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  Chapter 1


  An Old Friend


  The sky beyond the windows dimmed as the day slowly came to a close. Birds cawed at the dying light. A cold breeze washed over the valley. Mountain peaks glowed at the onset of dusk. Nature let out a small sigh to the approaching cloak of night.


  In the common room of the farmhouse, Asher’s heart beat with excitement. The young man shifted his attention between the voluptuous blonde elf, and a woman he had known for years.


  Asher turned to Lisbeth, his eyes containing a dreamy shine. “Have a seat. I’ll get us all some drinks to celebrate your arrival.”


  Lisbeth eyed him with her own happy gaze, giving a gentle nod.


  Elara saw the look between them. It was subtle, but it was there, a spark most people feel, but don’t have the presence of mind to see.


  Asher turned and stepped away from Lisbeth. The moment he turned his gaze to Elara, she was nearly to him, her hand touching his chest. A bond glowed between them, but the lord sensed something amiss. The shadow in her oval eyes slipped away, replaced with a welcoming duty.


  “Stay, and catch up with your friend. I’ll get us some drinks to celebrate her arrival,” the mature elf said with a warm tone.


  Asher was silent, looking into her eyes. He relented with a small nod.


  Elara gave him a shy smile, before pulling her hand away, turned, and walked toward the kitchen. Asher stood, watching her go.


  “I hope I didn’t come at a bad time?” Lisbeth said as she plopped onto the couch, making herself comfortable.


  “Not a bad time. We… have a lot going on right now,” Asher said in a small voice.


  He turned around to see his old guildmate on the couch, her arm along the top of it, and giving him an amused smirk.


  Asher quickly noticed the arcane bow she had across her chest was now leaning against the end of the couch. He made his way closer to the couch. When he stood before her, he reached down and picked up the bow.


  The lord turned it over in his hands, remembering the feel and the weight. Arcane designs ran along the dull gold metal. The bowstring was thin, and taut. It gleamed against his senses, memories and experiences filling his mind’s eye.


  Lisbeth kept her gaze steady on the Asher, her wicked smirk remaining.


  “It took a lot of convincing to let the armorer hand it over to me, for you. He had already made peace with the idea you weren’t coming back to the guild.”


  Asher shifted his gaze to the rogue in black leather. “He only feels that way because a lot of members don’t come back after they finish their ten years.”


  Lisbeth stared. “So, it’s true, you’re not coming back.”


  Asher’s brow wrinkled, but he remained silent.


  The rogue closed her eyes. “I wouldn’t blame you. Ten years and little to show for it except scars, and dead friends.”


  Shadows covered Asher’s eyes.


  Lisbeth opened her eyes and looked up at her friend. Her small smile faded, and her heart beat with concern.


  “I’m sorry. I didn’t come here to wallow in life choices. You wanted Frost-Fire, and I could never say no to you, no matter how much I try.”


  Asher’s brow smoothed as he looked at the arcane bow again. “I know there is a cost for taking it out of the guild. This was a favored weapon by many. It must have been expensive?”


  Lisbeth nodded. “It was. Including my courier fee, I hope you have enough coin to cover it?”


  Asher nodded at her. “I can, with extra for delivery.”


  “Good, it’s a start,” the rogue said with a wink.


  In the kitchen, Elara moved to a cabinet and pulled out several wood mugs. The scent of a cooking soup filled the kitchen as a goblin stirred the pot. Paasha was humming a tune when she glanced over at Elara entering the kitchen. The goblin remained silent, stirring, and glancing over to the elf as she reached into another cabinet. Elara pulled out a bottle of spirits, and placed it down on the countertop with the mugs.


  A hesitation filled the elf. She stared down at the mugs and bottle, her heart beating hard in her chest.


  “Mistress?” Paasha asked with neutral eyes.


  Elara blinked as she seemed to wake from the moment.


  “Everything is well,” the mature elf said as she scooped up the mugs, and took hold of the bottle.


  Paasha watched as Elara stepped out of the kitchen and into the common room. Once the elf was out of direct line of sight, she stepped down off her stool, and walked into the main corridor, silent as a ghost.


  Elara walked into the common room with Asher sitting on the couch with Lisbeth. The pair were a seat apart, but they were turned sideways, facing each other. She put the mugs down on the coffee table, with the bottle of spirits.


  “Spirits for the occasion,” she said with a small smile.


  Asher leaned forward. He took hold of the cork to the bottle, and pulled it off. He then began pouring into each of the three mugs.


  “Thank you,” Asher and Lisbeth said in unison.


  The pair glanced at each other, and laughed.


  Elara tried to join their laughter, but her lips made an odd shift at the corners.


  Asher looked up at Elara with warm eyes. She remained standing, not far from them. He reached over and took her hand into his. He gave her a loving squeeze.


  Elara’s heart melted a little. She squeezed him back, before letting go. She stepped over to a single seat chair, and sat down across from the couch. The fireplace was behind her, as Asher and Lisbeth started talking. A bow leaned against the side of the couch, its very presence tickling her senses.


  Asher lifted his cup while looking at Lisbeth. “To old friends, and to those who are only with us in spirit.”


  Lisbeth picked up her mug, and held it up. “Here here!”


  Elara picked up her mug and held it up to them.


  “To old friends,” she said as she watched them.


  The trio took a deep sip, the last of the daylight fading away from the sky outside, beyond the windows.


  Asher enjoyed the burn filling his mouth and throat. It instantly relaxed his whole body as he basked in Lisbeth’s presence. A deluge of memories filled his mind, unsure what to ask, or say next.


  It appeared Lisbeth didn’t have the same issue.


  “You hear the legends of this place, but it never seems to come out as you imagined,” the rogue said and took a quick sip of her drink.


  “Disappointed?” Asher smirked.


  Lisbeth grinned. “No, it’s simply different. The way your uncle talked about this place, I thought it would be ten stories tall, with towers, and mythical beast guardians.”


  “You knew Asher’s uncle?” Elara asked.


  Lisbeth looked over to the elf with a smile and a nod. “Uncle Aric came to visit the guild hall from time to time.”


  She then turned her attention to Asher. “He would visit his favorite nephew, and regale the whole hall with stories. In my life, never had I seen so many captivated eyes and ears on one man. He was a fae spirit trapped in a handsome man’s body.”


  “I knew you were attracted to him,” Asher laughed.


  “How could I resist? The Blackwood bloodline is filled with handsome men,” Lisbeth smirked.


  Asher chuckled.


  Elara simply smiled.


  “But I didn’t come here to disrupt your new life,” Lisbeth said and turned her attention to Elara. “I truly am here as a friend, nothing more. I don’t know how much Asher has spoken about us from the guild. I hope it was all pleasant, so I can ruin his stories with the truth?”


  Elara’s eyes widened a hair, before her smile grew a little more.


  “Lisbeth, easy,” Asher playfully scolded his friend.


  “He told me some stories about the guild, but he didn’t mention you, or many of his friends.”


  Lisbeth’s gaze took on a sinister gleam.


  “So it begins,” Asher laughed before taking a sip of his drink.


  The rogue took a long sip of her drink before she started speaking.


  “The evening is young, so I will start with how our guild hall was attacked by a golem, and I saved Asher’s butt from several streams of fire. This courageous fool was fighting and saving guildmates at the same time. It was quite a feat to do, while a rampaging golem was burning everything in sight.”


  The rogue stood up with drink in hand as she continued, “He was so busy being a hero, the golem centered its attention on him. If I didn’t knock him to the ground, behind a pillar, he would have been a burnt corpse.”


  Asher lifted an eyebrow. “Wait a moment, wasn’t it I who grabbed you and darted for the pillar?”


  “Shhhh, I’m telling the story!” Lisbeth grinned and took another deep sip.


  Asher chuckled when he glanced over at Elara. The elf had a genuine smile, and seemed a little more relaxed. It eased his spirit, knowing this was going to be a deeper conversation in private. For now, it would have to wait until later.


  “So, there we were, a group of us, hunkered down behind some pillars. The golem was setting everything ablaze as it continued to march in. Asher couldn’t stay in hiding. I could see it in his eyes. He was ready to sacrifice himself to make sure the rest of us retreated to a safer location for a counterattack.


