            Strong enough to escape?
            "Taara's soul, her essence, is trapped within this Capture Stone," Ayesha said. "I'm thinking I can pull her out of the crystal, and put her back into that body.  You, and your soul, will be lost.  Not a problem."
            Danica's jaw dropped. She would just…vanish? Would her soul survive?
            "Problem is, I don't know the spell Taara used to pull her soul out and thrust it into the crystal," Ayesha said. "I've never heard of trapping just a soul in a Capture Stone. I'm not sure if she'll survive me pulling her out." She looked deep into Danica's eyes. "And I don't want her to die so easily."
            Ayesha stared off into space a long moment, and then the High Mage hurried to her library of grimoires. Danica lay there, feeling her body getting stronger.  She covertly studied the chamber, and the door. How did she get across the laboratory without Ayesha catching her? And if she got out, how did she escape the well-guarded palace?
            It sucks being me sometimes.
            It took Ayesha the better part of an hour, but she finally cried out happily. Danica scowled at the in an ancient tome of blackest sorcery. Whatever spell the High Mage found that made her that happy, would surely make Danica equally as miserable.
            Danica felt it was now or never to make her attempt. She'd rather die fighting that be sacrificed to an evil goddess. Looking around for a weapon, she silently said her final prayer to Bandu, praying he found her soul worthy of his eternal Hall of Valor.
            Ayesha called in the two guards at her door. Danica found the need to smile. Swords, knives, and daggers. Those men carried the weapons she would die wielding. If lucky, she'll end Ayesha's vile life before a guard cut her down.
            "Put the elf on that table, and then bring Talar's body up," Ayesha said. "Bind her wrists."
            Danica gasped, head spinning and heart hammering.
            Talar's body? My body? Danica thought. Is it still alive? Without a soul?
            One of the guards surprised Danica by rolling her onto her stomach, and then pressing a knee between her shoulder blades.  The other guard pulled her arms back, crossed her wrists, and bound them tightly.
            Well, that decided that, Danica thought, tugging at the bindings to no avail.
            While they waited for the guards to deliver the soulless body, Danica tried to figure out a scheme to get Ayesha to put her back into her male body. Even if she died immediately afterward, at least she'd get her body back first.
            When the guards returned, they were leading a vacant-eyed man.  Danica's breath caught, longing for her old body. It was empty, ready for her to reenter. So frustrating.
            Ayesha order the guards to put the listless body on the table next to Danica.  The guards bound his wrists behind his back, too, and then they departed.
            "What are you doing?" Danica asked, unable to take her eyes off her old body. A body she had thought dead and destroyed. "Talar is still alive?"
            "Oh, yes, but not inside that old husk," she said, then rested the Capture Stone in Danica's cleavage. "Taara is alive and well inside this Capture Stone, where she escaped to before I could kill her."
            Danica looked into the crimson crystal, barely able to see someone sprawled inside. She had seen a bare handful of Capture Stones in her life. They were considered too dangerous to use. Rumor had it that more mages fell prey to their own Capture Stones than by any other threat. Capture Stones were very indiscriminate, trapping their creators as easily and quickly as an enemy or would-be thief.
            After careful scrutiny, she realized the person inside the crystal was Maeve, not Talar. Besides, if Talar was trapped inside the prison his body would also have been sucked up inside. And everyone knew that only one body could be trapped inside a Capture Stone at a time.
            "That's not Talar," Danica said at last.
            "No, it's his lady love, that Tyrian traitor Maeve. Talar's soul is also bound to the crystal, with a different and unrelated spell," Ayesha said. "It is my intention to force him back into his original body. Force her to become Taara again."
            "What will happen to me?"
            "I will send you back to your original body first," she said. "You just concentrate on being back inside your male body."
            "I can do that," she said softly, trembling.
            Her male body looked relaxed. Danica wondered if it had all of its life energies. If Ayesha hasn't drained it, then she'd have a much better chance of survival. Her only chance was if Ayesha struggled with Talar/Taara, and became distracted long enough for Danic to do…something.
            High Mage Ayesha closed her eyes and placed a hand across both foreheads. Danica's breath caught, her mind whirling. So close. So close.
            Chanting the spell in a lilting tongue Danica now understood to be Old Elven, Ayesha reached down inside Danica's body gathered up her soul, mind, and everything that was Danic of Drakehorn, which was Danica, and pulled it out. The sorceress pulled it into herself, carefully guarding her own inner thoughts and knowledge and experiences, then gently placed it back inside Talar's body. Now Danic's body again.
            Danica felt that momentary disorientation she remembered so well, and found herself — Himself! — back inside his real body. Taking a deep breath, he flexed his stiff and cramped muscles and pulled at the thick rope binding his wrists. He fought the urge to burst out crying in joy. A woman's need he'd have to purge himself of quickly, or suffer from countless jokes. If he survived Ayesha's plans.
            Though thrilled and almost overwhelmed with emotion, he brutally suppressed all concerns and feelings. It felt good to be able to do that again, his old discipline coming back. His only concern had to be Ayesha, and gaining his freedom. He would revel in his regained maleness later.
            Glancing up at the sorceress, he saw her straining in her spellcasting. Since joining Talar's forces, he had seen many mages with looks of strain like that in magical combat. Apparently Taara didn't want to come out, or Ayesha was going about it all wrong. Either way, Danic was encouraged. It would drain her hoarded energies. Even if she succeeded in returning Taara to her body, it might leave her drained and too spent to further torture them. If so, it would take time for her to renew her energy stores. Time he could use to escape.
            Danic ran through various options that might present themselves and watched Ayesha as she struggled with the Capture Stone. He could see the strain on her face growing. He silently encouraged Taara to fight her.
            Ayesha growled a curse, stepped back, and sighed gustily. She glared at the Capture Stone, still resting in the velvety cushion of Taara's bosom. Atop a body void of feeling, emotion, or sentient life. It was now just an empty living husk, like Danic's body had been. Danic felt a tingle of pleasure, knowing that even Taara's empty body would deny Ayesha now.
            Ayesha's eyes narrowed as she looked at Danic.
             "So, you're the only one to get what you wanted," she said, moving closer. Danic watched her warily, trying desperately to pull his hands free. "I ought to cut out your heart right here and now."
            "You'll get no satisfaction that way," he said, finding his voice raspy after long disuse.      Ayesha glowered at him. Sighing wearily, she looked at him a long moment, then glanced at Taara's limp body. Then smiled cruelly.
            Before Danic knew what was happening, Ayesha placed her hand on his forehead and he felt that sickening disorientation yet again. And found himself back in Taara's body!
            "Bandu!" she cried in anguish.
            Ayesha chuckled, looking terribly drained. Danica was staring up at her, ashen-faced.
            "Welcome back, Danica," she sneered.
            "Why?" Danica asked in a hoarse whisper.
            "Your worst nightmare is to live and die a woman," she said. "And tomorrow, I'll make that nightmare even worse. Tomorrow, you will die like a slave. You will die on your knees, helpless and pathetic." She smiled evilly at her horror-stricken prisoner. "The rite I'll use will deny you a place in the Hall of Valor, and make you my eternal slave."
            Ayesha ordered Danica and her male body taken away, thrown in a cell together.
            "I'll kill you!" Danica cried, bucking and writhing with all her elven strength as the guards struggled to carry her away. "If I have to come back from the grave, I'll find a way to kill you!"
            Danica found herself being dumped into a dark, dank cell beside her male body. She winced as much when her old body limply hit the unyielding flagstone as when she hit. The four guards who brought them down kicked at her, laughed as she scrambled away, and then left. She breathed a sigh of relief that they didn't stay to amuse themselves further.
            "Damn me for a fool!" she cried, kicking angrily at the wall. "I'm my own worst enemy."
            Ayesha must have sensed my joy at being back inside my own body again.
            Being returned to Taara's body was the worst blow the sorceress could have administered. She cursed her luck, and then High Mage Ayesha, and finally Taara for getting her into that situation in the first place.
            Realizing her self-castration was useless and senseless, she thought on her problem as rationally as her jumbled mind could manage. Escape was imperative. Something deep down told her she wouldn't survive the next day in Ayesha's tender care. But escape from a dungeon was tough, and it being a royal dungeon made it even harder. Of course, having her wrists tied behind her back didn't do anything for her cause.
            She had one thing Ayesha failed to notice. During the last transfer back into Taara's body, the sorceress inadvertently transferred all the life energy Danic took possession of in the first transfer. It was more than Danica's smaller elven body was used to, and made her feel especially vital.
            First things first, she tried rubbing the thick rope against the stone walls to no avail. She was deep underground, on an island in the middle of a swamp. Water steadily seeped down the wall through the joints in the dressed stone. All she managed to do was smear the slim.
            When that idea failed, she tried to twist her body so she could get her sharp teeth on the rope. That also proved too difficult. Then after sitting a moment, watching her limp male body laying slack-jawed in the soggy straw, she had an idea.
            Moving over to the body, she pushed her bound wrists into his mouth and began using his teeth to saw through the rope. It took a while, but she eventually cut herself free.
            Sneaking up to the door, she glanced out the small iron barred spy window. There were two armed and armored guards a short ways down the passage, quietly talking. They wore the uniform of the elite Palace Guards: white shirt under polished steel cuirass, white leather pants stuffed into spit-shined knee boots, and a tight fitting gold surcoat emblazoned with the black dragon of Allaria. Plain open-faced helmets and swords rounded out their uniforms. Gently, she tested the door. It was locked.
            Looking around the dark cell, her eyes eventually stopped on her former body sprawled on the floor, hands tied behind his back. A wicked smile crossed her face as she went to him and untied the wrists. Then rolling the body to lay face down, she squeezed herself beneath it. Then she pushed her own hands behind her back.
            Her long, wailing scream was piercing.
            "Help! It's attacking me!"
            Danica thrashed about, careful not to dislodge the limp body atop her, but trying to look like she was fighting him off. She heard the shuffle of booted feet and the clanking of armor, and let loose another horrified scream.
            "The lich is after me!"
            The cell door flung open and guards rushed in. One booted foot smashed into her former body's hip, pushing him off. In the half light, she saw one of the guards kneel beside her.
            "Are you all right?" he asked, his eyes straying warily to the now still body beside her.
            "Yes," she said, and drove her foot into his throat.
            He fell back coughing, clutching his throat. Rolling to her feet, she kicked the other startled guard in the side of the knee. The loud snap of his knee separating preceded his howl of pain, which she abruptly ended with a fist to the base of the neck. After picking up his dropped sword, she brought its pommel down on the head of the other guard.
            After easing the door closed, she dragged the bodies to the wall beside the door, so no one could see them by looking in the spy window. Both men were much too large, so she just stole the cleanest shirt of the two and donned it over the scraps of pink satin she still wore from Jasgur's harem. The shirt was so big it hung down almost to her knees, making her feel almost overdressed after her slavery. She belted the white cotton shirt around her waist with the guard's sword belt.
            She gave her former body one last longing look, and slipped through the door. Locking the cell door, she kept to the shadows as she headed back up. She prayed Bandu would protect her body, since it was too heavy and awkward for her to carry.
            She easily avoided two patrols of two guards each, making it up to the exit unseen. She knew the laboratories of the Court Mages were on the two levels above her, and above them was the royal residence. The entrance to the dungeons was a door of thick oak, with iron bands strengthening it, which opened into the wide hall that stood between her and it. The hall itself was well lit with torches, with whitewashed walls covered by soot-darkened, threadbare tapestries. Half a dozen small tables and chairs were haphazardly scattered about. There were easily thirty guards in the hall, sitting or standing in small groups, or playing in one of the three dice games. All were in full uniform.
            Careful study showed her no way to get past them. If there was another way out, she had failed to find it. One way or another, she would pass through that hall and out that door. First, she had to empty that room.
            Turning, she strode back the way she had come while a plan formed in her mind. She ran through all the possible scenarios, watching how each would likely run its course. She soon caught up with the last roving patrol she had evaded, and began stalking them.
            When the guards stopped a moment in a particularly dark stretch of passage, Danica charged in soundlessly. She kicked the tall skinny guard low in the belly, then dropped low and swept her leg around to trip the short chubby guard. When the second guard hit the floor, she stomped on his upturned face. Ripping off his open-faced helmet, she swung it by the chin straps at the other guard's face. The helmet smashed his nose, leaving him laid out unconscious on the floor.
            Quickly rolling them onto their bellies, she the bound their wrists with their own belts and disarmed them. After tossing the knives, daggers, and swords into the middle of the floor, she turned to head deeper into the dungeons.
            The second roving patrol was found two levels down, tormenting a former guard turned prisoner. He was chained hand and foot to the wall, wearing the tattered remnants of his former uniform. Poking him with their swords, they squatted before him with their backs to Danica as she approached. The former guard spotted her, but didn't betray her. She gave him a grim smile of thanks, then kicked the guard to her right in the side. Before the other could rise, she drove her sword into his neck. Jerking her blade free, she spun and sank the sword deep into the other's side.
            "My thanks, warrior," the prisoner said carefully.
            Most of his teeth were newly missing.
            Danica held up the key ring she had gotten off her jailers. "Care to join me in a little dungeon riot?"
            "With all my heart."
            He took a sword, and followed her down to the lowest levels of the dungeon. Once there, she started opening all the cells. Those souls still hardy enough eagerly followed her. They collected weapons everywhere they went, mostly the same instruments of torture that had been used on their own bodies. The weapons of the dead and the bound guards were quickly snatched up and highly prized. By the time they reached the entrance hall full of guards, over two hundred male and female prisoners, very angry and bitter prisoners, followed Danica.
            As they closed on the entrance hall, she kept them as quiet as humanly possible for such a large group. Then after she had them all huddled outside the closed door, she waited for total quiet and peeked through the small spy window at the guards beyond. The guards were still laughing, joking and gambling.
            Danica pushed the key in as slowly and quietly as she could. She turned it excruciatingly slowly. The tumblers made a god-awful noise in her ears, but she didn't notice any change in the voices of the guards.
            Flinging the door wide, Danica cried, "Kill them!"
            The wild-eyed prisoners exploded into the hall, wielding cold brands, sinister carving knives, and sparred whips of chain. The surprised guards were bowled over by the ravenous horde, bent on repaying every single pain and humiliation ten times over, on every one of them. Danica, who could understand the prisoners burning need for vengeance, averted her eyes as she pushed her way through them to the outer door. Reaching it, she inserted the key and unlocked it. With one last grimacing look back, she left.
            She hadn't taken ten steps before the escaped prisoners came screaming joyfully out of the door behind her. She cringed at the noise, knowing the Palace Guard would soon be responding in force. Hurriedly pressing herself against the wall, she let the first wave pass.
            As she moved steadily up, she began hearing the first sounds of fighting. She increased her pace. Large groups of screaming prisoners engaged smaller groups of Palace Guards, and were losing. Though to Danica's joy, the Palace Guards appeared to be too preoccupied with the larger groups to give a lone woman a second look. She was able to wind her way through the melee relatively unmolested.
            In a surprisingly short time she found herself on the ground floor behind a small group of escapees. They made for the front door, only to be blocked by the largest contingent of Palace Guards so far. In an instant she knew the elite guards outnumbered them three to one. So she did the first thing that came to her mind.
            "Kill them!" she cried, pointing her sword at the Palace Guards.
            The prisoners with her screamed their battle cries and charged into the fight, most armed with nothing more than their bare hands.
            Danica ran the other way, straight into the first door she found. She slammed that door shut, turned and ran to the tall diamond-paned window overlooking the quiet night street beyond. She smiled, not realizing it was that late before now. The darkness would aid her escape. She picked up a chair and threw it through the window, and quickly followed it out onto the street.
            Palace Guards patrolling the perimeter shouted for her to halt, so she sprinted for a dark alley across the street. She could hear the thumping of boots and clanking of armor of the pursuing guards. She judged four men. Too many for her to handle, so she kept running. There was no place she was heading for, since she knew almost nothing of King's Isle's layout, having rarely ventured there before. She just kept running, praying she had more speed and stamina than her pursuers.
            Suddenly the island's outer defensive works loomed up before her. The Palace Guard pursuit was close behind, and slowly closing. She hesitated, not sure of which way to head. Then she spotted the wooden stairs leading to the high catwalk along the top of the walls. With renewed strength and hope, she sprinted for them.
            Danica reached the stairs at the same moment the Palace Guards burst out of the alley.
            "Stop her!" one shouted. "In the name of the King, stop her before she escapes!"
            Danica took two steps at a time and was halfway up the stairs by now. Soon after the guard's shouted order, she heard soldiers atop the walls begin running towards her. She could only see a few men up there in the dark, but knew it would only take one to stop her. By the time she reached the top, she'd be completely winded and in no condition to put up a fight. They would be fresh, and eager for some excitement for once. Plus capturing an escaped royal prisoner would bring certain rewards.
            Danica redoubled her efforts, stretching out her stride to take three steps at a time. Nearing the top, she saw the big burly soldier waiting confidently for her. Not slowing, she swung her sword at his belly and forced him to jump back. Ducking low, she plowed into him and twisted around before he could get a good hold of her. Kicking and cursing, she broke free of his grasping hands and scrambled for the battlements. Three more soldiers were converging on her location.
            Jumping up into the crenel, she glanced down into the moon-silvered waters below. Her instant of joy was ripped away by a large hand closing around her left wrist.
            "Got her!" he cried triumphantly.
            "No!" she cried, bringing her sword around in a jab at his face.
            He ducked, and she kicked him in the throat. As he fell back, another soldier stabbed at her belly while another caught hold of her ankle. She parried the sword thrust, but was pulled off her feet to land hard on her rump.
            With a frantic stab at the hand holding her ankle, she kicked with the other foot and broke loose. As she tried to rise, a fist slammed into her jaw. Danica fell straight back, and off the wall.
            Stunned, she didn't remember falling, but the cold waters brought her back. Only years of intensive warrior training kept her fist tight on the sword. Angry soldiers were high above her, sticking their heads through the battlements to look down. She knew they wouldn't jump in after her in armor, but one or two might strip down to come after her. With that in mind, she sheathed the sword and set out swimming toward the city's largest island.