  “I grabbed his tunic, gave him an earful, and prevented him from running headfirst to his death. I remember him shoving my hand away when our guild leader roared a command!”


  Lisbeth stopped speaking when six women and a uni-horned goat stepped in from the kitchen. The rogue turned with a smile, and drink in hand.


  An elf, faun, four goblins, and a uni-goat stood in the archway, staring at the unknown woman in their common room. But it was a goblin with dark green hair who stepped forward a pace, lifted her hand, and pointed a finger at the woman. Plain anger filled her green features as her gaze danced with protective fire.


  “Who’s she?” Blyss demanded with sharp eyes.   




  Chapter 2


  Spirits and Stories


  Asher was on his feet, drink in hand. He stood next to Lisbeth as he looked at the group of women, and uni-goat, standing under the kitchen archway.


  “Everyone, please meet Lisbeth Shroud. She is a dear friend, and fellow guildmate.”


  “Pleased to meet you all,” Lisbeth said and bowed deeply to the group of women.


  Nyn and Amber looked upon the woman with curious eyes, as they bowed slightly. Nuha crossed her arms. Keefa looked at Lisbeth with blank eyes. But it was Blyss and Paasha who stared daggers at the new guest.


  Blyss broke away from the group, stepping up to Lisbeth. She looked up at her with hard eyes, hands on hips.


  “I don’t like your scent,” Blyss said plainly.


  Lisbeth kept her amused smile as she looked down on the angry goblin.
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“I have been on the road for a time. Very few places to bathe on the way here.”


  Blyss kept her furled brow as she eyed the woman.


  Elara glanced over and made eye contact with Paasha. The motherly goblin gave her the barest of nods, seemingly in solidarity.


  Asher looked down on Blyss with a concerned look in his eyes. “Blyss, she’s a dear friend.”


  Blyss kept her hands on hips, her hard gaze unwavering.


  Elara stood up and moved to Lisbeth’s side. She looked at everyone gathered with a small smile.


  “Lisbeth was just telling me a story about their time in Asher’s guild, but before we continue, let’s make introductions.”


  Asher took over, happy for the chance to quell whatever was happening right before his eyes.


  “Lisbeth, please meet Nynna Inkpond, our resident scribe and future author. Amber Wildheart, my assistant with running the farm. Paasha Cuddlebite, our resident cook. Nuha Snakeeater, hunter, and assistant. Keefa Spiritwalker, our,” Asher quickly trailed off.


  “I’m the clan father’s seer,” Keefa said with bright eyes.


  Asher nodded. “Right, and the goblin standing before you is Blyss Snorehiss.”


  “I’m his clan chieftess,” Blyss said with a hard edge.


  Lisbeth nodded with understanding eyes. “It’s a pleasure to meet you all.”


  The rogue turned her attention to Asher with amused eyes. “You’ve been busy since you left the guild.”


  Asher lifted a hand, and scratched the back of his head.


  “It’s… a little difficult to explain.”


  Fern stamped her hoof and let out a bleating scream. It was enough for everyone to wince, except for Blyss, who stared daggers at the woman before her.


  “And, that is Fern. She’s a uni-goat,” Asher sighed.


  Fern let out a smaller scream while holding her horned head high. She then turned, and trotted off like her work here was done.


  Elara stayed at Lisbeth’s side as she addressed everyone in the room.


  “Lisbeth has come a long way to see Asher. We should welcome her with open arms. She is an honored guest, and will be treated with golden hospitality.”


  Most heads nodded in agreement, except for Paasha, Nuha, and Blyss.


  Elara looked at Nyn. “Please, bring out some more mugs and bottles of spirits. We are celebrating Lisbeth’s arrival, and we should all partake.”


  Nyn nodded before she turned and stepped into the kitchen. Amber followed to help.


  “Let us all take a seat,” Asher said, feeling the tension in the chamber.


  Elara took her seat across the couch, the cold fireplace behind her. Paasha sat in another seat, not too far from Elara. Nuha and Keefa sat on the floor.


  Asher sat at one end of the couch. Before he could blink, Blyss was on the couch next to him. She wrapped her arm around his, and hugged him close.


  Lisbeth couldn’t hide her grin as she sat at the other end of the couch, the goblin between them.


  Nyn and Amber came back with bottles and wood mugs. They were set down on the coffee table. Amber opened bottles of spirits. She poured into mugs as Nyn sat in another comfortable chair.


  Asher picked up his mug as full mugs were being handed out. He looked at Elara. She stared back at him with understanding eyes. Blyss hugged Asher’s arm tighter, while taking a full cup of spirits in her other hand.


  When everyone had a mug, and a seat, Asher lifted his cup again.


  “Let’s enjoy the evening with new company.”


  Most heads nodded before drinks were sipped.


  Asher let his gaze linger on Elara as she sat so far away from him.


  I can be positive about the evening. I just hope everyone else can be as well.


  At that very moment, Blyss looked up at him with protective eyes, holding onto his arm like a metal chain.


  ***


  Hours rolled by as laughter filled the common room. Asher was all smiles, often laughing harder as Lisbeth told funny stories and adventures.


  The lord was thankful the evening shifted into a joyful occasion. The more spirits were poured, the more the tension drained away. At first, Blyss was all eyes and ears to her lord and clan chief, but as the evening continued, she loosened her grip on his arm, and looked at Lisbeth as she told stories.


  Lisbeth was in full form, from what Asher always knew about her. The rogue enjoyed telling stories with theatrical flair. Sometimes she stood and acted out moments from their more amusing adventures. The kind of adventures where nothing went right, and there was little gold to be gained. How they slogged through swamps, or camped during storms. How their very tents were blown away, and their fellowship had to run through a storm, chasing their flying shelters.


  Asher often glanced at everyone, seeing their interested eyes, and small smiles. Soon, laughter erupted, which eased his own spirit further. Even looking at Elara, the mature elf was fascinated by Lisbeth’s stories. As the evening wore on, and spirits relaxed bodies, a comfy mood took root, everyone slowly accepting the rogue from Asher’s past.


  “Is this a magical bow?” Nuha asked as she sat with the bow in her hands.


  Asher reached down to her and gently took it into his hands. He held it up enough for everyone to see, his fingers running down the bowstring.


  “This is Frost-Fire. I found it on one of our missions. I would have missed it, if I didn’t re-check the chamber in a dungeon.”


  Asher held the bow with his left hand to eye level, as he looked at the top of the fireplace.


  “When an arrow is nocked, and you whisper the command, it charges an arrow with either frost, or fire. Once it clears the bow, it bursts into flames, or ice, by your command. Frost is often used to slow enemies. Fire is used to burn quickly. Sometimes the fire arrow will explode, but it’s a random effect. I’ve used it many times over the years, and I must admit, it has saved us on more than one occasion.”


  “How come you didn’t bring it with you when you arrived here?” Nuha asked.


  Asher looked down on the short-haired goblin with an understanding smile.


  “I would have, if I could. The Rook Guild, like most guilds, have certain rules, when it comes to possessing magical items.”


  “When magical artifacts, weapons, or items are found, they must be brought back to the guild. There, they are kept in a vault. Before a fellowship embarks on a mission, magical weapons and items may be used. They go to the armorer and ask for a particular one. Since a guild member is using the weapon, they must give up a little more of any spoils from a mission,” Lisbeth chimed in.


  “There are never enough magical items for every member of the guild. Depending on a mission's difficulty, certain members may use them, at a cost. It is a way to keep magic items safe, and prevent guild members from hoarding those items,” Asher said.


  Blyss had turned fully to Lisbeth with questioning eyes. “But if Asher found it, he should keep it! Why must he share it, if it’s his?”


  Asher and Lisbeth glanced at each other with knowing eyes.


  Lisbeth lowered her gaze to the curious goblin, keeping her smile.


  “I wish it was like old times, but things have been different for ages. When civilization was picking up the pieces after the World Quake, magical items were the greatest treasures one could find.


  “Members of guilds used to keep what they found, but after a time, if a guild member found a powerful artifact, weapon, or treasure hoard, they would quickly disappear afterwards. Whole guilds were disbanded after many members found great fortunes from their missions. Rules were put into place to ensure a guild could function, through the good, and bad times.”