 
 
 
Chapter 20

            Flickering ruddy lights were the first signs of Allaria from the night sky. Monique squinted at them through the brisk head wind, her loose hair whipping behind her like a pennant. The massive gray warhawk she sat astride let out a joyful roar at the sight. To his simple mind, the lights meant meat and rest. The sorceress smiled, also glad the trip was over. If it hadn't been for the talismans, which all three of them were loath to abandon, she'd have opened a portal from Tanburg to Allaria. She just didn't have the energies to create a portal potent enough to transport the powerful talismans and three people.
            Caressing Ashtar's Cuirass under her cloak, she frowned. The cuirass had appeared to be just an ordinary steel cuirass, but suddenly molded itself to her body the moment she donned it. It fit like a tight silk bodice, and even moved with her. Like liquid steel. At times she found it disquieting, and other times extremely comforting. If nothing else, it helped protect her from the cold winds and the colder steel of her enemies.
            She glanced back at her companions. Carl leaned back in his saddle, dozing. Only the saddle's high cantle and safety strap kept him from falling. His cloak had worked loose and was flapping out behind him, held only by a large bronze broach at his neck. Tarhun's Brace glinted in the moonlight on his left forearm. He seemed oblivious to the cold winds that stabbed through Monique's cloak. The mild Jarland winter nights were nothing to the hardy Tyrian.
            Cat, too, seemed unaffected by the winds, though she hated the cold as much or more than Monique. The bravo still held her cloak loosely about herself, with her long silky, black hair twisted into a thick plait and wrapped around her throat. The Sword of Power rode her left hip.
            After getting both her friends' attention, Monique signaled for them to follow her in. They had already discussed their plans at length. Three days ago when they escaped High Mage Jasgur's dungeons, Monique tried to magically contact her brother to determine if Ayesha's boast was true. She failed to reach Talar. There were a few other magic-users, both mage and witch, in their alliance, but none were in Allaria. She managed to contact two, a mage in Dakkor and a Vikon witch in Cerre, but neither knew anything. A conjured demon later told her that Talar's home was nothing but gutted ruin. The demon didn't know if Talar was dead, only that his body couldn't be found anywhere. On that night they decided to sneak back into Allaria to assess the situation, then decide on a course of action.
            Taking the warhawks low, they flew over the city walls. Using such landmarks as the King's Tower and the House of Jo's towering Allarian facility, they wheeled about above the sleeping city. A few of the rowdier taverns could be seen still to be open, mostly in the Tighdubh Quarter or near the docks. The only other night activity they could see were the scattered city guard patrols, carrying torches to light their way. Most of the other night activity couldn't be seen from the air, and didn't want to be seen at all. Allaria was ripe with thieves.
            Monique hated Allaria. She wanted to return to her nice, quiet Amazon Empire, where it was still possible to walk the streets at night without armed escort. She longed for a secure home where she could rebuild her library of books on history and magic, and practice her magic in privacy. This struggle with Ayesha had all but taken the fight out of her. If it hadn't been for Danica's capture, she probably would have abandoned the cause after learning of Talar's death. She just wasn't a fighter. She knew Danica was more likely than not long dead, but she just couldn't ignore the chance that her friend still lived.
            Finding a deserted stretch on a street close to Talar's mansion, she brought her warhawk in to land. Carl landed to her right, Cat to her left. All three birds roared upon landing.
            "Great Gods!" a startled woman in a dark cloak cried.
            All that the three newcomers saw was a cloaked figure leap up from some nightshadows and run into a narrow gap between two buildings. A thief, Monique figured by her dark clothes and ungodly hours. Carl bellowed with laughter at the sight, but Cat and Monique cringed guiltily as the hapless woman cursed when she tripped and stumbled noisily down the dark alley.
            "She could be hurt," Cat said, casting Carl a disapproving look. "We should check on her."
            "No, Cat. She'll be fine," Carl said, wiping tears from his eyes before started down his saddle ladder. "At most, she'll get a few more bruises."
            "He's right," Monique said. "I suspect this was just a minor setback for her plans."
            "See," he said, smiling up at Cat. "Besides, we don't want her getting a good look at us. We're a bit distinctive as a group. Add to that, our unusual landing here, and word would likely get around quickly."
            "He's right. His great size, your size and coloration, and my devilishly good looks..." she smiled winningly at them, "...would make us stand out," Monique said, climbing down out of her own saddle. "Word would get to Ayesha, and she'd know we're back."
            Cat smiled in spite of herself. "You're even worse than Danica sometimes."
            "Danica," Carl muttered, staring somberly into the darkness.
            "We'll do what we can for her, Carl, but stopping Ayesha comes first," Monique said, fearing the moody warrior would forget, or disregard, his reluctant vow to help stop Ayesha before looking for Danica.
            "We're worried about her, too, Carl," Cat said as she dismounted. "But we can best help Danica by stopping Ayesha."
            "If she is still alive," Carl said quietly.
            "If Ayesha planned to kill Danica, she would have already done it by now," Monique said. She looked towards King's Isle, unable to see it with all surrounding buildings. If Danica was still alive, that was where she'd be. "Rushing over with our heads pushed up our butts won't help Danica, just condemn all of us to the same fate. Come, let's go scout out the house."
            Monique carefully removed her last three empty Capture Stones from her boot top. They were small dark blue crystals roughly the size and shape of a crown copper, ready for the Word of Power to trigger them. Though very dangerous to her, she wasn't as worried as she normally would be, since both Cat and Carl had been instructed on how to release whoever, or whatever, was trapped inside. She walked up to the first warhawk, and threw the enchanted crystal against its chest. She quietly spoke the Word of Power before it struck the bird's broad chest. The warhawk vanished into the crystal with a snap, which fell to the cobblestones. After entrapping the other two warhawks, she collected the Capture Stones, now harmless to her, and placed them inside hidden pockets down her right boot.
            Cat shook her head. "I don't like doing that to the birds. Seems cruel."
            "They don't feel anything," Monique said. "Besides, I expended too much time and energy in creating them. I'm going to use them."
            Carl pulled his battle-axe, then started eastward down the street. Staying close, Monique followed. Cat took her place bringing up the rear.
            Their way was lit fairly well by the two moons. It was near midnight of the sixteenth day of the month. The smaller moon was at half moon, while the larger one was near the end of its first quarter.
            Making good time, they were soon looking down on the gutted ruin that had once been a fine mansion. Taara's, then later Talar's, mansion. Monique discreetly sent out magical feelers, to check for wards or inhabitants. Her probing failed to find even the faintest hint of lingering magic. It was devoid of life, save for a few small rodents dwelling within.
            "We'll have to look elsewhere," she said at length, shoulders slumped.
            Cat gave her a sympathetic look. "He could still be alive. Your demon thing said so. He could be Ayesha's prisoner and hidden behind powerful wards. Or maybe he's hurt and hiding out somewhere else behind his own strong wards while he recovers."
            Monique smiled weakly, "Maybe."
            She held no more hope of Talar being alive, than of Danica being found whole and alive. Even less, but she saw no reason to kill their hopes or completely kill her own hopes.
            "Carl, you know the city better than either of us," Monique said. "Is there somewhere we might find out how the war is going?"
            Carl chewed on his mustaches a moment, staring off into space. Then a smile spread across his face.
            "The Rusty Sword Tavern, near the Tighdubh Quarter," he said. Pointing southeast, "It is over that way."
            "Tighdubh Quarter? Isn't there another place?" Cat asked, frowning.
            "Now don't you worry your pretty head, Cat," Carl said, wrapping an arm around her shoulders. "It's only close to the Tighdubh Quarter."
            "As long as we can get reliable information," Monique said. "I'm not interested in tavern hopping with you tonight."
            Carl sobered up, "I'm in no mood for fun, either but the Rusty Sword caters to the type of men Ayesha is hiring."
            "Then lead on."

~ * ~ * ~

            Hand on her hilt, Danica eased down the street, staying in the deep nightshadows near the wall. She wore a black wool shirt under a black-stained chain vest, black pants, and thigh boots. Even her hooded cloak was black. Since her escape three days back, she’d become a creature of the night, hiding in abandoned buildings by day.
            The clothes, arms, and armor were all captured booty, like her heavy purse. Captured from Ayesha's bravos. The High Mage sent out gangs of hired muscle to find her, but few survived their rare meetings with their vengeful prey.
            The defeated bravos and warriors provided Danica with the warm clothes, weapons, and coin she needed to survive. Fighting them was the only way to strike back at Ayesha. Until tonight.
            Danica felt she would really hurt them that night. She had already scouted out her target, a small tavern her enemy was using to select and capture drunk warriors for Ayesha's use. It was near the shipyards on the north end of the Big Isle.
            Hearing an odd sound above, she paused peered up into the darkness. The two moons lit the street fairly well. She could see nothing of a threatening nature, but knew the shadows could hold any number of threats. She eased down the road, but kept close to the wall its shadows. After just two steps, she froze as the odd sound became a familiar one. At least two warhawks were swooping down on her, talons extended to grasp. Danica dropped to the ground, pressed close to the stone wall to make it harder for a bird to grab her.
            A bone rattling thunderous roar ripped through the night, followed immediately by two more, as the scraping sounds of landing warhawks came to her. A startled glance up showed three huge saddlebirds standing over her. Danica gathered her feet beneath her, then darted towards the nearby gap between two tenements, not even wide enough to be called an alley, "Great Gods!"
            Danica bounced off the wall and stumbled into the dark passage. She immediately slipped on something slick and wet, before falling to one knee. Pain lanced up from that abused joint, but she surged forward into absolute blackness. She got maybe ten steps before tripping and falling face-first.
            "Bloody, goat-loving bastards," Danica growled, slowly pulling herself back to her feet as she glanced back.  No pursuit. Then louder, "May Hel feast on your rancid flesh!"
            Hardy laughter drifted down to her, stoking her anger even more. Glaring back at the street, she began flinging any and every curse and insult she could think of, and then made up a few more. When the laughter died, she cooled down somewhat. The Hawkers were still up there, and didn't seem to be leaving. She decided that they were new to Allaria and didn't know where the aerie was located. No threat to her, but even so, she decided it best to find a different route.
            Since her escape from Royal Palace, the streets of Allaria had become safer than they had been in over a century. Over a hundred unmarked dead bodies had been discovered in the trash-strewn streets and alleys. Most were warriors and bravos, but some few women, children, and craftsmen had also been found. Even some thirty-two large dogs were found dead of unknown causes. The city was in an uproar, with all but a daring few locking themselves up at night. Even the thieves and assassins seemed reluctant to move about at night.
            This made Danica's job easier, since few aside from Ayesha's warriors walked the streets at night. Those who didn't appear drunk were followed closely, Danica mentally marking their patrol routes, tactical centers, and occasionally their leaders. Now she knew some of their safe houses, and how Ayesha and her growing army of magic-users acquired the energy they needed for their magic. Late the night before, she had witnessed Ayesha and two wizards draining about twenty captured men of their life energies behind the Tattered Sail Tavern. Tonight, she would be ready for them.
            She kept her eyes and ears alert to the faintest sounds as she wound her way through narrow cobblestone streets. The night shadows were deep and dark down in those manmade canyons. The surrounding structures were mostly leaning to one side or the other, and frequently out over the street. In some places the buildings almost met overhead. Most of the others were timber frames with the spaces filled with brick, or wattle and clay, or plaster. There were wealthy neighborhoods on Big Isle, but they were being heavily patrolled by the city guard. Danica avoided them tonight, not having a good excuse for being out and about. If she got herself arrested, they would surely turn her over to Ayesha.
            Danica paused at one of many crisscrossing canals. The drawbridge was up and she needed to cross over to the other side. She began listening and looking for any sign of other pedestrians or roving bravos.
            Most of the rickety drawbridges crossing the narrower canals were put down at dusk. The few still standing straight up were easily lowered by the hand or foot winch. The screeching of the heavy counterweights and chains grated on her nerves, but couldn't be helped. The wider canals with their tall arching bridges posed no obstacle.
            She arrived at the ramshackle tenement across the back alley from the Tattered Sail Tavern a lot later than she had planned. Danica jimmied the front door open with her belt knife, paused to listen for anyone coming to investigate the noise, and then cautiously climbed up the creaking stairs to the roof. The tenement was home mostly to the menial laborers at the nearby shipyard. As she climbed, she could hear them inside their apartments, swearing drunkenly, beating wives and children, or arguing over games of dice with their fellows. On top of that, there was a steady din of crying children and barking dogs. She found the place disquieting, especially after it seemed no one was even trying to quiet the crying children and babies.
            The trapdoor onto the roof was secured with a simple wooden bar and bracket on the inside. Danica first went to peer down into the alley behind the Tattered Sail, and saw a large group of shadowy figures huddled around prostate men. The ghoulish feast had already begun. She hastened to complete her preparations. Under a pile of moldering firewood, she found her hidden supplies. Ten thin clay jars of lamp oil were quickly set along the edge of the roof, then the clothe fuses soaked in oil and wrapped around them. Then finally, she lit a tallow candle.
            Slipping a thick leather glove over her right hand, she picked up the first of the oil-filled jars. She held the candle in her left hand, near to the oil dripping, clothe bound jar.
            Three stories up, she couldn't make out voices or faces. But even if Ayesha wasn't down there, she'd still be able to disrupt their activities and maybe kill a couple of her sorcerous accomplices. Of course, the tavern and probably the tenement would burn down, but in the long run the lives saved would more than make up for any inconveniences to the residents.
            Danica touched the candle's tiny flame to the jar, waited a second while the fire spread to cover half its surface, then threw it towards the edge of the group below. She didn't watch it strike, but quickly picked up the next and lit it. That one she threw at the opposite end of the group. She wanted to trap them between the burning piles of garbage, then toss more of the flaming jars into their midst. The first two jars shattered, flinging burning oils all about as she had hoped. She watched their spreading flames a scant second, enjoying the startled screams of the bravos and mages below. Then she lit and threw the remaining eight jars into the teeming mass below.
            Without waiting to see how effective her assault was, Danica charged back down the stairs to the street. She shouted for everyone to evacuate on her descent. Other cries of "fire" quickly drowned out her own. Danica burst out onto the street just ahead of the first residents.
            Heading south, she made for the closest of the five bolt holes she established. Screams of agony could be heard behind her, along with the angry shouts of the fire fearing locals. Men and women were already lining up for the bucket line from the nearby harbor shore.
            Danica stopped briefly at an intersection to watch the local citizenry begin fighting the fire. Men, women, and children, whether noble born or commoner or derelict, never hesitated to join together to save a part of their city. Though it might be the cesspit of the Jarlands, it was their home nonetheless. While watching in grudging admiration, and a little guilty for her role, she wondered how many survived her attack? If Ayesha had returned there tonight….
            As if to answer her unspoken question, Ayesha, white-clad as usual, but looking bedraggled and soot-stained, strode around the corner, trailed by twenty or thirty men and one dark-haired sorceress in a red battledress similar to the High Mage's. Ayesha was gesturing wildly, ranting and raving, and heading straight for Danica.
            Freezing like a wild animal in sudden bright lamplight, Danica stared at her hated enemy. She was standing in the middle of the intersection and couldn't hope to escape without detection. Then the crash of the Tattered Sail's roof caused Ayesha's group to stop and look back. Danica darted into the nearby shadows, pressing herself deep into a pile of garbage.
            As Ayesha and entourage passed by close, Danica's hand crept to her belt knife. Her blood pounded in her ears, breath coming in shallow pants. She could end the whole war right here, with one well-aimed thrust. Kill Ayesha, and her forces would crumble without their leader. Ayesha would die, the brewing rebellion would die, and Danica would die.
            Before she could reconcile herself to death, Ayesha passed by and was gone. Danica lay in the garbage, panting and cursing herself for being a coward. If Ayesha won, and she didn't see any way to stop the sorceress now that Talar was gone, then she would be stuck in her female body forever. Her only hope of recovering her lost male body was gaining sorcerous help. It had to be a practitioner of sorcery to transfer bodies, but the frightening possibility also occurred to her that Ayesha might have killed her male body in a fit of rage and spite. In which case she should have tried to kill Ayesha when she had the chance.
            Climbing to her feet, "Gods, I make a pathetic woman. Too afraid to live, too afraid to die."
            She cast one sad-eyed glance after Ayesha's now vanished group, then another at the hectic battle to put out the fire. Suddenly overcome with guilt, she hurried over to join another bucket line forming to fight the fire.