  Asher nodded in agreement. “Because the kingdoms and empires were trying to re-build, it was left to the guilds to help keep the peace, find artifacts, and protect people from the chaos that ensued after the World Quake.”


  “World Quake?” Nuha said as she scratched her head. “Do you mean the Great Ground Shake?”


  Elara spoke up, “Many cultures have different names for the event. I wouldn’t doubt your goblin ancestors told the story of the quake that shook the world for three days and three nights.


  “My people have many records of the event. Books upon books of descriptions of what happened.”


  Lisbeth looked at Elara. “The elves were least affected by the World Quake, due to the hard stone your empire is built upon.”


  The mature elf nodded. “It’s true, our people withstood the cataclysmic event, but my people were first to aid all the empires and kingdoms. The guilt still fills many of our people to this day.”


  Lisbeth looked down. “I meant no offense.”


  “No offense was taken,” Elara said with a gentle tone. “I worked for one of the greatest mage academies in my province. Part of my duties were to study history, so we would not repeat the same mistakes. There is much required reading for all who lived and worked at the academies, from arch-mage to the custodians.”


  “Our storytellers spoke often of dark times,” Blyss said with faraway eyes. “They always had a story about the Great Ground Shake.”


  “It’s why guilds became so important over time. The World Quake destroyed most of Valoria. While many peoples were picking up the pieces, guilds formed in greater numbers to defend the lands and people. They were also tasked with diving into forgotten dungeons to find anything from the old world. Magic artifacts, items, and books don't decay with time. They are valuable to scholars, royalty, or the people.”


  Lisbeth took a deep sip as she leaned back in her seat. “Don’t forget the monsters. It’s the main reason why we are sent out on missions.”


  All eyes turned to the tipsy rogue. She stood up, and looked at everyone with deadly serious eyes. 


  “The World Quake opened many deep, dark places. Whole lands were swallowed up, or turned upside down. With the great upheavals, it allowed all kinds of monsters to crawl from the cracks in the ground.”


  Asher glanced over to see everyone staring at Lisbeth. They didn’t blink as she took center stage.


  The rogue continued, lifting curled fingers into the air. “The beasts from the abyss made their way to the surface. They slithered and crawled into populated areas. When they caught the scent of meat, and blood, they would creep closer, often with red eyes.”


  Blyss moved closer to Asher, while staring at Lisbeth.


  Lisbeth hunched over, toward the goblin. She crept closer with a crazed look in her eyes, and fingers curled like claws ready to strike.


  “The monsters often waited for nightfall. When everyone was fast asleep, the strange beasts made their way into towns, smelling meat in homes. They licked their lips, or sharp teeth, eager to feast.”


  Keefa scuttled back with wide eyes, until her back touched Nyn’s leg. The goblin quickly half-turned and clutched the elf by her leg.


  Blyss’s eyes widened as Lisbeth was over her with curled fingers.


  “They would slip in through open windows. Once inside, they would make their way to bedrooms, ready to devour whole families. They say, you can still hear ghostly screams in faraway places, where monsters feasted on the people trying to re-build their lives.”


  “They… should have… fought back,” Blyss whispered.


  Lisbeth shook her head slowly as she remained over the goblin.


  “They couldn’t, because the monsters always attacked from behind!” Lisbeth shouted.


  Asher grabbed the goblin and pulled her to his chest and lap. The sudden motions sent the goblin into a frenzy as she screamed.


  Asher grinned as he tried to hold the thrashing goblin. Blyss tried to break away from him, her eyes the size of saucers. Limbs flailed as she made unusual, fearful sounds.


  Elara and Paasha were to their feet, not because of the story, but because Blyss was frightened.


  “Easy my beautiful Blyss. I’m here. I will never let anything get you,” Asher said with a soothing whisper.


  Blyss’s frenzy abated. She turned to Asher, and threw her arms around his neck. The pair held each other close.


  “You scared me,” Blyss said in a faint whisper.


  “I’m sorry. I thought it would only scare you a little,” Asher said with cool eyes.


  Blyss pulled her head up and looked him in the eyes. “Well, it was only a little.”


  Lisbeth crouched down beside the couch, and touched the goblin’s shoulder.


  “Forgive me, Chieftess. Asher and I would do that to new members of the guild. I didn’t mean to scare you.”


  Blyss pulled away from Asher and Lisbeth. She got off the couch and stood before them with courage in her eyes.


  “I know it was a story. In life, I fear no demons, ghosts, or monsters!” She said as she held her head high.


  Elara and Paasha let out a small exhale in relief.


  “I fear… (hic)… I’ve had too much spirits,” the faun hiccupped.


  Several heads nodded in agreement. It was Elara who stood up and took charge.


  “It’s late. We should all get some rest,” the elf said.


  Asher was about to get up, when Elara turned to him and shook her head.


  “Stay here with Lisbeth. Have a chance to speak and catch up,” the mature elf said before turning her attention to Lisbeth. “We can assume you will be staying with us for a few days. We have a few unoccupied rooms, with fresh linens. Asher can show you to one of them.”


  Lisbeth smiled and bowed to the elf.


  Almost everyone stood up. Lisbeth sat on the couch, opposite of Asher. The group of women shuffled away, most of them with half-closed eyes, and some with drunken smiles. Elara gave Asher one last, long look, before she herded everyone to the stairs.


  After a moment, the common room was empty, save for Asher and Lisbeth.


  The rogue turned her attention to Asher, a knowing smirk stabbing into her cheek.


  “She has fallen for you hard,” the rogue grinned as she settled in her seat. “I wouldn’t blame her. You’re quite a catch.”


  Asher tried to smile, but it quickly faded away.


  “I’ve never seen her like this. We have a deep, and open relationship. She told me she never gets jealous, but tonight…” he trailed off.


  Lisbeth let out an amused sigh. “Asher, we’ve known each other for years. You are worldly, and experienced, but sometimes, I think you still forget words don’t always mean feelings.”


  He gave a grim nod. “She feels threatened because you’re here. Because, we’ve known each other for a very long time.”


  Lisbeth sipped her drink as she nodded. When she pulled the cup from her lips, she looked at her dear friend with affectionate eyes.


  “And one of the things I love about you, is how quickly you pick up on these things. A lesser man would have shrugged it off. But you understand feelings better than most.”


  Asher looked down, deep in thought.


  Lisbeth grinned. “I adore your family, especially Blyss. I can tell she not only loves you, but worships you.”


  Asher looked at his friend and smiled. “They are beautiful, and wonderful, but I didn’t set out to gather them. We all kind of fell into it, together.”


  “Those are the best relationships. It means you’re all on this adventure together. It means more than any casual relationship. I wish I had time to grow my family, but there is still treasure to find, and monsters to slay.”


  Asher parted his lips, but Lisbeth held up a finger to stop him.


  “Don’t try to entice me with staying here. There is a big part of me that would accept your invitation, but I’m not ready for a domestic life.”


  Asher’s features softened. “Lisbeth, you will never get out from under the guild laws. After ten years, I had little to no gold. All those dungeons, all those missions, and I still had nothing. If my uncle didn’t leave me this farm, I don’t know where I would be.”


  The beautiful rogue sipped her drink, her heart beating for the man across from her. She put her drink down, reached over, and curled her fingers around his hand, giving it a loving squeeze.


  “We lost a lot of friends over the last decade. I’m happy we are among the few that made it through such difficult times, but you needed this place. I can remember the look in your eyes over the last year you were at the guild. You were haunted, and not always there. You know how to fight, and survive, but you never lived a simple life.


  “When your uncle died, many of us in the guild knew this was the last time we would see you for a long time. Everyone loved your uncle, but they loved you too. If anyone deserved this life, it was you. You earned it, and you honor Aric’s legacy.”


  Lisbeth showed a smarmy grin. “And don’t worry. You would have been the first member of my harem, whenever I start one.”


  Asher blinked, before he let out a laugh.


  “Feeling confident about that, are we?”


  Lisbeth moved onto all fours, approaching Asher like a large feline with a hunger in her eyes. She moved close enough to not touch, her gaze meeting his.


  “We had a lot of fun times together, but I remember on more than one occasion where you begged me to stop.”


  Asher kept his amused gaze on the rogue. “I also remember more than a few times where you begged me to stop.”


  “It just confirms, we’re not good for each other. The constant fighting would drive us mad.”


  “I remember how we made up.”


  Lisbeth nodded. “Yes, we had our fun, but we all have our own destinies to follow. Your destiny is here, with all these beautiful women. My destiny is to create my own, small kingdom.


  “The world has remained in the dark ages for a long time. I will secure my place, so my bloodlines continue, and build a better future.”


  Asher looked at Lisbeth with cool, knowing eyes. “You’re still following your dream. It makes me happy to hear it, but you may never begin, staying with the guild. I can help you, fund you.”


  Lisbeth sank back down on the couch, staying on her knees and sitting on her ankles. She looked at the handsome man across from her with sultry eyes.


  “Asher, you know I’m full of secrets. Maybe, before I leave, I will tell you one of them, to set your mind at ease. For now, I think I will enjoy my stay here for a few nights, if that’s okay?”


  “Of course. You are welcome here at any time.”


  The rogue nodded with a gleam in her eyes.


  “You better go upstairs and speak with your lover. I won’t mention how much she resembles a certain Lady Green.”


  Asher let out a chuckle. “Knowing Elara, she will be flattered.”


  “It’s good to know that you and her share such a deep understanding. I am happy for you, for all of you.”


  Asher nodded. “Let’s get upstairs. I will show you one of the rooms you can stay in.”


  “Lead the way, Commander,” the rogue said with a smile.


  ***


  The master bedroom door opened. Asher stepped in to see a bedside lantern glowing, and Elara sitting in bed, her back to the headboard. She was looking away, as if deep in thought. The moment Asher stepped in, she turned her head and looked at him with loving eyes.


  Asher closed the door. He walked over to Elara’s side, and sat down on the edge. He looked at her as she moved a little closer, her hand touching his shoulder.


  “Elara,” he began.


  “We don’t have to discuss anything,” she interrupted.


  Asher looked at her with concerned eyes. “I feel I must say something, to clear the air.”


  Elara moved even closer, her arms circling his waist from the side, and laying her cheek against his shoulder.


  “It was a momentary slip of jealousy. I know what we have, but I wasn’t prepared for meeting anyone from your past. It was obvious the long history you both have together. I’m not used to feeling this way, so please forgive me, but I saw Lisbeth as my replacement the moment you saw each other. I could never compete with someone you shared a small lifetime together with.”


  Asher lifted his hand and touched the elf’s thigh. “There is no competition, you have already won my heart.”


  A warm smile filled Elara’s features as she continued to lay her cheek on his shoulder.


  “And you have won mine. You have won all of our hearts under this roof. In my mind, I knew the truth. It was my heart that betrayed me for a moment. Unfortunately, I think Paasha saw that concern when I gathered some mugs and a bottle of spirits. I believe she was trying to protect my feelings by gathering everyone to meet Lisbeth. There may have been a quick discussion with Blyss, for the way she came in.”


  “The goblins are territorial. I’m happy to hear they rushed to protect you. They keep you in high regard.”


  Elara nodded slightly, and closed her eyes.


  “I know Lisbeth is important to you. She is welcomed to our bed.”


  Asher chuckled. Elara lifted her head and looked at the him with happy eyes.


  “Be careful with what you say. She would take up the invite, but not to spend time with me. She likes elves as much as I do. It matters not the sex.”


  “Now I am truly intrigued.”


  Asher turned to the mature elf with a warm smile.


  “She will be staying with us for a few days, before she leaves for Summer Spire. She likes to drink, but she also likes collecting information, and stirring the pot, as it were. I won’t hide what we do here, but the alchemy lab is off-limits. I don’t want to tempt her.”


  Asher squeezed Elara’s thigh. “I don’t want to keep any secrets from you. Always know, we can speak about anything, at any time. I’ve always felt, an honest relationship is a loving, long lasting one.”


  Elara’s eyes gleamed with love. “As do I. I promise to speak my thoughts and feelings a little more, without fear.”


  Asher nodded as he looked down on the beautiful mature elf. The blanket was held to her, but she was clearly naked. He took hold and pulled it from her grip. It slid away to reveal her naked body.


  “Lay back. I wish to lick away any remaining jealousy from your heart.”


  “As you wish, my handsome morsel,” Elara said as she laid back, and spread her naked thighs.


  Asher moved to her, lowering his head between her creamy thighs. When his lips and tongue touched her slit, Elara closed her eyes. The sudden surge of bliss caused her to gasp as her heart beat with understanding love.




  Chapter 3


  Autumn’s Kiss


  Paasha yawned as she made her way down the stairs. When she reached the first floor, she ran her green fingers through her long, black hair. A white lock along her temple flopped down from the rest of the dark hair. She pursed her lips and blew it away, her hand smoothing it through the rest of her luscious hair.


  The goblin made her way into the common room. A morning misty gloom glowed along the windows. Paasha looked down at the coffee table, filled with bottles and mugs from last night’s celebration. She stepped to the table and reached down, ready to clean it up before she started the morning meal.


  When her hand was close to a mug, she noticed a black book on the table. The goblin moved her hand to the book, and picked it up. She looked at the title, only making out some of the words. Paasha frowned, knowing her reading and writing lessons with Nyn had only begun two weeks ago. She felt she had a long way to go, but for now, she simply shrugged.


  The motherly goblin looked at the table again, seeing a half-full mug right beside the book she just picked up. She looked at it for a moment, before she pushed it from her mind and began cleaning up.


  After a few trips back and forth from the common room to the kitchen, the common room was clean, and she was ready to start her day.


  Paasha made her way back into the kitchen, when she stopped short. Lisbeth stood by the kitchen table, wearing her all-black leather outfit. She smiled at the goblin.


  “I’ve come to earn my stay here. I’m ready to help with the morning meal,” Lisbeth offered.


  Paasha eyed the woman for a moment, before shaking her head.


  “No. I can make morning meal,” she said flatly.


  Lisbeth stepped closer to the goblin and looked down on her with understanding eyes.


  “I know you can, but back at the guild, we all help, or take turns, to prepare morning meals. I would like to assist you. It’s my way of earning my stay here, and getting to know all of you a little more.”


  Paasha kept her suspicious gaze on the woman for a moment. Thinking about it, she saw no reason why the human woman could not help.


  “You cut garlic, while I prepare eggs,” Paasha said.


  Lisbeth smiled warmly, and nodded.


  The two moved to the cold chests and cabinets, pulling out ingredients for the morning meal.


  ***


  Asher finished putting on his boots. He stood up from his desk chair and looked over to the bed. His heart warmed at the sight of Elara still sleeping.


  Memories from the night swirled in his mind’s eye. Elara cried out numerous times before she passed out in exhaustion. Asher remembered lifting his drenched face from between her thighs, seeing her breathing softly, but she was quickly whisked away to dream lands. After crawling to her side, he held her close as he soon fell asleep.


  The moment drifted in his mind as he looked at her. The glow of love was always there, but there were times where it glowed a little brighter. Her fear of losing him to another was unexpected, since he always felt their bond was stronger than mithril. But it did display, however small, how strong she felt about him. Asher delighted in the notion, but didn’t feel it constrained what they already had. It was simply nice to know, and he wondered what he could do to show how important she was to him.


  I’ll come up with something. If she wants more nights like last night, I would happily be her lust slave.


  Asher smiled to himself.


  He made his way to the side of the bed. He bent down and kissed Elara’s forehead. The mature elf stirred, her eyes closed and trembling a little. Her hand moved, as if to reach up and grab him, keeping him close. Sleep won her over. She sighed and was still again.


  Asher left the side of the bed, and the bedroom, ready to take on the day.


  Lord Blackwood made his way downstairs, the air filled with the scents of cooking food.


  He made his way into the kitchen to see Paasha and Lisbeth prepping the meal. Plates of food filled the kitchen table. Paasha lifted a pan of scrambled eggs, turned, and bowed slightly to Asher.


  “Good morning, Clan Father,” the goblin said.


  “Good morning,” Lisbeth said with a bow, and a wink.