 
 
 
Chapter 21

            The long throne room was lit brightly by the midday sun through tall diamond-paned windows on one side. The chamber was a series of gold inlaid white marble arches, with exquisite murals of Allaria's past painted on the ceiling. High on the south wall, opposite the tall windows, was a long gallery off the Royal Harem behind elaborate lattice work. Hidden consorts and favored slaves filled that gallery, flanked by sharp-eyed Amazon harem guards. The throne room was lined with the city's nobility and military leadership. Splendidly dressed men and women stared with open hostility at the newcomer, High Mage Ayesha.
            Ayesha paused in the doorway. King Victor, the arrogant young warrior king, glared at her from his ornate silver throne. He was tall and blue-eyed, with shoulder length blonde hair and a long thick beard. Broad-shouldered and narrow-waisted, his scarred body was thickly sheathed in hard muscle. He sat forward, fists clenched, waiting. He looked as ferocious as she knew him to be. Before ascending to the throne of Allaria, the young prince had been a notorious duelist and daring military officer.
            His pretty bride, Queen Sarisse, new to Allaria from the island nation of Nycene, sat by his side on a smaller version of his throne. She was tall and slim, with a thick head of dark red hair. Queen Sarisse shifted uncomfortably on the throne, idly fussing with her blue satin gown. Ayesha considered her almost as dangerous as her volatile husband. Before being forced into this marriage by her father, King Burgess of Nycene, she had been a Captain in the Royal Navy of Nycene, commanding her own dragonship. A bejeweled sword leaned against her throne near to her right hand. Her bright blue eyes blazed at the High Mage with barely suppressed rage when the queen deigned to notice her.
            Still dressed in the burnt and soot filthy white battledress from the night before, Ayesha lifted her head proudly and strode confidently forward. Stopping before the dais, she met King Victor's hot gaze steadily.
            "I have heard disturbing reports, High Mage," King Victor said. Then his eyes narrowed, "Such as, you being involved with the fire that consumed three tenements, a tavern, and a Merchant House near the shipyards late last night. You were seen surrounded by hired thugs and dead warriors. Warriors drained of life energies."
            "Like all of the other 'mysterious' deaths lately," Queen Sarisse sneered, eyes flashing. "You're the monster killing them!"
            "Our own High Mage!" King Victor shouted, coming to his feet. "Explain yourself, Ayesha."
            Ayesha was barely listening to her lieges, more concerned with the seven wizards and three sorceresses currently flanking her position. Powerful wards had been placed around the King and Queen, making any attack on their persons out of the question. Though both monarchs were proven fighters and known for their volatile tempers, she didn't think they were a real threat to her person. However, the other Court Mages were a definite threat, and she without back up.
            "Your Majesties are misinformed," she said smoothly, seemingly unruffled by the accusation. "I was merely out trying to find the culprit of those craven deeds. The dead warriors I was seen with were the latest victims, and I was just there to look them over for clues..."
            "Cease you lies, witch," King Victor snapped, taking a step toward her with hand to hilt.
            Ayesha visibly tensed at the grievous insult.
            "We have interrogated some of the men with you last night, and received full confessions," Queen Sarisse said, reaching out and putting a restraining hand on her husband.
            "A man will confess to anything when put under the iron," Ayesha said, suddenly feeling cornered. The Court Mages were starting to spread out on either side of her, trapping her. "These accusations are a clear attempt to discredit me, so others — "
            "Save your breath," King Victor said. "We've been watching you for some months now. Your battles with these foreign mages intrigued us. Lazarin was given the task of finding out what was going on."
            The tall, dark wizard from the far off Qakara Desert bowed with a wicked smile of satisfaction. He had been her chief rival since his arrival last year. His powers were great indeed. She knew that only his vows to the Allarian Throne had kept him from challenging her to sorcerous battle.
            "He thirsts for power, and my position as High Mage," she accused angrily.
            "And so he has both," King Victor said. Then pulling his sword, "I stand in judgment, Ayesha of Loxatyl. Kneel to the sword."
            Ayesha was stunned. King Victor had just declared he was going to judge her innocence or guilt, right there, right now, and then carry out the sentence immediately if she was found guilty. His pronouncement declared him judge, jury, and executioner. According to the Temple of Sankar's Vows of Loyalty and Obedience, he had the right and she couldn't refuse.
            But Ayesha never took those vows.
            "I think not," she said, smiling venomously.
            It was everyone else's turn to be stunned. Her vows should have compelled her to obey. Indeed, forced her to comply even against her will. Sankar was a god who didn't ignore his duty in upholding vows and oaths sworn before his altar. Ayesha should have been on her knees before her king.
            "What treachery is this?" Lazarin cried, his hands suddenly glowing blue. "Have you defied the gods?"
            Ayesha turned smoldering blue eyes on him. "I am in league with the gods, but not your pitiful gods."
            Eldritch bolts shot out in all directions from Ayesha, all countered by the assembled Court Mages. Nobles scattered in a riot of screams, shouts, and curses. Noblemen huddled their wives and consorts behind them and started a hasty retreat out the door. Unattended knights drew their swords and rushed to place themselves before their monarchs. King Victor and Queen Sarisse, with bared steel in hand, tried to force their way to Ayesha through their own nobility, who were doing their best to stop them.
            Ayesha didn't care what the monarchs and their nobles were doing or not doing. She had her hands full with the ten mages surrounding her. All but three were young and relatively weak by her standards, but they augmented the three Arch Wizards well, and kept her from concentrating her attacks where most needed.
            "You will be mine, Ayesha," Lazarin said, leering at her from under thick black brows. "After stripping you of your powers, I'll tuck you away in a Capture Stone, to be taken out to torment whenever I'm bored."
            "Think again," she snapped, then began pumping a series of searing bolts into the knights surrounding the King and Queen.
            The Court Mages, and Lazarin in particular, recoiled in shock. Their vows required them to protect the Royal Family before all other considerations. As one, the Court Mages rushed to stand before their lieges.
            Ayesha used the brief respite to tap the great hoard of life energy she had collected in the last three days. With a Word of Power, she sent a wave of pure energy pulsing out from her in all directions. The tall windows exploded outward, and blasted everyone surrounding the monarchs to the floor. The few nobles still backing out the main door were one and all burnt to cinders, with even their bones burning to dust. Those gathered around the dais were spared that fate by the Court Mages' wards.
            With a look of triumph, Ayesha prepared to send another wave out. The wards protecting the nobles and royals had all but collapsed. The Court Mages all looked disoriented and shaken, except Lazarin. He was glaring at her, chanting some spell while wildly drawing runes in the air. Ayesha grinned, and started to speak the Word of Power again.
            Then the dazed nobles and mages vanished.
            Ayesha howled at being denied yet again. She hadn't realized he'd had so much power, or so much hoarded life energy. Such a spell was ten times more difficult and draining than a portal spell. She knew the spell, but had only used it twice in her five centuries of life. For Lazarin to so easily use the spell to escape her only went to add insult to injury.
            Gods, how she wanted Lazarin in her power. And her arrogant young king and queen. Lazarin, she wanted to strip of magical knowledge and torture to death. The king and queen, they would be chained at her feet while she held Court. Trophies of war. Trophies she would have, one way or another. Later, their royal peers from the other Jarland Kingdoms would join them at her feet. Where they belonged.
            Marching out of the Throne Room, she began chanting spells to summon her forces. She hadn't planned to move this quickly, but she could still win if her forces moved decisively. All over the city were strongholds full of her people just waiting for the magical signal to launch attacks on city guard stations, the city walls and gates, and military barracks. Twenty wizards and sorceresses were also waiting about the city, brimming with stolen energies.

~ * ~ * ~

            Everything was quiet, deathly quiet. Maag couldn't rid herself of a dreadful foreboding. Stretching out her senses, she touched every corner of her holy realm, to no avail. Nothing of a threatening nature could be detected, but still...
            Shaking herself of such thoughts, she crossed her throne room to the full length mirror. The mirror was elven-made, and exquisite in its detail. Unicorns, holy to the Goddess of Magic, frolicked in alabaster bas-relief around the flawless mirror. It had been a gift some six centuries past from Thal, God of the Sea and Sailors, when he had courted her. It brought back fond memories of moonlit swims, and playing tag with porpoises and Thal.
            Then came Bandu. Her mighty warrior.
            "Bandu?" she called sweetly to the heavens, waiting breathlessly for his answer.
            Nothing.
            Maag frowned, annoyed. He had never failed to answer before. Then she remembered how that vain slut Omah had been looking at him during the last Council. Jealousy flared as her fist clenched — if she found him and her together...
            Catching herself, Maag ran a trembling hand through long silky hair and studied her reflection critically. What she saw as a lithe beauty with snow white hair and cold black eyes. She reluctantly conceded she was not in golden-haired, blue-eyed Omah's league. The Goddess of Beauty and Vanity was one of the three most beautiful goddesses, along with Lyss and Ashtar. With her haughty airs and cold eyes, that many claimed could freeze a man's heart with just a look, she was considered fortunate that the reigning heart-throb of the Arisen would court her. Many were openly surprised that their relationship has lasted four centuries.
            She pulled her gown tighter about her waist, and pushed her breasts higher. Should she try to retain Bandu's love by brazenly displaying her charms like Omah and Lyss? Maybe if she...
            "What's come over me? So he didn't answer," she said, but cast one last glance at her reflection. Calming herself with care, she again reached out to touch Bandu in The Hall of Valor. "Where is he?"
            He wasn't in the eternal Hall of Valor, and neither was Ashtar. Strange. Reaching out once more, she discovered the whole of the Hall of Valor seemed in chaos. Something happened, something terrible. Sending her senses out in all directions and all planes of existence, she searched to no avail. The realms of the other gods were closed to her, but she could see no reason for both twins to be gone and unresponsive to her calls. No matter where they were they would be able to hear her, unless...
            Frantically, Maag contacted all Ashtar's and Bandu's friends and allies. They were nowhere to be found. Now there was only Dirusa, Garn, and the Four Sisters left, and she dared not contact them. If Bandu and Ashtar were in any of their realms, then they were lost beyond hope of reclaiming.
            "I will convene a Council," Maag said. "I will have the truth, one way or another."
            With just a thought, Maag stood in the vast hall of Council. It was empty and dark, and strangely cold. Clearing her mind, she prepared to call Council into emergency session.
            "Bad idea, my dear," Garn said from the shadows.
            Maag whirled about to face him, prepared for fight or flight. She was powerful, very powerful, but no warrior like Garn. As he stepped closer, a sinister leer twisting his bestial face, she slowly retreated. She knew she should flee, but also knew that Garn was a prideful god, and could be prodded into revealing the fate of the twins if played right. Knowledge she would need in Council if she was to rescue them.
            "What are you doing here," she said, keeping her voice neutral.
            "Looking for you," Symona said from behind her.
            "So kind of you to help us by leaving the safety of realm," Basnoon said from her left.
            Aroo and Zymar quickly stepped up to her right, closing the circle. Maag made to flee to her realm, but found the way strangely blocked by a force more powerful than she had ever felt.
            "Sorry, but I can't let you go home," Dirusa said, popping in before her and sheathed in far too much power. "Yes, it is me blocking your escape. I am now the Goddess of War and Adventure, having stripped Ashtar of all her Godheads. All of her altars have been consecrated to me, giving me more power than two gods."
            "But that's more power than — "
            "Than even Baldr and Laures wield," Dirusa finished. "Yes, soon I will be Queen of the Arisen, and you will join Ashtar as my abject slave."
            "You won't get away with this," Maag said.
            Dirusa laughed. "That's what Ashtar said, and now she is busy licking my floor clean."
            Maag was frantic as the circle began to move in, her enemies closing their noose. She was no warrior, but a scholar, a seeker of knowledge both arcane and mundane. She could fight off the Four Sisters, but never both Dirusa and Garn. She desperately needed to retreat to her own realm, where her enemies would be helpless to attack her, but Dirusa had cut off that option.
            "Make it easy on yourself, Maag," Garn purred seductively. "We don't have to be enemies. Surrender, and we might be able to come to an agreement. Together, we would be invincible."
            Invincible, she thought bitterly. Bandu Invincible, her lover, was surely lost to her now. Perhaps she was lost as well. Joining them was not an option, for they would just enslave her and strip away her powers like they did to Ashtar. But she doubted either of the twins went down without a fight, so neither was she.
            "You can't possibly win," Dirusa warned, sensing her resolve. "Surrender, or — What the..."
            Maag felt it too, a great upsurge in human emotion and magic use. Somewhere in the Jarlands a great battle was joined, using unprecedented magicks. A battle the likes of which the world hadn't seen in over three centuries. The amount and intensity of the magic use sent a surge of power into Maag, making her light-headed a second.
            "NO!" Dirusa cried. "Not now!  It's too soon!"
            Seeing her chance, Maag used her increasing power and opened a path to the only realm Dirusa hadn't considered. Maag went to mortal realm.

~ * ~ * ~

            "She escaped!" Dirusa cried.
            The other five gods looked just as surprised. Dirusa tightened her jaw, such rage filling her she couldn't think.
            A tickling at the back of her mind alerted Dirusa that she was being called. With sharp gesture Ayesha's face appeared before her.
            "My goddess, the war has begun. I need your help," Ayesha said.
            "You fool! You ruined our carefully laid plans," Dirusa screamed. "I ought to strike you down right now!"
            "It's not my fault," Ayesha cried. "The king and queen tried to capture me. I had to defend myself against the Court Mages, but we are prepared. Victory is ours, I promise."
            "If you fail, Ayesha, I will give you to my priesthood. The sacrifice will take three days, and I will personally see to it you stay alive and conscious through it all," Dirusa said, grinding her teeth. "I may do it anyway, come victory or defeat."
            "I am yours as always, my goddess," Ayesha said solemnly. "I will not fail, but our victory will come faster if I can have access to just a small portion of your powers."
            "Because of your bungling, I can only give a little. It will only last until our fellow gods figure out the danger to themselves," she said. "Then you will be on your own until we finish with our own battles."
            Dirusa ended their communication with a curt wave of the hand, turning her full attention to her predicament.
            Garn turned accusing eyes on Dirusa, "I told you to kill that sorceress. Now she's ruined everything."
            "Council will know, and intervene," Aroo said, looking about wild-eyed.
            "I'll worry about Council," Dirusa snapped. Reaching out with her senses, she saw the other gods begin to stir. Too soon the real battle would begin. "Garn, you and the Sisters catch Maag before she can find a way to return to her own realm, or back here to summon an emergency Council. Take her and Bandu to your realm and take their Godheads for yourselves. With hers and Bandu's Godheads divided up among us we will have the advantage."
            "Aye, and without their Godheads we are doomed," he said grimly, the taste of another defeat already bitter in his mouth.
            Dirusa looked upon her fellow cabal members with utter disgust. Defeat screamed from their every gesture and expression.
            "Why did I ally myself with such losers? We have not lost, and we won't," she cried. "I am still the single most powerful god, thanks to Ashtar's Godheads. We will prevail, even if I have to destroy the entire world and their power bases to do it. Now go!"