  Asher grinned.


  “Good morning!” he said enthusiastically.


  “We will be moving the morning meal to the dining room,” Lisbeth said as she looked at the plates of food.


  Asher nodded. He knew better than to question the beautiful rogue. She enjoyed pulling her own weight, and was not surprised at all that she was helping with the morning meal.


  “Do I have time for a quick inspection of the crops?” he asked Paasha.


  The goblin nodded as she turned back to cooking the last of the eggs.


  Asher looked at Lisbeth.


  “I’ll help finish with preparing the meal. You can give the tour later.”


  Asher smiled. “See you both soon,” he said and made for the kitchen side door.


  When he stepped outside, he was greeted by a small chill, and a gray, misty morning.


  The season began its shift from late summer to early fall. During the summer months, the misty mornings were quick, and burned away early. With the change in seasons, the misty mornings grew longer. The cold mountain tops of the valley bled mists to the valley, surrounding it in a gray gloom. The morning sun was an obscured ball of light, the morning heat striking the cold mountain tops. It brought a sense of wonderment, and comfort to Asher. Each day made the entire valley feel more like home.


  Ignoring the chilly, misty morning air, he made his way north along the side of the house. He stepped past the corner edge and made his way past the chicken coop, and small garden.


  Tall stakes appeared out of the morning gloom. Around each one, thick vines wrapped around them, like tentacles of some sea beast. Rows of stakes and vines spread out deeper into the mists.


  Asher walked up to the first row. He lifted a hand to a thick cluster of plump grapes. He inspected them, marveling at how quickly they grew, and how large they were. It was often said to him how the valley was extremely fertile. It took grape vines two years to grow to maturity. Here in the valley, they matured in a matter of months.


  “It looks like we will be able to harvest you soon,” Asher said to the grapevines before him.


  The young man’s ear twitched when he heard a footstep. He quickly turned around to see a tall, large shadow moving toward him from the foggy mists. He stood his ground, unconcerned.


  The mists parted as a giant of a woman stepped into view. Standing at nine-feet-tall, the woman looked down at Asher with humble eyes. 


  “Good morning, Lord Blackwood.”


  “Good morning, Brynda, but please, call me Asher. We don’t have to be so formal.”


  The giant woman with a thick red braid gave a sheepish nod.


  “I’m still getting used to being here,” she said.


  Asher nodded. “It all takes time. How did you sleep? Do the morning mists disturb you?”


  “I slept well. The cold doesn’t affect me. As for the mists, it felt nice on my skin.”


  Brynda stood in a shin length red dress. Slits ran along the sides, up to her hips. She wore a leather top. A leather harness crisscrossed her chest, with two broadsword handles stabbing out from behind each shoulder. She was always dressed for battle, but Asher wondered, with time, if she would relax a little.


  “I saw, and heard the new guest, Lisbeth Shroud,” Brynda mentioned.


  Asher lifted an eyebrow. “How did you know her name?”


  Brynda gave him a knowing smirk. “I hear everything,” she said and tapped her ear.


  Asher smiled as he had forgotten that giants had exceptional hearing. Being creatures of the forests and mountains, they have sensitive hearing, enough to hear an animal scurry a mile away. It’s what made them so elusive, and dangerous. Asher remembered the few times his fellowships groups accidently walked into a giant’s territory, and were quickly chased away.


  Asher put his hands on his hips, and shook his head. “It’s going to be difficult keeping any secrets from you.”


  Brynda smiled. “I can be very discreet. It’s part of my job.”


  “Good to know,” Asher said.


  A short moment later, the sounds of voices and equipment floated from deeper in the mists.


  “It sounds like Dina’s artisans have arrived,” Brynda said plainly.


  Asher nodded. “I’ll greet them. Care to join me?”


  Brynda blinked before she looked away. The giant woman shifted on her feet. To Asher, she looked a little awkward, as if she didn’t know how to respond.


  The giant noticed Asher’s gaze and quickly stood straighter.


  “Forgive me, Lord Blackwood. I’m not used to being treated like this. I am often in the background. Most people on farms ignored me, unless there was some threat, or wild animal attack.”


  A sliver of regret touched Asher’s mind as he looked at the giant. When Claudia assigned Brynda to the Blackwood estate, Asher was not pleased with the decision. He felt he could protect the farm enough on his own. But since he decided to join the Opal Society, there were new rules and protections. He had not yet signed the documents to become a full member of the society, but by saying he would, the society wasted no time with providing protection to his farm. It was something they would all have to adjust to.


  “Nothing to forgive. We are open and honest on this farm. I value what you have to say, just like everyone else here. We all feel better that you are here to aid in the estate’s protection.”


  Brynda eyed the Lord Blackwood for a moment, before bowing to him.


  “Thank you,” Brynda said simply as she stood straight up again.


  Asher smiled at the relieved giant woman, before bowing to her, and setting off into the mists. Brynda watched him go, a glow filling her heart.


  Asher walked through the thick mists. In the time he had taken up residence on the farm, he already knew it like the back of his hand. He walked past his workshop. The mist swallowed up the small building as he continued. The sitting pond, and patio, appeared to his right, shrouded in mists. He walked past them, continuing to the front of the property.


  The mists began to part, shadows and shapes taking on the vague shape of a skeleton of an immense giant. As Asher stepped closer, the shapes and shadows bled away to reveal a long, two-story house. It was nearly complete, only sections of the roof needing more tiles. The outside porch was nearly finished. The back of the house needed more work for a special project Asher and Dina had decided upon.


  Dark figures moved through the mists. Asher waited as they came into view, revealing artisans. They smiled and waved at the lord. He waved and smiled at them as well.


  “Came out to greet us?” a shadow said before a woman with short hair, and fit build appeared.


  “My morning would not be complete if I didn’t greet the people making a difference on the estate,” Asher smiled.


  Dina walked up to Asher, her gaze filled with dreamy affection. Her hand trembled, resisting the urge to embrace him, but Asher glanced down to see it. His heart beat with affection at Dina’s professional demeanor, even if they both knew, if they were alone, it would be much different.


  “You are too kind, Lord Blackwood,” Dina said with a warm smile, surrounded by mists and shadows. “We should be finished here in another two days. Because of the recent changes to the house designs, I have something to show you.”


  Asher’s gaze cooled, having an idea about what she was mentioning.


  “Shall we take a look?” Dina asked with a gleam in her eyes.


  “Lead the way,” Asher smiled.




  Chapter 4


  Friendship


  The dining room was filled with bodies, sitting, and eating their morning meal. Paasha looked upon everyone proudly as the goblins, Nyn, Amber, and their new guest, devoured the food on the dining room table.


  Walking along the first-floor corridor, Elara yawned as she approached the dining room. The moment she reached the open doorway, she looked in to see many eyes looking at her. Nyn and Amber smiled. The goblins waved to the beautiful mature elf. But it was Lisbeth who stood up and bowed.


  “It’s good to see you,” the rogue said as she stood straighter.


  Elara smiled as she walked into the dining room. She made her way to her seat, sat down, and picked up her plate. Everyone else turned to their meals again, finishing up. Lisbeth sat down in her seat, but kept her smile, and gaze on the beautiful elf.


  “What’s everyone’s duties for today?” Elara asked as she put eggs and vegetables on her plate.


  “House duties,” the goblins said in unison.


  “Sequestering myself in the cottage for the next day or two. I am close to finishing my first book,” Nyn said as she pushed her empty plate away and leaned back in her chair.


  Lisbeth looked over to the elf with a questioning gaze. “Truly, you are writing a book?”


  Nyn nodded. “I am, but I cannot speak any further on it until it is complete. I still feel the muses in my blood, and I don’t wish to disturb the delicate balance.”


  Lisbeth smiled. “I can’t wait until it’s published. I would very much like to read it.”


  Nyn gave the guest a small, rare smile. She then stood up, said her goodbyes, and made her way out of the dining room.


  “Bookkeeping,” Amber said with a bored look in her eyes.


  Elara looked upon the faun. “It can be dull work. I can look it over with you?”


  Amber’s demeanor brightened a little. “Thank you. It would help. Sometimes, the numbers all bleed into each other.”