~ * ~ * ~

            A thunderous explosion startled Danica. Glancing out the tavern window, she saw smoke rising up out of the nearby Royal Palace. With dread, she realized the battle for Allaria had begun. Her plans to attack Ayesha as she departed the palace tonight were thwarted.
            Nobles flooded out the front entrance of the palace and raced across the street to alleys, shops, and anything else that offered cover. Then a large group of prone men and women, all armed to the teeth, appeared out of nowhere before the tavern. A dark, arrogant looking man in a blue cassock helped none other than King Victor to stand, then the queen. Danica was speechless. Ayesha had driven them out of the palace, their place of power. They had already lost the battle.
            Danica abandoned her meal and went out to help the nobles. She steered clear of the menacing looking Arch Wizard. In her mind, anyone powerful enough to transport so many like that was dangerous. She had been with Monique and Talar and Jasgur long enough to know something about different spells. A Portal Spell was extremely difficult to cast, and used great amounts of life energy. What was called a Spontaneous Transport Spell took easily ten times the energy and was immensely more dangerous. There was no real danger using a portal, but to spontaneously transport could materialize the wizard inside a wall or tree or another person. Monique told of a sorceress in the Empire who missed the top floor of a tower and plummeted to her death.
            Before even half the dazed nobles were on their feet, the sounds of battle drifted to them from the high defensive walls of King's Isle. Danica could hear the now familiar shrieking thunder of sorcerous bolts. Their thunder echoed ominously in the cool air, causing her nape hairs to rise.
            "Traitors!" King Victor shouted.
            "We must escape, my king," Lazarin urged. "Ayesha's forces are too powerful and well-organized. We were caught unaware and unprepared."
            "I'll not retreat!"
            "Then you will die, fool," Queen Sarisse snapped, eyes blazing blue fire. "There is no dishonor in a controlled withdrawal. After marshalling our forces, then we can carry the battle to the traitors."
            "I will not abandon — "
            "You're not! To stay put is to die, and martyring yourself won't help you, your House, or your subjects," the queen said. "Allarians aren't fighters, or particularly loyal to the Throne. Face it, they don't care who rules as long as they are left alone."
            Danica knew that. She was surprised Queen Sarisse understood it. All too often royals lived their lives with no idea of what their subjects felt.
            "You are their queen, Sarisse," he growled.
            "And I will be their queen tomorrow, not a rotting corpse, with my severed head beside yours atop the city walls," she said, giving him a steely gaze. "If you have a death wish, then die. After I lead our victorious host back in and take the city, I'll have what's left of your body buried with all honors.  Then I will rule alone."
            The two monarchs glared at each other.
            "You had best decide quickly," Danica said. "Ayesha tends to move fast and decisively."
            The arguing monarchs turn to face Danica with haughty looks. Danica was too nervous about Ayesha's possible arrival to care what they thought of her opinion.
            "And who might you be?" Queen Sarisse asked.
            Danica was seriously tempted to shoot back some sarcastic remark, but thought better of it. "A victim of Ayesha's."
            "Ah, a friend of ours," King Victor said, suddenly warming to her. "You are welcome to come with us, warrior."
            "Excellent!" Lazarin exclaimed. "Everyone, start for the gate. We'll take ship from there."
            "Can't you just magic us out?" Queen Sarisse asked.
            "Not now," he admitted reluctantly. "I spent too much energy against Ayesha, and our last transport."
            Ayesha chose that moment to exit the Royal Palace. Sorcerous battle erupted immediately. Danica could see the strain on the Court Mages' faces. Ayesha looked jubilant.
            "Move out," Danica shouted, pulling her sword. "We'll delay her here."
            Ten Allarian knights came up to stand by Danica. Lazarin detailed an Arch Wizard and three other wizards to stay with the defenders, then ushered the angry monarchs away.
            Within minutes, Danica realized the four Court Mages assigned to her group were starting to weaken. She and the knights were trapped behind the mages, protected by their wards from the flood of searing energy bolts flying back and forth. To step out from behind the magical shields would mean instant death.
            "Ayesha!" Danica cried, stepping up beside the Arch Wizard and pushing back her hood. "You are an incompetent witch!"
            "Danica!"
            Ayesha's assault faltered briefly. It was enough. The Court Mages attacked with renewed vigor, sending her reeling back into the palace. Danica led the knights in a charge on the palace. As they neared the front door, Ayesha stepped into it to block the way. She leveled her glowing fists at them and shouted a Word of Power.
            Danica jumped aside just before the great blast of pure energy ripped her group apart. A quick glance showed her a cloud of blood filled with arms, heads, and other body parts. Even she understood that was more power than any mere mortal was meant to wield. Ayesha with the power of a goddess was too much for anyone to face.
            Racing to a tall palace window, she dived through it headfirst. Hitting the tiled floor inside, she rolled several times to escape the sharp glass raining down. Then coming to her feet, she charged through the door opposite Ayesha's position.
            The chamber exploded a second after her departure. Ayesha's curses came shortly afterwards, when she failed to find Danica's dead, scorched body. Danica continued running, down one hallway, then another. She kept moving, constantly, never worrying where a particular hallway led. Ayesha could be heard following at a distance.
            Danica knew that the sorceress couldn't use her magic to follow her movements. Sometimes being an elfmaid was advantageous. Ayesha was forced to use her warrior and hunter skills to find Danica, and Danica knew all the tricks.
            "You can't escape me, Danica!" she shouted, the sound echoing through the empty hallways and chambers. "You'll never escape this palace! Sirissal'chin!"
            Danica was seized by a horribly familiar feeling. The same feeling she felt every time she had thought of escaping from her former master, High Mage Jasgur. The Word of Power Ayesha had used, "Sirissal'chin," was the same Jasgur had used on her. Danica knew she could never escape the Royal Palace now, and was seized by the geas the instant the thought occurred to her. She was left sprawled on the carpeted floor of a small antechamber, clawing and biting at the thick pile carpet and trying not to gasp and sob.
            While in the last vestiges of the searing pain, she heard Ayesha's booted feet coming closer down the hallway. Closer and closer they came, accompanied by the sounds of doors opening and closing. Body still trembling, limbs barely responsive, Danica pulled herself behind a couch and waited with wild eyes. As the footsteps came up to the door, her eyes filled with tears of frustration. The door opened...then closed. Ayesha's footsteps started fading as she continued her search.
            "I reactivated Jasgur's geas. To even think of escape will strike you down," Ayesha called from down the hallway. "Surrender to me now, Danica. I promise not to kill you."
            "Death is not what I'm worried about," Danica whispered, feeling her trembling limbs settling down and becoming responsive again.
            Looking around, she realized she was in the antechamber leading to King Victor's private audience chamber. As Danic, she had been there once before while petitioning the current king's father in behalf of his own king, King Gregor of Dakkor. It was warmly appointed, with dark wood paneling and heavy overstuffed furniture. Her mage sight showed it was wrapped in wards. As good a place as any to hide out until Ayesha was forced to return to the battle for Allaria.

~ * ~ * ~

            "There!" Carl said, pointing out into the harbor. "The Royal Galley."
            Monique and Cat squinted at the distant dragonship. It looked like a thousand other ships, save for its sail. The lateen-rigged dragonship's single sail was a golden yellow with the king's coat of arms.
            "It looks jam-packed," Cat said. "It seems Ayesha is forcing the king and queen out. We've lost."
            "A minor setback," Monique said. "Allaria is hardly as powerful as Brajar or Dakkor. Ayesha still has no real army to command."
            "But she has this city, and therefore control of shipping on the Jar," Carl said. "And she has allies in other Courts waiting for her signal to strike down their rightful lords."
            From her vantage point, Monique could see most of the harbor. Already ships of every size and description were loading up and setting sail. Refugees from Ayesha's war. Turning, she could barely make out the Swamp Gate. Chaos reigned over there, with terrified citizens and visitors fighting to get out and across the long stone and wood bridge to the Swamp Road. The din of battle still reached her, but now it was scattered and short lived. Most of the city guard towers were burning, as were the Army and Navy barracks.
            "We have to leave, and quickly," Monique said. Before Carl could object, "Stand back."
            She pulled three small Capture Stones out of her right boot top. They were the blue crystals holding their warhawks. Without preamble, she threw them down hard to shatter on the cobblestones. The enchantment on the crystals had made them extremely fragile after receiving their charges. Three massive gray warhawks seemingly leapt up out of the shattering crystals, and roared defiantly as only their kind could.
            "What about Danica?" Cat asked.
            "She's dead!  She's been dead since the night Ayesha captured her," Monique snapped. "You know it as well as I do, know Ayesha as well as I do. Do you think Danica is alive?  Really believe it?"
            Both of her friends' gazes dropped to the pavement. They said nothing. Her heart ached for them, but they didn't have time for this. If one of Ayesha's mages spotted them they'd never escape the city.
            "We have to escape," she said, softer now. "To avenge Danica, and Talar."
            "Yes, vengeance," Carl muttered.
            "Where do we go?" Cat asked.
            "Anywhere is better than here," Monique said, heading for her warhawk. "We'll find a place to lay over, then maybe join up with the Allarian Host later."
            "How will we find them?" Cat asked as she climbed up into her saddle.
            "That won't be problem from the air, Cat," Carl said. "You can't easily hide an army."
            Within minutes they were airborne. Heading due north, they stayed low and urged their mounts to their top speed. They quickly bypassed the Royal Galley and its trailing refugee fleet. The rag-tag fleet consisted of ships and boats of every description: dragonships and merchantmen and barges and even the garishly painted small craft used to ferry people between the city's islands for a fee. They counted an even dozen Allarian Royal Navy dragonships protecting the fleet, with another four burning from sorcerous bolts near the walls.
            After another hour, Carl pointed at something on the river. It was a huge river trader. In effect, it was a giant tavern, trading post, and inn set astride three huge barge hulls. There were two large gray square sails, one mast on each of the floating tavern/inn's front corners. With the strong north wind, its slave rowers weren't needed. There were ten dragonships moored along its sides, probably pirates, and innumerable canoes, dories, and skiffs. River trader captains were notorious fences and smugglers, and trappers and Swampmen preferred dealing with them over the city merchants.
            "Let's land on the river trader!" Carl shouted.
            Monique looked down at it with a grimace. "It's not safe! I've heard nasty tales about what happens to people on them!"
            "Like what?" Cat asked.
            "Nothing that doesn't happening at any tavern," Carl shouted above the roar of wind. "But those dragonships give me an idea!"
            Monique looked doubtful, but nodded assent. Cat just stared at the approaching ship suspiciously. His statement hadn't been encouraging, considering the awful things that could, and frequently did, happen to unwary patrons of taverns patronized by the warrior classes. The men and women patronizing the river trader would certainly be the meanest of a decadent lot. They wouldn't think twice about slitting someone's throat for half a copper coin.
            Carl took the lead and was soon guiding his mount to a perch atop the river trader's flat roof. Monique landed next, followed closely by Cat. There were ten thick oak perches for warhawks, with no other birds present. The ship was a good one hundred and twenty feet long from stem to stern. The warhawks had plenty of room to stretch out atop the two-story structure atop the three barge hulls.
            "Do you have any more Capture Stones," Carl asked quietly once they were all dismounted.
            "No, why?"
            He shrugged. "I don't trust our friends below. They're valuable."
            Men started coming up the stairs beside the "Coxswain's Hut" directly between the two sails, all hard-eyed, greasy looking, and well-armed. Unlike Carl, Monique's first concern wasn't the warhawks.
            The warhawks were not magically created, which took a great deal of energy, so she couldn't just make them vanish until needed again. Capture Stones were the only reliable way to store them without using up obscene amounts of life energy. For the first time, Monique regretted her short cuts. If she'd spent only a moment more and just a little bit more energy, she could have made the Capture Stones reusable. But it was easier and more convenient to forego setting a trigger word to release whoever or whatever was stored inside them. This way she didn't have to memorize any more Words of Power.
            "I can protect them well enough, for a few days at least," she whispered. Monique led them back a few steps, then closed her eyes and began chanting. Within seconds a hazy blue mist formed momentarily around the warhawks. "Now if anyone tries to touch them, except us, that person will be burnt badly. Therefore, stealing them is out of the question."
            A short, squat man with long black hair pushed his way out of the crowd gathering around the small Coxswain's Hut. By his ritualistic facial scars, they knew him to be a Swampman. After watching Monique's spellcasting, he stepped into the Coxswain's Hut and spoke with the coxswain at the huge steering wheel. He then hurried over to them, seemingly unconcerned with Monique's previous display of magic. That magic had stopped the advance of the others, though, who now milled about uncertainly.
            "I am River Jak, Lady Sorceress," he said loud and cheerfully. "Welcome to River Jak's Trading Post. How may I serve you and your companions?"
            "We'll need rooms and food," she said, smiling.
            "And your birds?"
            "Give them meat, and lots of it," Carl said. "But be wary and don't get too close. A nasty spell is protecting them."
            "As long as you don't touch them you'll be all right," Monique added hastily when the ship's owner appeared concerned. "We just want to ensure they're still here when we decide to leave."
            "Of that, do not fear, Lady Sorceress," he said. "No one has ever stolen a warhawk off my ship."
            "Good, then I won't have to turn anyone into a mouse, then feed him to a cat," Monique said sweetly, and stepped past him.
            Carl and Cat grinned at him, in a most unsettling manner, and followed her. The milling men, and a few equally well-armed and scruffy looking women, parted before them. River Jak was quickly on their tail, extolling the services of his trading post.
            They went down the stairs to the main deck. There was an uncovered deck stretched out across the three bows. Small groups of warriors and pirates talked in quiet tones, keeping a wary eye on the newcomers. Monique gave them the briefest of glances, then turned to the large double swinging doors. Wild music reverberated from the door and open windows, with raucous laughter and high-pitched squeals of women. She suppressed the grimace threatening her face. This was easily the most dangerous place she had ever entered willingly. Ten dragonships of men, each with crew complements of one hundred plus, were moored to the huge river trader. Over one thousand pirates, and maybe half that number of the cannibalistic Swampmen and equally uncivilized trappers and hunters.
            Carl looked eager to enter. Cat's expression mirrored Monique's own apprehensions.
            "Come, come," River Jak urged, brushing past them to hold the doors open.
            Carl strode in and stopped just inside, followed by the two women. The tavern was vast, with eight low stages sporting naked slaves and bonded women dancing seductively. Rough looking men gathered around those stages, pawing at the dancer's oiled bodies. Both women grimaced at the sight, knowing in their hearts that those were women much like themselves, who weren't vigilant enough and were now paying the price. Indeed, most likely every single member of the staff and crew, both male and female, was probably a slave or bondservant. If the patrons didn't try to kill them, then the staff would probably rob them blind to pay off their own bonds.
            "Look here, Captain," a burly pirate just right of the door shouted. He was missing two fingers on one hand, and most of his front teeth. His long tangled brown beard was wet with spilled ale and greasy from years of neglect. He reached for Monique. "Fresh meat for me and the boys."
            Monique pointed at him, and spoke a Word of Power. His beard burst into flames. The room fell deathly silent while he screamed and beat at the flames. Then his captain tossed an ale on him, putting out the fire.
            "I am not 'meat.' I am High Sorceress Monique, and I'm not in a particularly good mood," she said levelly, eyes locked with the pirate captain's.
            A murmur rippled through the room.
            Stepping before her, Carl said loudly, "We have just come from Allaria, where King Victor has been deposed by his own High Mage. Me and my friends here were fighting on his side, but I fear we lost."
            "Allaria has fallen?" the pirate captain asked. He was tall and well-formed, with a short blonde beard and brown eyes. His cuirass looked to be fine steel, and his clothes reasonably clean. "Regretful, but how does that affect us?"
            "High Mage Ayesha is even more powerful than myself," Monique said. "It is her ambition to conquer the world, and create an all powerful empire of evil mages. Under her reign, there would be no use for warriors, mercenaries, or pirates."
            "You will all be hunted down by wizards," Cat said. "And they will eat your immortal souls."
            The murmur rose to an uproar at that. Monique cast mischievous eyes on Cat, saying quietly, "Nice touch."
@        "I have my moments."
            "You know, Captain," Carl roared over the crowd, which obligingly quieted. "I have an idea. That is, if you and the other captains are interested in fighting the High Mage Ayesha and gaining royal favor in Allaria."
            Calculating eyes fell on the grinning Tyrian. The looks of consternation of the surrounding pirates and warriors slowly turned to speculation.
            The blonde pirate captain asked, "What's your idea, and will it involve gaining loot?"








 
 
 
Chapter 22

            Rowdy's Roadhouse lay a day's hard march northeast of Allaria, on the shore of Big Cypress Bayou and at the edge of the vast Jar Swamp. Its wide double gate of thick ironwood planks opened onto the well-travelled Swamp Road, running north and south and paralleling the Jar River down to the delta. Barges took most of the goods up and down river, but the smaller Merchant Houses and independent traders still had to use the cheaper road. It was also the chief route for commoners and pilgrims. There were few barbarian Swampmen tribes east of the Jar, and those generally friendly to outsiders by Swampmen standards. In any event, they usually left travelers smart enough to stay on the Swamp Road unmolested.
            King Victor and Queen Sarisse held Court in the common room. Their "thrones" scarred wood chairs, and those in attendance were armed and armored knights and mercenary captains.
            "And how will we be paid, your majesty?" Captain Henrik asked. "And when?"
            King Victor glared at the crafty mercenary captain. He feared if he failed to strike a bargain with his company of heavy infantry, then Ayesha would hire them. Tiger Brigade alone would double his ranks. Only he had no money.
            "You and yours will be richly rewarded after we secure the city," he said levelly.
            "The Royal Treasury has more than enough to adequately compensate everyone who rallies around our cause," Queen Sarisse offered when the mercenary Captain frowned. "And of course, you will be allowed to plunder the rich Noble and Merchant Houses that chose to support the usurper."
            "How long before we attack?" he asked.
            "When we have adequate forces," King Victor said. "So that depends on how long it takes to assemble our host."
            "Even Brajar doesn't have the military forces to take Allaria," the mercenary said at length. "The swamps that protected you for so long now guard the usurper's forces. Unless you have a plan to quickly breach the walls, your cause is doomed to fail."
            Though the king and queen met his gaze steadily, the courtiers and military officers shifted uneasily. It was all the answer he needed.
            Smiling winningly through his dark beard, "Let me think about it, your majesties."
            King Victor stood, "Are you afraid of the sorceress?"
            "You cannot take the city! Everyone knows that," Captain Henrik snapped, covertly checking his route of escape in case the situation degraded further. "I admit with my brigade you'd have more than enough men to take the city, if you could get them all inside quickly, but the swamps will make any attempt on the walls suicidal."
            "Not necessarily," Monique said, stepping through the front door. Cat was one step behind her, scowling at the mercenary Captain. The sorceress gave Henrik a hard look, then, "I'd take service with the Allarian Host if I was you, Captain. The offer I bring will turn the tide."
            "Otherwise, leave," Cat said. "We will not allow you to hear our plans if you are not with us."
            Though everyone, included the king and queen, wanted to hear their offer, it was time for Captain Henrik to decide. He looked Monique and Cat over carefully a moment, then shrugged.
            "I offer the services of Tiger Brigade for three months, or end of hostilities, whichever comes first," he said. "For plunder, and ten crowns copper per soldier and fifteen per officer, per day."
            King Victor winced at the almost obscene pay he asked.
            "Agreed," Queen Sarisse said, fearing her husband would send the desperately needed brigade away. Then forgetting the mercenary Captain, she turned to Monique still standing in the open doorway. "You have an offer for us, warrior?"
            "Not a warrior, your highness, but a powerful sorceress," High Mage Lazarin said. He had moved up behind and between the monarchs when Monique entered. "She is one of the foreign mages Ayesha has been battling of late. High Sorceress Monique of the Amazon Empire, I believe."
            "Very good, High Mage," Monique said, leading Cat across the room to stand before the king and queen. "We can get you inside the city quickly."
            "If your plan is to magically transport soldiers into the city, forget it," Lazarin said. "Ayesha has erected powerful wards against just such a tactic. I believe her powers are being augmented by a god."
            "But of course. I know of Ayesha's alliance with Dirusa," Monique said. She ignored the looks of fear and consternation flashing across the face of the assembled men and women. "That is not our plan. We propose a coordinated attack by the Allarian Host here, and a fleet of pirate dragonships we've already collected."
            "You've arraigned a pirate fleet to aid our cause? Who and what gives you the right to do such a thing?" King Victor asked, eyes narrowing.
            "If you don't approve, we can call off our attack and leave you to rot in this stinking swamp," Cat said.
            "Your assistance is appreciated," Queen Sarisse said, casting dark looks at her husband. "My royal husband is having a bad day, that's all." She gave him a look daring him to contradict her, then continued. "What is your plan to breach the walls? You seem quite confident it will work."
            "We have four objects of power, talismans that are more than sufficient to breach the walls." She threw back her blue wool cloak, "I wear Ashtar's Cuirass, which will protect me from mundane threats while I attack the heart and soul of the rebellion, Ayesha."  Pulling her other talisman out of the purse tied to her belt, "This golden necklace is another talisman that will force anyone within hearing of my voice to obey me without thought. Ayesha will be as helpless against it as you or I. If I succeed, the rebel forces will quickly collapse."
            The looks of fear were being slowly replaced with looks of hope. A quiet murmur rose as men discussed their chances behind such powerful talismans.
            Monique continued, "Our friend, Carl, is with the pirate fleet. He wears Tarhun's Brace, which he will use to shatter the River Gate with magical bolts drawn directly from the God of Storms." The room erupted in muted gasps. The King didn't look too happy upon learning his River Gate would be destroyed. "Carl will then lead the fleet in, using the talisman to shatter King's Isle's gate and lead the pirates directly to the palace."
            King Victor growled, his face becoming darker, but Queen Sarisse reached over and squeezed his forearm to restrain him. Monique paused to study him a second, thinking that his reputation as volatile and unpredictable was well-deserved, and wondering if he was even fit to lead an army, much less a city-state.
            "Cat here," she waved at Cat, silently standing beside her, "carries the Grand Order of Tor Rycell's Sword of Power. It will cut through stone, wood, men, or anything else thrown against us. The Swamp Gate will not stand long against the blade. That's when you lead the Royal Host into the city and liberate it."
            "After the pirates have plundered the Royal Treasury," King Victor said.
            "No they won't," Cat said. "They have been warned against just such a venture. Besides, they are more interested in keeping Allaria open to their kind, and gaining royal favor."
            "We're supposed to believe that?"
            "Believe what you will, but the pirates will attack with or without you. If you choose to reject them, then they will seized the city for themselves," Monique said calmly. "I think we offer you your best option."
            "And how do we know these talismans will perform as well as you claim?" Queen Sarisse asked.
            Monique smiled, "I thought you'd ask that. Cat."
            Cat smiled grimly, pulled the Sword of Power, and walked over to the nearest wall. The power of the sword sent a warm feeling up her arm, and cleared her mind to numerous facts. King Victor suddenly looked frightened, and his Queen appeared equally uncertain. She knew who was in it for the money, and who would turn tail and run at the first sign of determined resistance. And she knew with certainty that not a man, or ten men, present could defeat her in battle while she was armed with the Sword of Power.
            The wall was made of one foot square cypress logs stacked atop each other. Very solid, and all but impenetrable. She hefted the sword high, so everyone could get a good look, then brought it straight down into the wall. The blade passed through the thick timbers effortlessly. Though she had sliced through living trees many times the wall's thickness while practicing with it, the display still impressed even her. Then using the sword, she quickly tore out a good ten foot wide section of wall. It took only seconds and left everyone speechless.
            "Let me see the sword," King Victor said, holding out his hand.
            Cat took one look at him, and knew he wouldn't give it back. Even without the Sword of Power's enhanced comprehension, Monique came to the same conclusion.
            "I think not, your majesty," the sorceress said. "It belongs to us, and will remain so."
            "I am your king!"
            "No, you are not. I'm an Amazon," Monique said. Then giving him a quirky smile to dispel the tension, she said, "And I wouldn't even give it to my empress. It's just too powerful. What you just saw was but a small demonstration of its power."
            "Victor," Queen Sarisse warned when he looked about to stand. Turning to Monique, "Just when do you propose to launch the attack?"
            "In two days at sunrise, your highness," she said. "Unless that is impossible for your host."
            "Interesting. It is our one year wedding anniversary. We can be there," she said, smiling for the first time. She then looked Cat and Monique over with a wary, calculating look. "Now, what is it you want?"
            "Revenge on Ayesha," Monique said. "She killed my sister."
            "I also want nothing but revenge," Cat said, sheathing the sword. "She killed my dearest friend. Taking money would cheapen my deed."
            Monique smiled wide, "Our friend, Carl, is also interested in revenge on Ayesha, but will undoubtedly take whatever catches his mercenary attention."

~ * ~ * ~

            A delicate hand tightened around Danica's arm, startling her out of a fitful sleep.
            "Danica," a soft voice whispered. "It's past midnight."
            "Thank you, my lady," she said.
            Crawling out from under Lady Cassandra's bed deep inside the Royal Palace, Danica stretched and yawned for a moment. Glancing around at her sumptuous surroundings, she again congratulated herself on figuring out a way to avoid Ayesha's sorcerous and mundane searches. The men the sorceress tasked to look for Danica still weren't allowed within the nearly empty women's quarters.
            Queen Sarisse's four ladies-in-waiting were all standing before her in their bedclothes, watching her and the door nervously. All were in their late teens, shapely, and beautiful. They were the daughters of Allaria's noblest families, sent to serve the queen for one year to secure royal favors.
            And they were all Ayesha's prisoners.
            "Did you sleep well?" Lady Alicia asked.
            Danica smiled at her. Of them all, Alicia was the gentlest and most considerate. She now knew why the chestnut-maned beauty was the queen's favorite. Alicia was almost childlike at first glance, with big innocent brown eyes and long shimmering hair. Though petite, her body was enticingly curvaceous. She always reminded Danica of Monique, making her wonder what ever happened to her friends. Were they still locked up in Tanburg? Were they alive?
            "I slept very well, thank you," Danica said.
            "What are you going to do tonight?" Lady Cassandra asked. Her face became eager, "Are you going to kill Ayesha now?"
            Cassandra was the wildest looking of the four women, with tousled dark brown hair and mischievous green eyes. Her body held true to her wild spirit, taking Danica's breath away every time she looked upon her. As Danic, she had actually met her once, before she was sent off to the queen, and knew her to be an outrageous flirt.
            "Don't push her, Cassandra," Lady Michella said. "She's a warrior, let her pick her own time and place. We're safe enough for the moment."
            Michella was the steadiest of all the consorts. Nothing seemed to upset her, at least not outwardly. Her father, the High Admiral of Allaria's small navy, had instilled a strong sense of duty in her. Danica found the tall blonde's calm demeanor and determination reassuring.
            "If the opportunity presents itself," Danica said, which was her usual response to the question.
            "Well, it better present itself fast," Sonya snapped, pale blue eyes flashing. The red-headed lady stared hotly at Danica a moment more, as if waiting for a response. "The city is almost secured and we are to be 'awarded' to Ayesha's favorites for a job well-done when it is."
            Danica became as grim as the other women. They already knew that Ayesha had divided up captured wives, daughters, and consorts of noblemen and rich merchants supporting King Victor. Some were even sent to brothels, to be passed around by the common rebel warriors. A fate the four ladies-in-waiting hoped to avoid.
            "You have my word that I'll do everything in my power to get to her before she gets around to you," Danica said.
            A soft knock on the door sent Danica scurrying back under the bed, and the ladies hurrying over to sit on the bed together.
            "Come in," Cassandra said.
            The door opened and a blonde slave girl hurried in carrying a tray of food. The "midnight snack" Cassandra had requested for herself and her fellow ladies. Danica's breakfast.
            The new slave kept her eyes downcast, not wanting to see the pain and pity in her former mistresses' eyes. Until the day Ayesha usurped the throne, the Amazon warrior had been a sergeant in the Women's Quarters. Their sworn protector. Now she served in a different station in life, that of a slave. It hadn't been an easy slavery, her bruised nude body attested to that.
            "Thank you, Chelsa," Alicia said gently, taking the tray from her trembling hands. "Are they treating you any better?"
            Danica grimaced. The proud Amazon warriors were captured and held with powerful magic. She suspected it was something similar to what Jasgur placed upon her, and that Ayesha reactivated within her to keep her inside the palace. They had to obey their masters, or endure horrendous magical punishment.
            "No, my lady," Chelsa muttered, face flushed. Voice threatening to break, "If there is nothing else you need, I must hurry back to my masters or they'll beat me."
            "When the king ousts the usurper, I will see to it you and the others are taken care of," Michella said. "On my word of honor."
            The slave nodded, then silently departed.
            When the door was safely closed, Sonya cried, "Ayesha is a monster! How could a woman allow another woman to be treated so!"
            "She has no heart," Alicia said.
            "If she does, I'll cut it out," Danica said, crawling out from under the bed.
            The ladies-in-waiting fell into another one of their frequent brooding bouts. They turned away from her as she tore into the cold sausage, cheese, and bread on the platter. It was the one meal she received each day, so she didn't wasted much time in savoring the food. She washed it down with a single glass of watered wine, then only water after that.
            Within fifteen minutes Danica departed the bedchamber. Not saying anything, the ladies-in-waiting watched her leave with worried eyes. She crossed the darkened main parlor to the cold fireplace. The fireplace was a massive white marble affair, intricately carved with twisted rose vines. She twisted a certain rose, causing the back of the fireplace to slide back. Danica ducked under the mantle and was enveloped by pitch black. She pulled a tallow candle out of a pouch hanging from her belt and quickly lit it with flint and steel. After closing the secret door, she started down the narrow, dusty passage.
            Danica stumbled onto the secret passage from King Victor's private audience chamber when a search party looking for her arrived. She’d backed against the lever while placing the wall at her back, for the fight that never occurred. It led straight to the Women's Quarters, with no other exits she could discern. The passage was short, and mostly spiral stairs. The Women's Quarters were on the top two floors of the three story palace, adjoining the throne room. The private audience chamber was on the ground floor, directly under the women's parlor.
            She soon found herself before the secret door into the audience chamber. The distorted voices of people talking in the chamber could be heard. Danica snuffed out the candle, then carefully opened the peephole. Ayesha was sitting on a small mahogany throne, surrounded by ten men and women. They seemed to be all warriors by their clothes. One of the men, to her great surprise, was clearly Vikon. He was tall and exceedingly muscular. His long dark hair was pulled back into a ponytail, and his face painted in a fierce eaglelike pattern. His only armor was a pair of black shoulder plates and a leather harness of straps across his upper body. His leather pants were bright red, as was the sheath holding his sword.
            The men of the Vikon didn't practice magic as a rule, being mostly warriors and mercenaries. Merchants especially liked them, thinking they presented a more frightening deterrence to would-be thieves. Danica knew them to be no better or worse than ordinary mercenaries. However, like Amazons, they were obsessively loyal to their own people. Danica could only assume he was a renegade and traitor to the Vikon.
            She quickly realized they were discussing the situation in the city, and their plans for the immediate future. Danica listened intently for hours, committing every little fact to memory. She especially took note of specific names of nobles and other citizens who aided Ayesha in the rebellion. She digested every bit of information emotionlessly, except when the others called Ayesha "your highness."  It was near dawn before the meeting started to break up.
            "What of the queen's ladies-in-waiting, your highness?" the Vikon, Kylar, asked, taking Danica's breath away. "You promised me Cassandra."
            Danica's, and everyone else's, eyes turned to Ayesha. She toyed with a lock of snow white hair, deep in thought. Her face didn't betray her thoughts.
            "I suppose I could give them away today," she said at last. "We'll gather the off-duty warriors before the palace at midday, and I'll give out the rewards to you and the others. Then we can have a victory feast."
            "Excellent!" Kylar said.
            "Take care of all the details, Kylar," Ayesha said.
            "Yes, your highness," he said, then marched out after being dismissed.
            Danica only paused to close the peephole and light the candle. She hurried back up to the harem. Suddenly nothing mattered except saving the four ladies-in-waiting. Those innocent noblewomen would not be violated and humiliated like Danica had been by the Brajaran knights, and later High Mage Jasgur. Reaching the second floor parlor, she opened the secret door without checking. It was empty and dark.
            Cassandra's bedchamber was closest, so she woke her first. Without telling her why, Danica ordered her to don pants, shirt, and boots. The Lady obeyed without question, knowing it meant she was escaping. While Cassandra dressed, Danica went to wake the others. She soon had them all dressed and waiting in the still dark parlor.
            "My ladies, Ayesha is planning to give you all to her followers today. It is no longer safe for you here."
            "Where are you taking us?" Alicia asked.
            "I can only take you to a door or window, my ladies," she said. "A geas prevents me from leaving the palace."
            "Then we are doomed," Cassandra said miserably. "We are all too well known to walk the streets unrecognized. They will catch us quickly enough."
            "Maybe, maybe not," Danica said. "But if you don't try, you condemn yourselves to slavery just as sure as Ayesha does."
            "We'll try, Danica," Michella said. "And we will succeed, too."
            "We can hide out in a nearby noble's house," Alicia offered hopefully. "Surely Ayesha's men won't search houses they have already chased the occupants out of."
            "Good idea," Danica said, then proceeded to tell them all she heard on the local Noble and Merchant Houses. The women were shocked to hear of Noble Houses supporting Ayesha, barely able to comprehend such treason. However, several abandoned houses were identified as possible safe havens for them, and Danica assigned priorities to each in relation to its proximity to the palace. "Now, remember, keep the hoods of your cloaks pulled over your heads without looking like you're hiding your face. Just act as if you have every right to be walking the streets at this hour, and any roving guards will probably leave you alone."
            "'Probably?' Great," Sonya said, grim-faced.
            With a reassuring smile, Danica turned and led them to the secret door. She led them down to the audience chamber, only to find Ayesha still holding a meeting. Back up the passage they went. Returning to the parlor, Danica began looking for another way out. The main entrance was guarded by ten veteran mercenaries. Finally, she came to the sumptuous Women's Gallery. The gallery overlooked the throne room, with intricately carved alabaster lattice work covering the spaces between.
            While she began breaking a hole in the lattice work, Danica sent the ladies-in-waiting to fetch their bed sheets. They soon had a pile of satin sheets, which Danica started tying together. The ladies-in-waiting alternated between watching Danica tying her tight knots, and the slowly brightening windows of the throne room below, and the harem's main entrance. When Danica was satisfied with her knots, she tossed the satin sheet rope through the hole. Everyone held their breath, waiting for some hidden guard to sound the alarm.
            "If you're discovered before leaving the throne room, throw something through the windows and run like your lives depend on it. I'll try to hold them as long as possible," Danica said. "Lady Cassandra, you go first."
            "Why me?" she asked, suddenly looking apprehensive. "Why not Michella. She's the strong one. She's had sword training even."
            "No reason, but do you consider your own life that much more important than Michella's?" Danica said.
            "Bitch," Cassandra said, grinding her teeth. "I'm sorry. I'm just scared. I'll go first."
            Danica patted her on the shoulder with a smile. She gave Cassandra a few pointers on controlling her rate of descent, and told her to hold the "rope" steady for the others to follow. Surprising Danica, she crawled through the hole and slid down the rope without hesitation.
            "She's a lot braver than she thinks," Danica said.
            "Most people are," Michella said, stepping up to be next.
            Just before Michella slid down, the harem door opened. A voice Danica recognized as Kylar's ordered someone to wake the ladies-in-waiting and bring them to the parlor. Sonya eased the Gallery's door to the parlor shut as Michella dropped to the throne room floor. Danica quickly got Alicia, the one she was most worried about cracking under pressure, over the side and down. As Alicia's feet touched the floor below, angry shouts came from the other side of the door.
            "Hurry," Danica said to Sonya, who scrambled through the hole and took up the rope. "If they discover me up here, take the others straight to the windows and break out."
            Sonya nodded, then dropped quickly.
            Before Danica could begin to climb into the hole and repel down to the waiting noblewomen, someone turned the doorknob into the gallery. Snatching her belt knife, she cut the satin sheet rope and turned to face whoever came through the door. She heard a muffled cry below, then the running feet of the ladies making for the windows. The door opened just as they smashed a window below.
            "Bandu!" Danica screamed to cover the noise, throwing the knife at the startled warrior in the door.
            Pulling her sword, she stepped up and skewered him. Kicking him off her blade, and into the warrior behind him, she gave another battle cry and charged over his prone body. The rasp of swords leaving sheaths greeted her. She kicked, stabbed, and otherwise recklessly attacked everyone present for a few minutes. Then she turned and charged out the main entrance, leaving the main parlor a riot of bellowing warriors.
            The sounds of battle drew warriors like flies to manure. Danica avoided them where possible, otherwise attacking before anyone knew she was there. She left them in such confusion that she could hear different groups fighting each other.
            Heading basically west and north, towards the main entrance and away from the escaping ladies-in-waiting, Danica raced down one hallway, then another, always just ahead of a growing pack of warriors. She knew she couldn't actually leave the palace, but she hoped she could convince her pursuers that she had. At least temporarily. Ayesha and her mage allies would be able to discern the truth, but she hoped to be hiding inside one of the two secret passages she’d discovered since the geas was placed on her.
            Rounding a corner, she spotted the wide stairway to the ground floor and the entrance hall. Redoubling her efforts, she headed for the stairs. She began to slowly pull away. Her pursuers didn't have eye contact on her, so were forced to race about searching each and every room and dark corner. With enough lead she could set it up to look like she left the building.
            Coming out of the hallway, she ran headlong into a group of ten warriors erupting from another hallway and led by the Vikon called Kylar. She bowled three men over, including Kylar, and barely managed to remain on her feet. Winded and leaning heavily against the thick marble balustrade, Danica stared at the surprised men dumbly for a scant second. When one moved to grab her, she kicked him hard in the loins and darted for the stairs.
            Kylar jumped to his feet and met her at the head of the stairs with drawn sword. His hands began glowing hellfire as he chanted a spell. Danica thrust for his face, then changed direction and cut a shallow line down across his unprotected belly. He took only a half step back, then stepped forward before she could recover. The bold move paid off, forcing Danica to recoil and allowing him time to finish his spell and send an eldritch bolt screeching into her side. The bolt slashed across Danica's lower left ribs, opening a deep gash six inches long. With near hysterical fear she swept her sword crossway in a backstroke aimed at his throat. Kylar jumped back, with the blade gouging a deep grove across his shoulder plates on both sides.
            The powerful stroke threw Danica off balance and spinning to her right. Teetering at the edge of the stairs, and fearing the long fall down which would leave her battered and helpless, she pushed off towards the balustrade. She landed on her belly across the thick white marble balustrade and began sliding down. At the end of the long curving stairway, she flew off to fall to the cold marble floor. Kylar and the others, now joined by even more shouting men and women, were charging down after her.
            Holding her bleeding side, Danica forced herself to stand and headed back eastward. Towards the private audience chamber and its secret passage. She could throw a chair through its one window to divert their attention, if she had time.
            Quickly covering the short distance, Danica was in sight of the private audience chamber's door when Ayesha stepped out of it. Skidding to a halt, they stared at each other a second.
            "Danica, at last," Ayesha said with pleasure.
            With Kylar and his group bearing down on her, Danica cried, "You'll never take me alive!"
            With that, she whirled about and attacked her pursuers. A bolt of sorcerous fire from Ayesha grazed her left arm, leaving it numb and the man it hit square in the chest totally paralyzed. Fearing capture, Danica turned and ran into the throne room. Kylar was hot on her heels.
            Danica raced across the chamber straight for the nearest window. At the far end of the chamber she spotted the queen's smaller throne half in the last window. The ladies had used it to smash their way to freedom. Pretending she intended to dive through the window, she cut to the left at the last possible instant and grabbed the long, heavy drapes. Jerking hard, she pulled the gold silk brocade drapes down onto her pursuers. Only Kylar escaped her trap.
            "Nice try," he said, sucking in deep breaths as they both were forced to stop.
            Danica was bracing herself against the wall inside the shallow window niche. She was blocked on both sides by the walls, and the geas denied her the easy way out through the window. The simmering Vikon warrior turned mage blocked her only possible escape route.
            "Don't let her escape, Kylar," Ayesha said, striding across the throne room arrogantly confident. "I have special plans for this little troublemaker."
            Reaching her left hand into her boot top, Danica pulled a throwing dagger. Ayesha paused and Kylar tensed, but instead of throwing it at one of them, she placed its razor sharp edge to her own throat.
            "I will deny you just as Talar did," Danica said with a sneer.
            Ayesha laughed.
            "You don't have it in you to kill yourself," the sorceress said. "You are mine."
            "That's your major weakness, witch," Danica shot back, pressing the blade deeper into her own throat and drawing blood. "You continually underestimate your enemies."
            Danica tensed to jerk the blade across her throat. She felt a certain joy at the pain, knowing that she was spiting Ayesha. Knowing she was escaping the sorceress's unholy wrath, and was struck down brutally.
            Collapsing to the floor, gasping and sobbing in incredible pain, Danica tried frantically to understand what had happened. Her throat wasn't badly cut. She had lost total control of her hands and the blade had fell from unresponsive fingers a second too soon. Ayesha could be heard laughing above her, as if from a distance. As the pain subsided everything came back to her. The geas had stopped her from "escaping."
            "Foolish girl," Ayesha said, and kicked Danica hard in the face. "You can't escape me that way either."  She kicked her again, drawing blood from her nose. "Your death will be so horrible, even Dirusa will cringe!"
            Danica lay sprawled at her feet, clawing at the polished marble floor in a bid to rise. When her eyes cleared enough to see her sword, she reached for it. As her fingers encircled the hilt, Ayesha stepped onto her wrist to hold it in place and stomped down on it with her other foot. Again and again. Danica screamed as she felt bones break and flesh rip apart under the onslaught of that brutal heel.
            While Ayesha brutalized Danica's hand, Kylar dropped to one knee over her and began pounding on her with his fists. The first blows to her back forced the air out of her lungs, leaving her unable to even scream. He beat her relentlessly, taking out his frustrations on her helpless body.
            Jerking her hand back once the sorceress was finished mangling it, Danica held it gently against her breast and curled up into a fetal position beneath the Vikon's rain of fists. Kylar then stopped his beating. She felt drained and helpless, her head spinning out of control. Ayesha stood over her and laughed. Danica was afraid to look up at her captors, so just laid there at their feet trying to fill her tortured lungs.
            Thunder, loud and rolling, blasted into the throne room. The ground shook violently a second, then was followed by more piercing thunder. Ayesha staggered, hand to temple as if in pain.
            "God Magic. We're under attack!" she cried, staring out the window in amazement. "They have the talismans. Kylar, tie the elf bitch up and prepare your men to repulse any attack on the palace."
            Ayesha strode away and leapt out the smashed window as the others rushed to take up their battle positions. Danica was dragged to the dais and quickly bound hand and foot. Kylar left her dazed with one last kick in the head and departed shouting orders. 