  Lisbeth leaned her elbows on the table, with her fingers laced. She eyed Elara as she rested her chin on her laced fingers.


  “Lady Moonwhisper, when you have time, I would like to sit with you, if that’s alright?”


  Elara eyed the woman in black. Lisbeth had a warm smile, and bright eyes, but a concern slipped into the elf, not sure how she should treat the special guest, and friend of Asher’s.


  “That sounds lovely. We can meet in the library.”


  Lisbeth nodded. “I will bring some wine.”


  Elara parted her lips, as if to say something, then closed them. Curiosity bit a little deeper into the elf, wondering just what Asher’s special friend had in mind where she would bring wine to a conversation.


  Blyss watched the exchange with interested eyes, making a mental note to keep an eye on the woman in black.


  ***


  Asher and Dina stood before the back of a wide wagon. The morning mists began to dissipate, sunlight slowly illuminating the valley. Birds continued to sing as the morning bloomed with small warmth and brilliant light.


  Lord Blackwood looked down into the back of the wagon, seeing huge sheets of glass. He couldn’t remember the last time he saw glass sheets so big. They were each separated with cloth and soft materials at the corners, and between each sheet.


  “Impressed?” Dina asked as she leaned on the edge of the wagon.


  Asher nodded. “I wasn’t sure it was possible to get glass sheets this size. I thought you might come back and show me smaller versions, but these are perfect.”


  Dina nodded with proud eyes. “It took some time, and several attempts, for the glass artisans to perfect the process. There are four sheets here, but we will make more, just in case any of these are damaged in the future. I’m pleased you like them.”


  Asher nodded again, running his hand over the smooth surface.


  “I am impressed,” Asher said and turned to the beautiful artisan. “Care to come in and join us for a morning meal?”


  “I wish I could,” Dina sighed. “But I want to make sure we finish this project soon. My workload is full for autumn, helping the town prepare for winter. I may not be around as much as I want to.


  “Is Nadia still going to stay here for a month?”


  Asher smiled. “I think so. Haven’t talked to her over the last week. I think it could be any day now she will show up.”


  Dina gave Asher a sultry look as she stepped a little closer to him. They were a foot apart, but Asher could feel the heat coming off her body.


  “I know we have our hands full, but work slows down for me during winter. I could be persuaded to spend some time on your farm, enjoying some of its hidden delights?”


  Asher eyed her with knowing interest. “You know my home is always open to you. Anything you have in mind for your stay?”


  “I’ll come up with a few ideas, but there is one I would like to explore,” she said with a shy edge.


  “I’m interested,” he said without any hesitation.


  Dina looked around to ensure no one was in earshot. When she spotted her artisans working on the new farmhouse, she returned her wicked gaze to Asher.


  “Winter is difficult for me, since I always need to work. I could stay at your farm for a while, and be a farmhand. I could aid you with, ahem, your duties. You could become my boss for a time, showing me how to take care of your people.”


  Dina leaned in a little closer, her voice barely a whisper. “I could also be tasked with milking you. I would try to keep everyone happy, especially you.”


  Asher could not fight the heat crawling up his neck. Dina was always a worker, but having her as a farmhand on his farm during the winter would be a new experience for both of them.


  “The only payment I will take is praise for a job well done, if that will suffice?”


  Asher stilled his beating heart as he looked at Dina with devilish eyes.


  “I’m interested. We can speak further as winter approaches, but I am open to it. I’m not a taskmaster, but I can be, for you?”


  Dina let out a heated sigh, her cheeks pink. “When we have a little more time, we should sit down and discuss my stay here. Until then, I will think it over and see what we can agree upon.”


  “Of course,” Asher smiled.


  Dina quickly embraced Asher. The couple held each other for a moment, before she slipped away, turned, and walked toward her artisans and the new house.


  The heat drained away from his face and neck. He quickly walked toward the house, lurid thoughts playing with his mind.


  It didn’t take long for him to enter the house, and make his way to the dining room. He quickly saw that most of the dining room had cleared out. Paasha was collecting plates. Blyss was sitting on one side of the table, her eyes firmly on Lisbeth and Elara sitting across from her.


  The elf and rogue turned to the sight of Asher, both women smiling.


  “So glad you can join us,” Lisbeth said slyly before turning her attention to Elara. “He’s still late for the morning meal?”


  The elf nodded. “I must admit, we are both late often,” she said and winked at Asher.


  Asher stepped closer to the table. He smiled as he picked up a plate, and began piling eggs, bacon, and fruit onto it. When the plate was full, he sat at the head of the table as Elara and Lisbeth continued their conversation.


  “I love how homey it is here,” Lisbeth said with a relaxed tone.


  “We try to keep it relaxed,” Elara said.


  Lisbeth nodded before she stood up. “Maybe I will take some time to relax,” she smiled at Elara before shifting her gaze to Asher. “When you finish your meal, meet me in the common room.”


  Asher nodded, but stopped when Lisbeth looked down on Elara.


  “And I’ll meet you in the library later,” she said with a warm tone.


  Elara simply looked at the standing rogue.


  Lisbeth gave Asher a sly grin, before leaving the dining room, ensuring her hips swayed from side to side for anyone there to see.


  When the rogue was gone, Asher, Elara, and Blyss looked at each other.


  “Is she being difficult?” Asher asked plainly.


  “She’s acting suspicious,” Blyss said with narrow eyes.


  Elara sat back in her chair and let out a small exhale. “Blyss is right. Your friend is trying everything she can to appear devious. She speaks in ways that would confuse, or cast suspicion to anyone listening in.”


  Blyss nodded.


  “I wish I could say I was surprised,” Asher said before scooping a spoonful of eggs into his mouth. After a few chews and a swallow, he kept his relaxed gaze.


  “She likes to be bossy, and mysterious. It works for her, but I can understand why it can be annoying. She plays so many games, she’s pissed off a great many people. But she has even more who love her for it.”


  Asher glanced at the corridor. “I was hoping she would simply relax during her stay here.”


  “I can follow her,” Blyss offered.


  “I don’t doubt your skill to follow her, but she is good at what she does. She can hide from you the moment she detects you,” Asher smiled.


  Elara shook her head. “No, she’s our guest, and she should be treated like one. Until she does something nefarious, we should simply accept her to our home.”


  Asher looked upon the mature elf with loving eyes. “But I don’t want her disturbing our home, and harmony. I can put her up at the Drunken Seahorse, if she becomes too much trouble?”


  Elara’s gaze softened, and she looked away. “No, it won’t come to that. Despite her devious nature, I can still sense a good person. I can also sense her great affection for you.”


  The mature elf stood up and looked upon Asher with loving eyes. “I don’t want us to be rude hosts. It’s only for a few nights, and she has done nothing wrong. We can manage for a time.


  “I will take my leave, and aid Amber with the bookkeeping. I will see you both later.”


  Elara walked to the head of the table, bent her head down as Asher looked up at her. Their lips met with a deep, sensual kiss. Blyss looked at them with loving eyes as they lingered within their kiss.


  When Elara pulled back and stood up, she looked down on Asher with hungry eyes.


  “Until later, my love,” the elf said before she walked past him and exited the room.


  Blyss leaned her chin on her hand, elbow on the table. She looked at Asher with dreamy eyes.


  “I can tie up your friend, and make her talk,” the goblin said with amused eyes.


  “She might like that,” Asher said plainly.


  Blyss’s eyes gleamed with mischievous energy.


  “Yes, but will you like it?”


  “Erm,” was all Asher could say.


  “If you tell me, I will have her tied, and laid at your feet. An offering to my clan chief, and clan father.”


  Asher simply eyed the goblin as she looked back at him with a wicked smile, and sinister eyes.


  ***


  The sun slid higher in the sky. It passed its zenith and began its early descent.


  Inside the farmhouse, Asher stepped into the common room. Lisbeth was laying on the couch, a black book in her hands. She licked her fingertip before she turned the page.


  “I don’t know why you have a book. We both know you can’t read,” Asher smirked.


  Lisbeth looked up from the book, and stared at him. A moment slipped by before they both started to laugh.


  The rogue sat up on the couch, as Asher made his way to a comfortable chair opposite from it. He sat down as Lisbeth closed the book.