 
 
 
Chapter 23

            A cold stiff north wind pushed the sixteen dragonships down the deep, slow moving river. The Jar River was almost one and a half miles wide at Allaria, with shallow cypress swamps on either side. All the ships flew black pirate flags their masts. Most of the ships were lateen-rigged, with only two square-rigged ships. Nearing the city, the ships dropped their sails and removed their masts for battle. Under oar power, they continued on, moving even faster than before. In the half light of dawn, with the rising mists off the river, the long sleek dragonships were nearly undetectable.
            On average, the clinker-built dragonships were seventy-five feet long and sixteen feet wide and rode low in the water. Pirates pulled the long oars, usually fifteen or sixteen sets per ship.
            Carl stood on the foredeck of Captain Figaro's ship in the lead. At ninety feet, The Sea Witch was the largest ship in the pirate fleet. She was twenty feet wide with eighteen sets of oars, and the coxswain manning the steering wheel under her curled tail on the afterdeck. She was the largest dragonship Carl ever set foot upon. Like the lone Amazon dragonship in their little fleet, she was square-rigged. The crew, like their captain, were all tall, muscular, and mostly blonde. They were Thanir raiders, from a mountainous land bordering the sea south of the Amazon Empire and east of the Fire Mountains.
            The Thanir were known to be either hardy mountain men and hunters, or daring seamen. They were of the same stock as the Tyrians. Their homeland a low coastal range of mountains and deep fiords. Most made their living fishing the warm seas. A few were known as fearless pirates and raiders. Though as a whole the Thanir were a friendly people, most lands knew them only as bloodthirsty pirates.
            "There she is, captain," Carl said. Allaria's massive River Gate could now be seen rising out of the thick swirling mists. Signal fires hadn't been lit.  Proof they’d managed to surprise the defenders. They were rowing without the usual drumbeat to keep rhythm, and with the steel grommets wrapped in cloth and furs. "At the first sign they see us, I'll be blasting them to Hel with the talisman."
            "Be sure to take out enough wall to either side of the gate to ensure our safe passage," Captain Figaro said.
            Carl nodded, turning his attention to the silver brace on his left forearm. It continually sent a warm feeling up his arm, a feeling he had almost stopped noticing. He didn't care for using Tarhun's Brace, even thought using magic somehow dishonorable. Tyrians believed men should fight each other face to face with cold steel.
            When they were close enough for him to make out men atop the walls, someone lit the signal fire high atop the River Gate. Carl took a deep breath, then raised his left arm. He didn't have to say or do any more than that. The talisman knew what he wanted, and obliged with an awesome display. A thick, thunderous bolt of purest white energy shot out at the gate. He heard the hard Thanir pirates behind him gasp when he shattered the River Gate within seconds. Sweeping his arm first left of the destroyed gate, then right, he cut off the top half of the wall on both sides for over a hundred paces. No one would be able to contest their entrance into the city.
            The Thanir lifted their swords high and cried out to their gods, Thal and Bandu. There was no God of Pirates. Carl, also, cried out for Bandu to aid him, and forgive his dishonorable use of magic. Then he destroyed the only gate onto King's Isle the moment the dragonship passed into the inner harbor.
            As the Sea Witch led the cheering pirate fleet towards King's Isle, Carl kept pounding the defensive wall around the island. He had reduced most of the visible wall to rubble before they were halfway across the harbor.
            Rising smoke to the east told him the Allarian Host was assaulting the Swamp Gate. He spared a moment to worry about Cat and Monique. Then he spotted something rising up out of the wreckage of King's Isle. A crimson wyvern with massive batlike wings. A small white figure was riding at the base of the wyvern's neck.
            As the great reptile rose higher and higher, its barbed tail slashing irritably, he wondered if Ayesha was making good her escape. He prayed it was so. But his prayers went for naught.
            The wyvern peaked high over the embattled city, roared and spewed fire, then began a steep dive straight at the pirate fleet closing on King's Isle. Carl roared a warning, then began sending thunderous bolts at Ayesha. She controlled the wyvern expertly, avoiding his bolts with seeming ease. Carl screamed in frustration.
            The sorceress streaked overhead, having the wyvern breath fire the length of the Sea Witch. Carl avoided the searing flames by pressing himself close to the dragonhead. The Thanir pirates weren't so lucky. None were killed, but most of their clothes caught fire, as did the ship. Men scrambled about stomping at fires on the burning decks and slapping at their burning clothes, hair, and beards. Carl ripped his cloak off and dunked it into the water before starting to help beat out the fires. Once the fires were under control, he glanced around for Ayesha. Six other dragonships were afire around them. One looked to be sinking.
            Ayesha was still astride the wyvern, casting sorcerous bolts and fire balls at the pirate fleet while the wyvern spewed fire. The dragonships had broken formation, and were trying to escape her onslaught. Most were accomplishing nothing but entangling themselves with each other. Carl winced as two ships accidently rammed a third amidships from opposite sides, cutting the ship in half.
            Taking a deep steadying breath, Carl leveled his arm at Ayesha circling overhead. He silently called forth the powerful bolt, and cut off half of the wyvern's long barbed tail. The beast was caught unawares, and almost lost its rhythm and looked on the verge of plunging into the harbor waters. Somehow Ayesha was able to exert her will over the magical beast.
            He cursed her roundly, and then tried to blast her again.  The sorceress threw a smaller bolt, which was just enough to deflect his.
            Bringing the great wyvern to bear on the Sea Witch, Ayesha started blasting the dragonship with sorcerous bolts. He bellowed in rage while she blasted the ship apart. The Thanir quickly abandoned ship, diving over the side and swimming for their nearest comrades. When she reached it, only Carl remained on the foredeck of the sinking dragonship.
            Shaking his battle-axe at her, "Witch, come face me like a man!"
            Causing her mount to hover over the ship, Ayesha grinned down on him. "But I'm not a man, barbarian."
            Ayesha then sent eldritch fire balls at Carl while the wyvern spewed forth a great torrent of flames. Carl was engulfed.