  “Your library is filled with these black books. I always knew you had a lewd mind, but I never saw you reading any of these kinds of books. They are filled with women wanting to be kept prisoner and milked.”


  Asher leaned back in the chair, his morning meal still digesting. “I doubt if I told you the reasons why, you would believe me?”


  Lisbeth put the book on the coffee table and looked across it to her friend. “Your uncle’s secret was never that much of a secret.”


  “I figured you would already know,” Asher said plainly.


  Lisbeth gave a single nod. “He let many things slip during his stories, especially after a few drinks. At first, I didn’t know what those slips meant. It wasn’t until I started to find these black books on different occasions, that I pieced it together.


  “The Opal Society is good at keeping secrets, but what they do isn’t much of a secret.”


  The rogue sat back and smiled at her dear friend. “Using breastmilk to make potions is a means to an end, but to romanticize such an act to lure women to these farms is a little deceiving.”


  “Is it deceiving, when the women who came here instructed me more on the process, and adventure, of such a trade?”


  Lisbeth smirked. “Don’t misunderstand me, I am happy your uncle left this place to you, and you took on the family business. It speaks to you, considering you liked to suck on my nipples for hours at a time.”


  “I thought we both liked it?” Asher said with an amused smirk.


  Lisbeth let out a laugh. “We did. I did. But let it be known between us, I am very happy for you. This place is amazing, and I hope I can visit when I can?”


  “After everything we’ve been through, you know my home is always open to you.”


  Lisbeth nodded. “As my home, and future kingdom, will be to you as well. What do you think of the title, Baroness Shroud? It has a nice sound to it. I would be a lady, with some land, much like what you have here, except, I will have a castle.”


  “A castle you always dreamed of,” Asher said with knowing eyes.


  Lisbeth nodded with a smile. She then turned her attention to the arcane bow leaning against the fireplace edge.


  “You still owe me for Frost-Fire,” the rogue said.


  Asher nodded. “How much?”


  “It cost me a pretty coin to bring it to you, but to keep it, you have to pay the final balance on it. I would say, the total would be around a thousand gold coins.”


  Asher looked at her, knowing the deeper truth. To borrow a magical item from the guild was costly. You paid to use it for a time, but you had to bring it back, unless you paid the full amount for the item. A thousand gold was nearly unheard of to have all at one time. Despite Asher’s many dungeon dives, after turning items over to the guild and handing over any gold found, his cut was often small, barely a hundred coins to last for weeks, even months. He would have balked at paying such a steep price, but now, his life had changed for the better, and it was advantageous to permanently keep such a treasured mystical weapon.


  “I’ll be right back,” Asher said as he stood up, and made his way to the corridor.


  He made his way to the cellar door. He opened it and took the stairs down to the alchemy lab.


  Once there, he quickly saw Elara and Amber at the main work table, hunched over a large open book, and discussing recent purchases. They turned their heads and looked at him with bright smiles.


  “Just came down for some gold,” Asher said as he stepped to several treasure chests in the corner of the lab.


  Amber’s eyes narrowed. “How much?”


  Asher opened a chest. He was greeted with a glow of gold coin sacks, and precious gems between them. He picked up a hefty leather sack. He closed it and turned to the faun who stared at him like he committed a crime.


  “Just a thousand,” Asher smiled.


  The faun closed her eyes and shook her horned head. “We have been spending a lot of coin lately. With the new cottage, and house, plus all the supplies we purchased for the winery, and the coming winter, we are slowly bleeding dry.”


  “Since we haven’t sold any wine yet, it is adding to the costs,” Elara added.


  “Are we in a bad spot?” Asher asked.


  The two women glanced at each other, before looking back at him.


  Amber spoke up, “We’re not in a bad place, yet, but if we spend too much each month, it will drain us dry, even with regular milk shipment pickups.”


  Asher smiled at the two women. “We can discuss it, after Lisbeth leaves us.”


  The elf and faun nodded in unison.


  Asher made for the stairs, but spoke over his shoulder, “Don’t stay down here all day. It’s beautiful outside, but autumn is beginning. It won’t be long before the cooling air keeps us inside for longer periods.”


  Lord Blackwood climbed the stairs.


  “I hope so!” Amber shouted with a grin.


  Asher laughed as he climbed out of the lab, and closed the door. He made his way back to the common room, Lisbeth still on the couch.


  The lord tossed the bag of coins at her. The rogue’s hand shot up and caught it. She brought it down and opened the cinched top. Her eyes reflected the glow of gold coins.


  “It’s all there, and maybe a little more, if you wish to count it?” Asher said as he made his way back to his seat, and sat down.


  Lisbeth eyed the coins for a long moment, before she closed the leather sack shut. She hefted it in her hand, before tossing it back to Asher.


  Asher caught it, his eyebrow lifted in confusion.


  “No need for payment, since I already paid it for you,” Lisbeth grinned.


  Asher put the sack on his lap as he continued to gaze upon the woman in black, waiting for clarity.


  Lisbeth sat back with a relaxed demeanor. “As I said last night, I have some secrets I’ve kept from everyone, including you. But since you continue to show me your honor, I trust you to keep things secret between us.”


  Asher nodded with curious eyes.


  The rogue continued, “The guild would not part with such a magical item, even for you. It has aided many guild members over the last few years.


  “But little did our guild know, I have made some of my own business dealings, and gone on my own adventures, off the books.”


  “If they find out?” Asher said, the last word lingering in the air.


  “When they do find out, I will be long gone. You know the guild is all bark, and very little bite. We have spent years working for them, and they take most of the spoils. I’m sick of it, as I know you are too.


  “I do not mean this in a cruel way, but not all of us were blessed with an inheritance, no matter how sad the circumstances. Asher, I respect you, just as I respected our friends, dead and alive. But my ten years was over months before the end of your ten years.


  “If I stayed true to the guild, I would have to work another ten years just to leave with a meager amount of treasure to build my new life. Our lives are too short to work so long, with little to show of it.


  “I spent years building my contacts, and sneaking away some artifacts from our successful missions. I have invested where I can, and now, things are turning a profit. I have some land picked out, and a small town which I helped with bringing work, and business. It is not too dissimilar from what you have here.”


  Lisbeth’s eyes took on a serious gleam as she continued, “Asher, my destiny is not to die in some forgotten dungeon. We have seen too many of our friends die, seeking enough treasure to build a better life. We have our scars, and our beating hearts. We don’t need to march into dangerous situations or monsters. We’ve earned our new lives.”


  Lisbeth looked down with sad eyes. “I wanted better for us for so long, it had become second nature. If you didn’t come here, I would have asked you to join me. We could have left, and started a new life together, as partners. But from what I see here, our life together will never be as beautiful as this life you have now.”


  She looked up with wet eyes. “I’m happy my best friend has found love and purpose. I can feel how much they all love you here. I admire Blyss for wanting to follow me, or tie me up. She just wants to protect you, but what I feel between you and Elara, is magical in a true, and loving way. I would never feel right trying to tempt you away. Your happiness is here.”


  The rogue wiped away a tear from the corner of her eye. “The guild won’t send anyone after me. They don’t have the power, or dedication to try. They may be rude if I come back for visits, but they know I will always be an ally to them, just as I am a friend and ally to you.”


  Asher looked at his dear friend with warm eyes.


  “Lisbeth, I will never betray you, or your secrets. You have nothing to fear with me. All else I could say is, if you run into any trouble, personal, or with your kingdom, you will always have my support.”


  Lisbeth let out a sad, and happy laugh. “I know, and thank you. I will be taking my leave from here tomorrow, but there is a plan I need to see to the end before tomorrow morning.”


  Asher blinked. “What plan?”


  Lisbeth’s wet eyes took on her familiar wicked gleam.


  “The plan to witness just how much you and Elara love each other,” Lisbeth said with calculated eyes. 




  Chapter 5


  Voyeur’s Delight


  The sun glowed just above the horizon. Its dim light touched the mountain peaks of the valley. Long shadows covered most of the land. Plumes of black smoke rose from fireplaces, the air growing much cooler than it had over the last few nights. Autumn’s approach was felt by all, a cozy warmth filling homes as the inhabitants of Star Fall settled in for the longer nights.