~ * ~ * ~

            Cat lay between the Allarian monarchs, at the edge of the swamps overlooking the long stone and wood bridge leading to the Swamp Gate. The Allarian Host was lined up behind them on the Swamp Road just out of sight of the defenders, waiting for the order to attack. They had marched long and hard to get there on time.
            Like the king and queen, she now wore a new set of steel half-plate. It was the first time she had even worn plate armor over her arms, and found it irritating. The monarchs also gave her steel greaves and mail leggings to protect her legs. Her steel helmet had a wide nose guard and plates hanging off the back to protect her neck.
            King Victor and Queen Sarisse didn't want their "heroine" getting herself killed before they could properly honor her deed.
            They watched the mist-shrouded gate with rising apprehension as the sky grew lighter and lighter. Carl's attack was to be their signal to assault the city. They could swarm over most of the city by way of the many bridges, but King's Isle sat apart. They needed the pirates to capture it and its strong garrison. Monique was taking care of Ayesha.
            Cat worried about the Amazon sorceress. Monique was powerful, but she wasn't a warrior. From what Monique had told her, though born into a noble Amazon House, Ayesha was a knight-mage from the long dead Tyrasillian Empire and a legendary figure of that bygone age.
            Shaking her head, Cat marveled at the astounding ages of the mages she was fighting with and against. She didn't know how old Lazarin was, but knew Ayesha was at least one hundred twenty years old at the time of the Temple War, which was three hundred forty-five year back. Even Monique admitted to three hundred thirty-eight years. Along with the Empress Jasmine, Ayesha had been one of the chief architects of the rebellion that established the Amazon Empire fifty-two years after the Temple War. Though she suspected she did, Cat could never find the courage to ask Monique if she had participated in the Liberation.
            Thunder jerked Cat out of her reverie. Before the second wave of thunder rolled through, Cat was racing back to her waiting horse. Jumping into the saddle, she spurred the big black gelding forward, trailed by the king and queen. The Allarian Host surged forward with a rousing battle cry.
            Halfway across the bridge the first fire arrows shot overhead toward the Swamp Gate. The defenders seemed confused, racing back and forth atop the battlements. They were pointing in three different directions. Cat smiled, feeling that for once everything was going according to plan.
            The first arrows from the defenders ricocheted off her steel helmet and shoulder plates as she reined up before the massive oaken gate. Pulling the Sword of Power, Cat paused as the sword's magic ran warm and tingling up her arm. Standing in the stirrups, she swept the enchanted blade through the upright timbers high over her head. Hewing through the iron hard timbers, she dropped out of the saddle and attached the gate low. Finally, she hacked effortlessly through the cross timbers holding the gate together and jumped back as they collapsed in a pile. Great battle cries erupted from both sides as two armies surged towards the breach. Cat charged through the broken gate as much to avoid being trampled as to take the fight to the rebels.
            The fire arrows had done their job well, leaving the upper parts of the gate tower burning as well as several roofs just inside the walls. Thick smoke obscured everyone's vision, but aided the attackers the most since they were just trying to drive through the resistance and sweep through the city.
            The din of battle was deafening. Bugles blared and drums rolled, intermingled with whinnying horses, shouted commands, and bellowed battle cries. Cat had never fought in an actual battle before, only a few skirmishes. If it wasn't for the steadying effects of the Sword of Power, she'd have been dumbstruck by the confusion of shifting shapes and horrified screams of dying men. Instead the Tor Rycell Sword of Power gave Cat a clear view of the battlefield even through the choking smoke.
            She could see the terror in the defending ranks, while the Allarian Host was exuberant and confident. The king and queen were out of sight, leading their troops through the streets of the Big Isle and toward the docks opposite King's Isle. The plan was for the king to commandeer any ships and boats found and cross over to link up with the pirates for the assault on the palace. They also wanted to keep pirate looting down to a minimum. Queen Sarisse was commanding the forces securing the rest of the city.
            A blast of bugles and drums announced Tiger Brigade charging through the shattered gate. Tiger Brigade was the trailing element of the Host. Cat permitted herself a grin of satisfaction. They had done it.
            The flapping of wings caught her attention. She looked up hoping to see Monique high above heading for King's Isle and her contest with Ayesha, astride her great grey warhawk. Suddenly, a giant dragonlike beast with leathery batwings streaked by a bare twenty feet over the battling warriors. Ayesha was astride it.
            The wyvern sent a torrent of searing flames into the mercenaries running through the gate. Men screamed in agony as they were consumed by hellfires. The wyvern swept its horned triangular head back and forth, spewing fiery death all about. Men and women of both sides died horribly.
            "Ayesha!" Cat screamed. "You craven whore! Come down and fight!"
            Even above the din of battle Cat's challenge carried to the sorceress. Ayesha turned to look down on the armored warrior woman. Balling up her fist, she pointed at Cat's chest and spoke a Word of Power. A screeching bolt shot out at the bravo. Cat saw it coming and instinctively drew the sword before her. The bolt was deflected off the Sword of Power, surprising both women.
            "Craven witch! Come down here and face me," Cat called out.
            Ayesha smiled, then lightly kicked the wyvern, "Kill."
            The wyvern gave a high-pitched roar and deftly turned about to face Cat. Spewing fire, it shot down at her in an instant. Surprised by the speed of the attack, Cat dived straight ahead to avoid the hellfires and rolled to her feet. Talons even bigger than a warhawk's reached for her. Swinging the Sword of Power she severed the beast's right front leg. She dropped back to the cobblestones to avoid its hind legs reaching for her.
            Cat leapt to her feet and turned to face Ayesha's next attack. The wyvern struggled in pain to rise, Ayesha astride it furiously shouting commands. The magical beast barely missed crashing into the gate tower. Clearing the burning battlements by inches, it pounded its wings and slowly turned in a wide circle to face the waiting bravo. Cat watched with growing apprehension. The Sword of Power showed her that she would lose any lengthy battle with the sorceress and wyvern, but she had no way of striking at them from a distant. Besides, if Ayesha was here fighting Cat, then she wasn't available to command her army or harass the loyalist forces.
            She watched as Ayesha took her mount up to a height of one hundred feet over the island, then ordered the wyvern to dive. Cat felt a terrible need to run. The wyvern roared and began beating its powerful wings, streaking down at Cat with ever increasing speed. Cat was no longer able to even think of running, she was frozen in place by sear terror.
            A warhawk roared and streaked across Cat's field of view. Talons extended, the mighty bird of prey struck the magically created wyvern. They tumbled in screeching, roaring battle for barely a second, but left blood, scales, and feathers flying all about. As suddenly as they struck, they separated and flew away in opposite directions.
            Looking after the warhawk, Cat spotted Monique astride it. Before she could rejoice, Ayesha shot bolt after sorcerous bolt at her retreating enemy. Monique threw up her shields in time, but Cat could see that each bolt penetrated deeper and deeper. Then with a clever feign, Monique avoided Ayesha's attack and sent her bird into another dive. Cat lost sight of her friend behind the surrounding buildings, but she soon appeared passing overhead in a thunder of beating wings.
            The warhawk proved itself to be faster and more maneuverable, evading the wyvern's fire and driving up to attack its underbelly. Again, both beasts fought briefly in a frenzy of flashing talons, beating wings, and shrill roars. This time, though, both sorceresses were ready. Eldritch bolts shot out in all directions as the two beasts rolled in the air. Fires erupted all over the island from their sorcerous battle high above.
            Cat screamed as a bolt struck Monique. As the sorceress sagged, the warhawk broke free and beat a hasty retreat. It dropped low, flying barely above the water and heading straight at Cat. Ayesha followed, casting bolts of blue energy at them. Both beasts were barely ten feet off the ground when they reached the small island, forcing the fighting mercenaries to all dive for cover. They soon vanished out over the swamp, only to return within seconds from the north. As they raced towards her just above the wide plaza on Swamp Island, Cat ran forward with sword raised.
            She let the warhawk pass overhead, then jumped as high as she could and swung her sword at the wyvern. The razor-edged enchanted blade ripped the reptile's belly open from throat to bobbed tail. With a shrill roar and a flash of flame, Ayesha's mount crashed into a tavern.
            Not pausing to relish her small victory, Cat hurried over to finish Ayesha off. Leaping through the smashed facade, she ran up the dead wyvern's scaly back shouting for Ayesha to show herself. But the sorceress was nowhere to be found in the burning building.
            Hacking at the empty saddle in frustration, Cat screamed.
            "Looking for me?"
            Cat turned to see Ayesha standing in the bright hole where the wyvern plowed through. She looked battered and bloody, her once crisp white battledress sooty and torn and blood-stained. Her nose was bleeding freely and her left arm looked stiff. In her right hand was a sword, its blade alit with unholy fire.
            "At last," Cat said low, presenting her blade.
            Both women charged forward, meeting in a crash of enchanted steel, while surrounded by a now roaring fire. Within seconds Ayesha asserted herself. Cat found her to be even faster and more cunning than Danica. Only her new armor saved her from the sorceress's wicked bladework. Even the Sword of Power's sensory enhancement wasn't helping her. Indeed, it was telling her to retreat.
            Ayesha slipped on some blood. Cat darted in and thrust for her throat. Ayesha threw up her left arm, deflecting the blade slightly. Both women could feel the sharp blade grating across the bone. Cat deftly altered the blade's direction, cutting a deep line across the sorceress's left cheek from nose to ear, then split the ear. Ayesha cried out in agony, dropped low and kicked her leg around to sweep Cat's feet away.
            "I'll flay you alive!" Ayesha cried, throwing herself at Cat.
            She drove the weakening bravo across the burning tavern with a series of cunning jabs and feigns, and bone jarring cuts. Staggering back, Cat soon fell through the one window still intact. Out in the bright street again, she tried to turn and run but Ayesha drove into her with a mad bloodlust in her eyes.
            Sweeping Cat's blade aside, Ayesha stepped inside her guard and fleshed her sword deep into Cat's left shoulder. Cat screamed. Ayesha released her hilt and seized Cat's sword hand. With an expert blow, she shattered the bravo's wrist and pulled the Sword of Power from her grasp. Then with a swift kick to the jaw, she left Cat sprawled in the street unconscious.
            Raising the Sword of Power high, "Monique! Come face me now, coward!"
            She was answered by the roar of a warhawk from behind. Turning, she saw the great bird racing towards her, Monique sitting hunched over with both arms extended. Ayesha didn't have time to erect a shield, so dived to the ground. Razor sharp talons tore long ragged gouges down her back, but failed to seize her. Dazed by the pain, she rolled onto her back and looked around through tear-filled eyes. Blinking away the tears, she spotted Monique wheeling just above the Big Isle for another attack.
            "Die!" Ayesha cried, clasping both hands together to summon Dirusa's power. She spoke a Word of Power and a thick black bolt shot out. The warhawk exploded in a ball of blood, entails, and feathers. "Ha! Take that, you strutting tramp!"

~ * ~ * ~

            For the first time in her eternal life, Maag felt the pressure of time. Standing atop the peak of a great snow-crowned mountain, she was but seconds ahead of her pursuers, five gods who had everything to lose if they didn't catch her in time. Likewise, she had everything to lose, and fought back with equal desperation. If only she had one of her allies by her side, either Bandu or Ashtar. Together, their powers would be greater than Garn and the Four Sisters combined.
            But Ashtar was lost, stripped of her Godheads and imprisoned in Dirusa's realm forever. Even if Dirusa's faction lost, she could see no way to reclaim the beautiful Goddess of War and Adventure. Dirusa was just too powerful.
            She felt their presence just half a second before their arrival. Aroo and Basnoon cried out in joy to finally see their embattled prey. Garn, Symona, and Zymar would be there within seconds, and Maag captured unless she escaped quickly.
            Dirusa still blocked her way to her personal realm and since her escape from the Council chamber Dirusa had erected a cunning barrier to stop her return to heavens. The latter barrier wasn't as powerful as the one guarding her personal realm, but in her present predicament she didn't have the luxury of time needed to work her way through or around it. She had the run of the world, but her powers were greatly diminished on the mortal coil. Any one of the Four Sisters were now her equal in magical power, and probably physically stronger. Like Garn, the Four Sisters were warriors, though usually timid ones around other gods, but now they smelled blood.
            Casting about for a safe haven, she felt an odd repulsion from a tiny island. Strange she should feel compelled to look elsewhere. Then an idea formed. If the island could compel her to ignore it, then it would do the same to her pursuers. It was her safe haven.
            Feigning a transport straight through the world to Zahari, she changed direction near the core and streaked back up toward the island. Finding herself on a rock-strewn beach, she looked around for enemies. Seeing only brown rock, she reached out carefully with her senses. All her pursuers were in Zahari, and appeared confused.
            "Finally," she sighed, relaxing for the first time in days.
            An agonized moan almost sent her racing away from the island. A tiny movement to her right, deep within a jumble of boulders, then a flash of refracted light. It took her a second, but she came to realize she was looking at the butt end of a blue crystal shaft. Threading her way through the boulders, she found Bandu bound in silver. Godsbane was buried deep in his breast, piercing his heart.
            "Bandu!" she cried, stepping toward him.
            Too late she noticed the warning signs of approaching gods. Garn appeared between her and Bandu, smiling grimly in his hard-earned victory. The Four Sisters closed the noose around her.
            "How sweet," Garn sneered. "The lovers finally reunited."
            "I think they should spend eternity in agony together," Zymar said. "Let's leave her impaled on Godsbane."
            Maag gaped at Garn, then glanced at Bandu. If she could free him, they might prevail, but he was chained in silver, which was magically neutral to the Arisen. Silver only answered elven magic. And one of the powers of Godsbane was to sap the strength of a god it impales.
            "Seize her," Garn ordered.
            The Four Sisters moved without hesitation. Maag took a fighting stance, prepared to sell herself dearly. As she braced her legs, her foot hit Bandu's great battle-axe. Though she knew nothing of axe fighting, she snatched it up and presented it. The Four Sisters hesitated.
            "Bah! Stand back," Garn growled, disgusted with their cowardice. "I'll take care of her."
            Maag whirled on him, swinging the battle-axe in a great arch at his head. Garn easily side-stepped, laughing at her clumsy attempt. But he hadn't reckoned on her cleaving the silver chain binding Bandu's right wrist.
            In a flash, Bandu jerked Godsbane from his own chest and hurled it at Garn. The God of Beast was caught unaware, taking the lance in his lower back. With a cry of joy, Maag began hacking at the other chains imprisoning her lover. The Four Sisters rushed her, but were too late.
            With a flung arm, Bandu took out two of the goddesses, then backhanded Aroo near to unconsciousness. Maag, invigorated with new confidence, buried the battle-axe in Basnoon's belly.
            "Well met, my love!" Bandu cried joyfully. Then turning to Garn, "Now I repay this craven for what he has wrought."
            Garn was just pulling the lance free when Bandu seized it. With a powerful push and savage twist, Bandu impaled Garn and raised him high in the air. With a wild battle cry that sent all the Four Sisters fleeing the island, he smashed his rival to the ground. Without a mortal to wield the silver chains, he had no way of imprisoning the God of Beasts as he had been.
            So grabbing Garn by his shaggy mane, and wrapping a tender arm around Maag, "To Council, and battle!"
            They found the gods besieging Dirusa's realm. She was trapped inside, as unable to leave as they were to enter. Most seemed to think this adequate punishment, wanting to do the same to her allies as well, but Bandu would have none of it.
            "Ashtar must be released and restored."
            When the other gods protested and pleaded with him to listen to reason, he turned a cold shoulder to them and prepared to launch his own assault in Dirusa's realm. He would tear it to pieces, and take all the other realms with him, if need be.
            "There is a way," Maag said. "She can only hold us off because she has so many popular Godheads. If we desecrate all altars to her, and re-consecrate them to you..."
            "Then she will be but a godling against a super god," he finished, nodding. "Let's do it."
            Bandu's faction of Council quickly agreed to help seize all of Dirusa's and Ashtar's temples from Dirusa's priesthood. Bandu would send his own priests to consecrate the altars to himself. Two rival factions agreed to not oppose them, but only if certain concessions were agreed upon. In the end, it was agreed to by all that Ashtar would be reinstated as Goddess of War and Adventure, Bandu would give up his stolen altars, and Dirusa's cabal would be censured only. The balance would be preserved.
            With the active participation of most of the Arisen, the deed of desecrating and consecrating altars was quickly done. As he prepared to attack, Bandu noted the distrust and wariness in his fellow gods. No one, especially not a god, trusted such irresistible power. Priests from rival factions stood by to desecrate all his stolen altars the moment he succeeded, or attempted a coup of his own.
            "I am ready," Bandu said.
            Maag nodded, then she and ten other Arisen launched their assault on the barrier protecting Dirusa's realm. Giving them time to tie up Dirusa's attention, he attacked from the rear. Even with his newfound powers and Dirusa's loss of the same, it was tough going. The defensive position is always the easier to fight. It took longer than he thought, but soon enough he was within Dirusa's realm. He found her sitting on her Throne of Blood.
            "Beware, Bandu, you are inside my realm. I am supreme here," Dirusa warned, slipping off her throne and edging away.
            "Where is Ashtar?"
            "Somewhere you'll never find her," she spat.
            "With my enhanced powers, and your weakened powers, we face each other as equals in power," Bandu said. "Outside of this realm you are but a godling. Give me Ashtar, or I will take you to the mortal realm and have you slapped in silver and imprisoned as I was. How would you like to spend an eternity with Godsbane thrust through your foul heart?"
            With that, Bandu thrust the spike atop his battle-axe deep into her belly.
            "Silver is like cold fire," he said. "It's a lot worse than cold steel. Think on that."
            "I yield!" Dirusa cried, waving her hand at the Throne of Blood.
            The blood splashed to the flagstones, revealing Ashtar curled up inside. Kicking Dirusa off his axe, Bandu rushed to her sister and swept her up. With a last baleful glance back, he vanished.
            Ashtar was taken straight to the Hall of Valor, where Bandu ordered her altars re-consecrated to her. The rush of magical power revived her.
            Bloody and confused, Ashtar sat up and looked around the Hall of Valor. Countless worried eyes looked back.
            "What happened?"
            Bandu sighed heartily, then grinned. "We defeated Dirusa's faction, again. And I won the bet."
            "Dirusa defeated?" she asked, frowning in thought. Then her face lit up in outrage, "Not fair! You can't expect me to honor that wager!"
            "Want to bet?" Bandu laughed. "Saddle up, sister mine. The war isn't over, and I want to watch close up."








 
 
 
Chapter 24

            The battle for Allaria raged, its rising din echoing through the throne room. As yet, the attacking forces hadn't reached the palace, but already the defenders looked worried. They could expect no mercy, and would be lucky to die in battle. If captured, few could expect a swift death.
            Danica lay before the ornate throne curled up in the fetal position, except for her arms bound behind her back. Her right eye was swollen shut, and her nose felt as if it were broken. She had several loose teeth. Though her back ached terribly, she knew that none of the ribs were broken. Her worst injury was her mangled, bleeding sword hand. All the fingers and most of the small bones of the hand were broken.
            When Ayesha strode in, looking battered by triumphant, Danica glared at her with her good eye. The sorceress noticed and smiled. She stepped up to Danica and paused, looking thoughtful as she caressed the crimson Capture Stone on a chain around her neck, holding Talar and Maeve. Shrugging, she tossed two clear white Capture Stones on the floor. Saying a pair of Words of Power, she caused Carl and Cat to seemingly leap out of the crystals and lay beside Danica.
            Cat was beaten and bloody, moaning softly at Ayesha's feet. She had a nasty looking wound in her shoulder that was still bleeding slowly. Carl lay deathly still. He was horribly burnt and blistered, probably disfigured. Danica felt the bile rise at the sight of him. Felt her eyes sting with tears at the horrible pain he must have endured.
            "I thought you and your friends might like to die together," Ayesha said. "The last of them should be here shortly."
            "You won't get away with this," Danica said through split, swollen lips. "You've lost. I can hear the fighting coming closer."
            "I may not win this battle, but I'll surely win the war. However it turns out, you and your meddlesome friends will all die here today."
            Danica looked at her friends. Both had followed her unselfishly. All they had wanted was to help her. She literally asked them to join with her, to help her.
            "Kill me, but leave them alone," Danica said beseechingly. "I'm the one in Taara's body, the one you really want to hurt. They don't mean anything to you."
            "But they mean everything to you. That's enough for me."
            Danica, exhausted and battered, slumped, lowering her head back to the bloody rug. Her brief exchange hadn't yielded anything useful, only sapped what little strength she still possessed. Ayesha's promises of eternal slavery and torment looked inevitable now. Worse, her friends would also be condemned, just because it amused the sorceress to hurt her by the act.
            "You are evil."
            Ayesha laughed heartily. "Of course I'm evil. I serve an evil goddess."
            The spiteful laughter stung Danica deeply, bringing hot tears to her good eye.
            "A goddess who is too afraid to show her ugly face now! Where is your craven goddess!"
            Ayesha kicked her hard in the face. "Don't you dare speak of Dirusa so!"
            "Goddess of Cowards!"
            Pulling the Sword of Power, she raised it to strike. Danica locked eyes with her. Ayesha saw no fear, only acceptance and maybe a little joy.
            "You're trying to provoke me into giving you a quick death," she said, lowering the enchanted blade.
            A bolt of energy struck Ayesha hard. She was knocked off the dais and to the floor. Monique scrambled through the shattered window while Ayesha was still dazed. Danica's heart leapt with joy at seeing her friend alive and striking their hated enemy down. And wearing Ashtar's Cuirass.
            Monique froze upon seeing her friends on the dais. She looked horrified as her eyes went from one to the other.  Ayesha suddenly moved.
            "Watch out!" Danica cried.
            A thrown dagger struck Monique squarely in the chest, point first between the swell of her bosom. Ashtar's Cuirass absorbed the dagger in a blur of light and a sucking sound. Monique looked surprised, and then smiled.
            Ayesha growled low, rising to her feet while holding her side. Both sorceresses crouched as they stared at each other, hands starting to glow. That static feeling of unseeable, but powerful magicks covered Danica as they began to circle. Monique looked to be the healthier of the two, though she was just as bloody and scorched as Ayesha. But all knew Ayesha to be far more powerful. Danica prayed Ayesha was as drained as she was battered.
            Suddenly the throne room felt like the eye of a tornado, with furniture and glass shards and burnt tapestries flying all about in a blur. Lightning erupted in waves of head-splitting thunder, and demons danced and shrieked at the edge of reality. Danica watched in awe as the sorceresses fought on levels she couldn't comprehend. Fought on levels she didn't want to see or understand. Ayesha seemed to be taking a battering, while Monique's enchanted armor protected her, at least from the swirling debris. In the background, the din of mundane battle drew closer and closer.
            After a few minutes it appeared Ayesha was becoming desperate. Her shoulders were sagging and she was looking haggard. Glancing out the window, Danica could see the first elements of the Allarian forces pushing into the plaza before the palace. If Monique could only hold out a little longer the Court Mages would be there.
            "The king's army is here!" Danica cried triumphantly.
            Both women stopped and glanced at the window. Ayesha looked ashen; Monique's face glowed with pleasure and relief. Suddenly, Ayesha charged her foe brandishing the Sword of Power. Monique tried to stop her with magic, but everything she did was countered by Ayesha. Nothing slowed her mundane attack.
            Ayesha drew dangerously close to Monique.  The Amazon sorceress was no fighter, and Danica wasn't sure if Ashtar's Cuirass would turn the Sword of Power.  Apparently, Monique had her doubts, and turned to run. Ayesha threw the Sword of Power at her. Battered and exhausted, her throw was off, but not by much. The sword hit Monique hilt first at the base of the neck. The sorceress was staggered. Ayesha easily caught up with her and kicked her feet away. Grabbing up the Sword of Power, she stood over Monique with the blade poised to strike at her unprotected neck.
            "You will die first, Monique."
            "NO!" Danica cried.
            When Ayesha hesitated, Monique drove a heel into her shin and rolled away. The blade's point clanked on the marble floor a second too late, but Monique proved too slow to escape. Again her feet were kicked away. Then Ayesha kicked her brutally in the temple, leaving her stretched out on the floor stunned and helpless and clawing at the floor.
            Danica wiggled to the edge of the dais, then hurled herself headfirst down the steps. When she hit the floor she rolled head first and came up onto her feet. With her feet still tightly bound, she hopped at Ayesha who was preparing to kill Monique. Danica plowed into her and sent them both sprawling atop Monique.
            Rolling to her back, Danica kicked at Ayesha, landing several solid hits. Livid, the sorceress stood over her and raised the sword high. When the sorceress brought the sword down in a savage blow at her chest, Danica kicked up with her bound feet. The blade parted the ropes binding her ankles and buried itself low and deep in her right thigh. Kicking the sorceress in the knee with her left foot, Danica rolled away.
            "I'm going to carve you up, bitch," Ayesha said through clenched teeth.
            No longer caring about the pain, Danica pulled and jerked relentlessly at the ropes binding her wrists. She could feel them slowly loosening. Her right leg absolutely did not want to cooperate, preferring to scream in agony. An agony that echoed through her body with every step. Each step required enormous concentration and self-control to keep the leg from buckling.
            Ayesha cut at Danica's throat, then kicked her square in the chest when she avoided the sword. Danica fell back onto the dais's steps. The sorceress placed a booted foot on her chest, holding her down.
            Almost free of the bindings, Danica glared defiantly at Ayesha. She seemed to be savoring her victory. Danica did a quick inventory. Her sword hand was mangled beyond use, her right leg was all but useless, and she had several angry wounds all threatening to steal her consciousness with their fiery pain. Ayesha had a relatively healthy body in comparison, a sword, and powerful magicks at her disposal. If only Danica had some magic to use. Then she saw the Capture Stone around Ayesha's neck. And remembered.
            Danica remembered that whoever held a Capture Stone occupied by a magic-user could wield that mage's magic if they only knew the proper Words of Power to trigger the pre-cast spells. In her mind's eye she could recall both Maeve and Talar casting magic, saying their Words of Power. Especially one particularly gruesome spell to one such as Danica.
            A loud cheer erupted from the plaza outside the palace, catching Ayesha's attention a scant second. Danica jerked with all her strength, tearing skin, and pulled her hands free. Twisting her body to the right, she hooked her right arm around Ayesha's leg and pulled her off her feet. She landed beside Danica with a startled cry.
            Scrambling atop Ayesha, Danica grabbed hold of the Capture Stone and slapped her mangled right hand on the sorceress's chest. Speaking what she hoped was the correct Word of Power, Danica tensed. 
            "Uggh!" Ayesha cried, eyes huge.
            Danica felt a sudden surge of energy flow from Ayesha into herself. It felt like a tidal wave, threatening to overwhelm her. Ayesha could only gasp helplessly and stare at her in astonishment. Danica held on, fearing the energy would soon consume her in a fiery death because she didn't understand how to control or store it. Still, she held on tenaciously as darkness took her because she knew Ayesha would also die, and her friends would be safe.

~ * ~ * ~

            "Danica," Monique said, shaking her. "Wake up."
            "I'm alive?"
            "Of course you are," she said, chuckling. "How did you do it?"
            "Do what?"
            "Kill Ayesha. She's dead."
            Blinking, Danica turned to look at the still form beside her. Then she noticed they were surrounded by men and women. She recognized the King and Queen, and their new High Mage.
            Suddenly sitting up, "Are Cat and Carl all right?"
            "The barbarian is in pretty bad shape," the High Mage said, looking over his shoulder. "The woman will live."
            "Save him!"
            "It would take too much energy, and the city isn't secured yet," High Mage Lazarin said.
            "He saved your bloody city, now save him!"
            "I'll do it," Monique said. "But I'll need more energy."
            Several of the surrounding men and women backed a step, round-eyed. Danica clenched her teeth at that. Ungrateful bastards, won't give a thing to help those who risked everything to save their worthless hides. If only she hadn't killed Ayesha, Monique could've drained her energy to save Carl.
            "You can take some of mine," Danica said. "When I stole Ayesha's energy it replenished my supply or however it works." She suddenly looked bitter, "I only wish I knew how to store it so you could use it."
            "You stole Ayesha's energy? How? You don't know magic," Monique said.
            Danica held up the hand still clutching the crimson Capture Stone.
            "I used the Capture Stone Talar and Maeve are trapped inside. I remembered seeing Maeve draining a captured warrior, and the Word of Power she muttered doing it. It worked."
            Monique squealed with delight, clapping her hands, "That's great. Can I have the energy?"
            "I lost it."
            "Nonsense, Maeve's spell you tapped would automatically store it for you." She paused, closing her eyes. Chanting, she probed Danica magically, searching for the stored energy. "It's there. Not as much as I'd hoped, but it's still there."
            "Take it, take all of it."
            In an instant, Monique's index finger was on Danica's forehead. She felt the flow again, this time going out to the sorceress at a more controlled rate.
            Pulling her finger away, Monique winked, "You're injuries aren't life threatening. Both Carl and Cat are in a lot worse shape, so I'll heal them first."
            "I understand, just hurry."
            The room grew deathly quite as Monique hurried to Carl and knelt beside him. She closed her eyes and began chanting softly, tracing runes in the air above him. Then, still chanting, she placed both hands on him. Carl's body tensed. Her hands began glowing, then Carl began glowing. The crowd gasped, several making hand signs against evil, as the glow faded and left Carl whole again, though his skin still had a bright pinkish tint and his beard and hair were half burnt away. Looking gaunt, Monique then crawled over to Cat.
            She rolled Cat over onto her back and began stripping away the heavy armor. Two knights knelt to help her, and the task was soon done. She ripped the simple gray tunic open to reveal the wound. It was worse than Danica had suspected, blood frothing with her every breath.
            Punctured lung, she thought.
            This time Monique only placed one hand atop the wound and began her chanting. Her hand glowed for a moment, for a second bright red blood flowed alarmingly out of the wound in a thick stream before the glowing faded. 
            "Stop! She's bleeding to death!" Danica cried.
            "No," Monique said, breathing heavily now.  "I just purged her lung of the suffocating blood."
            The sorceress cast another spell, and caused the wound to close. Monique relaxed, pulling her hand away to reveal smooth unscarred flesh underneath. Cat face looked placid now, so Danica could relax.
            "I'm afraid I'm too spent to help you right now," Monique said almost sadly. "Though not life threatening, your injuries are rather deep and extensive."
            "I'm satisfied," Danica said, laying back.
            "It's a shame your old body was killed. I could transfer you over a lot easier than healing that body," Monique said wistfully, plopping down beside her.
            Danica sat back up. "Who says it was dead? It was still alive when Ayesha brought me here the other day. She wanted Taara real bad. Maybe she hasn't killed it."
            "Where would she keep it?"
            "It was in the dungeons, in a cell."
            Looking up at the king, "Retrieve his body, please. Consider it my reward for helping you."
            King Victor grinned, "So be it! Guards, go fetch this body."
            Several men in Palace Guard uniforms started for the door, then paused. Their sergeant asked, "How do we recognize it?"
            Danica gave them a brief description, and admonished the guards not to mishandle it. While waiting, Carl and Cat regained consciousness, sitting up and looking around in confusion. Carl caused a ruckus when he spotted Danica, and thought no one was helping her, but after hearing their plans, he quieted down. Then he noticed his beard missing, and started bellowing all over again. Cat consoled him a second, then hurried over to kneel beside Danica, dabbing a damp cloth at her face to clean away the blood.
            Monique ignored them, instead taking the Capture Stone over to one side. She spent the time studying the crystal.
            "Can you save them?" Danica asked.
            "I can't save Maeve, since I don't know the Word to make the stone release her," Monique said.  "But I know the spell Talar, I mean my sister used to put her essence inside the stone. I'll need a body to transfer into."
            "Not mine," Danica said, scrunching her face.
            The Palace Guard returned, carrying Danic's limp body. It was dripping wet and looked rubbed raw in a few places. At first Monique was confused as to why the Guards would wash it first, then the vision of a soulless body lying in its own filth came to her mind's eye unbidden. With a silent prayer for small favors, Monique hurried over to examine the body as it was deposited beside Danica, shoulder to shoulder.
            "Here it is," an Amazon mercenary said, leering at the soulless body. She winked at Danica, "Cleaned it myself."
            "Thanks," Danica said as she looked it over for injuries.
            "Healthy enough, all things considered," Monique said at length. "I'm afraid you'll find it a bit stiff from disuse, though. Nothing I can do about that."
            "I just want it back," Danica said, her good eye flashing in excitement.
            Danica looked upon her male body with hungry eyes. There was nothing she wanted more than to be returned to that body. Immediately. And good riddance to Taara's curvaceous, but battered, body. She just wished she could be rid of all the memories, especially the ones involving her slavery in Tanburg.
            "Why so grim?" Cat asked. "Isn't this what you want?"
            "Yes! Gods, don't misread me now. I was just thinking back on my short time as a woman. Gods forbid that should ever happening to me again."
            Monique knelt between Danica and the soulless body of Danic of Drakehorn. "Relax, Danica, and close your eyes. It'll take just a second to transfer you."
            Glancing up, Danica smiled her thanks and did as ordered. Monique softly chanted the long forbidden spell, the one used on Danic of Drakehorn almost a year ago in Elfhaven. She chanted the spell, then set the Word of Power, before opening her eyes. Danica was relaxed, a tiny smile playing on her swollen lips. The male body was limp and slack-faced, eyes open but unseeing.
            Danica waited impatiently, but with a heart full of joy. Her friends were all alive and reasonably healthy. She was getting her old body back. She would be a man again! Be Danic of Drakehorn, Knight of the Royal Order of the Eagle, and adventurer.
            She felt Monique's soft hand touch her forehead, then felt the now familiar disorientation. Suddenly all the piercing pains of her battle ravaged body were gone, replaced by a dull aching, the pain and stiffness of muscles and joints long idle. Danic sat up, rubbing his hands over his old body. He flexed his muscles, feeling the strength, though diminished from neglect and imprisonment.
            "You did it. I'm back," he said.
            Monique smiled. "Welcome back, Danic."
            Danic grabbed her tightly and kissed her full on the lips, most enthusiastically. 
            "If there's anything, anything at all, you ever want or need, just ask. If I don't have it, I'll get it for you. Anything."
            Monique suddenly grew serious. "Honestly?"
            "Yes."
            "Then I ask you not to seek vengeance on Taara, or to allow anyone else to seek vengeance."
            Danic hesitated, then smiled. "As you wish, my friend. All is forgiven."
            Massive hands seized Danic's shoulders, hauling him to his feet. Carl bellowed with joy, throwing thick arms around him and laughing, but Danic slipped free with a clever move, stepping back a pace.
            "The last time you hugged me, you kissed me, you oversexed barbarian," he said, keeping Carl at arm's length.
            "Please, Danic," Carl cried. "Give an old warrior some small credit. I like women."
            "But I like men," Cat said, slipping up beside Danic. She stopped to run bright eyes over his half-naked body. "And you are quite a striking example of manhood, if I'm any judge."
            Danic slipped an arm around Cat's waist. "Thank you, Cat. You're quite a beauty yourself."
            "As I recall, you promised me a night of wild pleasure," she said mischievously. "In fact, you promised to make me scream all night long.  If I remember right."
            "A debt of honor we are sure he's eager to repay," King Victor said quickly, assuming his most regal demeanor. "However, before anyone starts celebrating, we would like to thank you all for your assistance in regaining our throne. We will be eternally grateful."
            "If there is anything we can do for you, just ask," Queen Sarisse said, almost as haughtily.
            "There is one person, more than anyone, who fought for you, your majesties," Monique said suddenly, stepping to the front. "My sister, Taara, is the first to challenge Ayesha, and the leader of our cause."
            Monique placed the Capture Stone on Taara's old body, and spoke the Word of Power to release her from the crystal. Taara's eyes went wide in pain and surprise. A tiny cry escaped her battered lips.
            "Welcome back, Taara," Monique chirped.
            "Monique? Where am... Aaiiee!" Taara said, trying to sit up. "What have you done to me!"
            "You're back inside your little elfmaid body," Danic said with just a hint of spite.
            "I'm sorry, Taara, but I had to do it," Monique said. "Danic deserved no less, and he had suffered so much for you. With Ayesha dead, I saw no reason to delay."
            Tears flowed down Taara's face as she probed and tested her body. Danic almost felt sorry for her, knowing wounds and bruises were bad, especially her right hand. Still, he was confident that none were beyond her power to heal, once she had acquired the necessary energies.
            "And Maeve?" Taara asked.
            Monique handed Taara the Capture Stone. She took it gingerly, with a sad look of loss in her eyes. Very quietly, she spoke the Word of Power. The sorceress seemingly leapt out of the crystal, staggered to her feet and fell. She looked around wildly, expecting an attack from Ayesha.
            "It's all right, Maeve. We're safe," Taara said. "Ayesha's dead."
            "Danica, where did you come from?"
            "Not Danica, but Taara," Danic said. "I have my body back, and she's stuck in that again."
            Maeve looked stricken.
            "I'm still the same person, down inside," Taara offered hopefully.
            "I know," she said quietly, eyes downcast.
            "We can still be — "
            "Friends. We can be friends," Maeve said firmly, but with sad eyes. "I'm sorry."
            "We are all friends here," King Victor said. "We have been told of your service to the Allarian Throne, and we are grateful. Name your reward."
            Maeve's mercenary eyes lit up brightly.
            "Now what kind of reward are you offering, your majesties," Maeve asked. Her beautiful face suddenly took on a woeful look. "My own considerable fortune was lost fighting Ayesha during her heinous rebellion."
            She cast Danic a worried look. He smirked at her, while Carl burst out laughing and Cat rolled her eyes. The king and queen exchanged a knowing look.
            "We are honored. Our Treasurer will meet with you at your convenience to discuss replacing what you lost," King Victor said. He looked expectantly at Taara, who sat on the floor looking dejected. "And what would you have of us, noble sorceress?"
            "I'm... I'm not able to think clearly just yet, your majesty."
            "Then you will be our guest," Queen Sarisse said. "You need time to heal your wounds and consider what to do with your life."
            "Thank you," Taara said. Looking up at Monique, "And what of you?"
            "I will remain here, for you, as long as you need me," she said, as she knelt beside her sister and hugged her tightly.
            "You are all welcome to stay here in the palace," Queen Sarisse said. "We would be honored."
            "My thanks, your highness, but I have a few bad memories of this place, and only want to get out," Danic said.
            "And I need an ale, or ten," Carl said. "Badly."
            "Come to think of it..."
            "No way, Danic," Cat said firmly. "You have a promise to keep, and ale will just addle your mind and diminish your prowess."
            "That is true," Carl said, laughing heartily. "Poor scrawny Jarlander, can't hold his ale. He'll probably be passed out under the table before I can even take the edge off my thirst."
            Danic tightened his grip on Cat's waist, pulling her in tighter, and laughed with Carl. "Tomorrow night, Carl, I challenge you to a duel of honor! Ales at the Rusty Sword Tavern, last man standing wins!"
            "Bring Cat, you'll need someone to tuck you in afterwards. I'll be too busy bragging of my victory!"
            "Come along you two," Cat said, guiding them both towards the shattered window leading out onto the plaza. "We've had enough battles of any kind for a while, thank you. Now, let's go find you both some decent clothes, find a crowded tavern with lots of cool ale, and celebrate our victory properly."

THE END
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