  Asher stood by the common room window. He stared out to the west side of the farm. Seeing the mostly completed new farmhouse, sitting pond, patio, his workshop, and the edge of the barn in the distance, brought a sense of satisfaction to his spirit. The estate was improving. Soon, with regular wine batches, he could see only further improvements, and a better life for all.


  A small smile bloomed as the Asher looked down in contemplation. A whisper of a thought curled along his mind. The events over the last month were odd, yet illuminating. After Sandra Windswell’s ousting as mayor, and her husband trying to kill Asher, the young lord hoped for a calmer peace in the valley. But some things said, especially by his neighbor, Jarrag, hadn’t sit well with Asher.


  Nagging thoughts crawled from the depths of his mind, a need for answers. Jarrag mentioned that he lost many friends, and brothers, to the elves. The taurnar said Asher’s own uncle was responsible for such actions, and the Opal Society had had some part to play.


  Asher wanted to dismiss such claims. His uncle was not only a kind man, but one of honor. He never discussed secrets with anyone, which made Jarrag’s accusation that much more confusing. It didn’t escape Asher that mayhap Jarrag was simply going off wrong, misleading information, but it still gnawed at him to a lesser degree.


  Uncle, what could be so dire that enemies would send sea serpents to murder you?


  The darkening world beyond the window didn’t answer.


  Asher lifted his hand and rubbed the bridge of his nose. It was a question he would have to explore at another time.


  Shifting his thoughts to a certain blonde elf, his heart beat with growing warmth. An earlier conversation with Lisbeth intrigued him. It was enough to consider such an intimate tryst. Memories of the many intimate encounters he had during his time at the guild filled him with a relaxed perspective. With life and death on the line every time they left on a mission, it was no long leap for wild and intimate celebrations. Life in the wild was hard. Dungeon exploring was deadly. Fighting for what’s right, sometimes left dead friends. It was too much at times, but Asher managed through it, like they all did.


  Images of the women on their farm floated with loving smiles. There was a time he volunteered for guild missions without a second-thought to the dangers. Now, he knew he would hesitate for any dangerous mission, because he now held so many dear to him, the thought of leaving this realm was unthinkable.


  When the last rays of sunlight sank below the horizon, night’s cloaks flowed over the valley once again. Inky darkness filled the world beyond the window.


  A tall figure moved in the darkness.


  Asher watched as Brynda moved into view. He watched as the giant simply laid down on the grass, not far from the patio and sitting pond. She was on her side, her back to him. For , it was odd to see her simply laying down and going to sleep. His rare encounters with giants were often he and his fellowship running for their lives. To see one, a guardian of the farm no less, lay down in the cold night, unsettled him.
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“She’ll come in if it gets too cold,” Asher whispered to himself to make himself feel a little better.


  The cold air outside began to seep in from the window.


  Asher looked over to the fireplace, and the stacks of wood beside it.


  “Time to warm up our home,” he said as he moved to the stack of small logs.


  The young lord began putting logs in the cold hearth, while his mind drifted to Lisbeth’s proposal. It was compelling in a way he agreed with. His friend didn’t want to just feel happy, she liked to see it, experience it from a distance.


  Asher continued to stack logs, as a curious uni-goat stared at him from the edge of the kitchen. Fern stood stock still, eyeing him as he prepared the hearth, his reflection in her eyes.


  ***


  Elara walked along the first-floor corridor. A trepidation filled her spirit as she stepped toward the library door. She could see it was partially open, a warm glow from inside.


  It didn’t escape her that Asher’s friend, Lisbeth, wanted to get to know her better. Thoughts cycled through the mature elf, wondering if the rogue wanted to know more about her because of jealousy, or a need to protect her longtime friend. It was something Elara briefly thought upon in her quiet moments since Lisbeth arrived.


  A nervous energy filled the elf as she took hold of the door, and pulled it open. When she stepped in, she was greeted with a smile.


  Lisbeth sat in a comfortable chair, a full wineglass in her hand. There were two more chairs beside her, and a small table with a pair of wine glasses, and a bottle of red. A single lantern glowed, giving the room a dim, dreamy brilliance.


  “Lady Moonwhisper,” Lisbeth said with a sly look in her eyes. “Please, have a seat.”


  Elara closed the door behind her, and walked toward the woman in black.


  “Is this where my interrogation takes place?” Elara said, trying to inject some humor in the moment, but instead, her demeanor gave away a truth she didn’t mean to say.


  Lisbeth’s eyes widened a hair, and her small smile vanished. She put down the wineglass, stood up and walked to the standing elf. She gave a deep bow to her, much to Elara’s surprise.


  “Please forgive me. This meeting is in no way an interrogation, and I apologize if I gave off that impression.”


  Elara’s heart sagged in her chest as her shoulders deflated a hair. Lisbeth stood up with concerned eyes.


  “I must apologize. When you asked to meet in private, I thought you were here to interrogate me. To see for yourself, if I was true of heart for your dear friend.”


  Lisbeth gave Elara an understanding look. “My intentions are not so protective. We both know Asher needs no protection from anything. He has a keen sense when it comes to the hearts and intentions of others. When I first walked in the door, and met you, I caught his loving glances at you.”


  Lisbeth took Elara’s hands into hers, and held them up slightly between them, in solidarity.


  “Asher is special, not only to me, but to everyone here. I would never be so petty as to question his affections toward you, or you to him. It is clear, he adores you.”


  Lisbeth leaned in a little closer with an impish gleam to her eyes.


  “I also know, you are exactly what he dreams for in a lover, and friend.”


  Elara let out an uncomfortable laugh.


  “What makes you say that?” Elara asked with her own, small smile.


  Lisbeth let go of the elf’s hands, turned, and walked back to her chair. She sat down and picked up her wine glass.


  “Let’s sit, and simply get to know each other, before Asher joins us.”


  Elara eyed the platinum blond-haired rogue. With a drop of bravery, she stepped over and sat down in another chair, across from the rogue.


  Lisbeth picked up the open wine bottle, and poured it into a glass. When it was full, she placed the bottle down as Elara picked up her glass.


  “I plan on leaving tomorrow, so forgive me for being forward. I have a proposition for the three of us, but I wanted to speak with you alone first.”


  Elara sipped her wine, and curiosity filled her eyes.


  Lisbeth continued, “When I first arrived, I was happy to see Asher. On my way here, all I could think about was a friendly fling, reminiscing, and setting off back to my adventures. But when I saw you, I knew something deeper had taken place in Asher’s heart. It was enough for me to pause my intentions, and explore another favorite of mine.


  “I hope what I speak is not too forward, but I love to see Asher happy.”


  An unspoken meaning, and deeper understanding crossed from each woman. Elara could see it in Lisbeth’s eyes, something they both enjoyed to witness, and experience.


  “I wondered if we are kindred spirits,” Lisbeth said cryptically.


  Elara took another sip of wine. The rosy taste relaxed her body and mind. The silence was soothing between them, but it was Elara who spoke next.


  “Are you asking if I like to witness Asher’s happiness?” Elara said as she looked at the beautiful woman across from her. She then looked down in contemplation.


  “He’s like no man I have ever met before. He has brought parts of my soul to the surface that I wasn’t sure were real to me. We have explored many things together, but I am unsure how to answer your question, for fear of insulting, or misleading you.”


  Lisbeth gave Elara a warm smile.


  “Have you read the black book, The Witch’s Eye?”


  Elara’s pulse increased. The book’s plot quickly filled her mind. It was a story where the farm owner was a witch, who enjoyed a voyeur kink with her guests. She had elaborate plots her guests would play out to her ever-watchful eyes. The story opened Elara to something she didn’t know she would enjoy until she came to the farm, and experienced it with their new family.


  The mature elf gave the rogue a knowing, small smile.


  “I have read the book. And now that the meaning is clear, yes, I am quite fond of such carnal acts.”


  Elara tapped the side of her wine glass with her finger. “Is that why we are here? You wish to watch, or be seen, with Asher?”


  Pink touched Lisbeth’s cheeks. “I want to see you and Asher… be happy, together.”


  Elara lifted her glass and took a deep sip of wine. When the glass was nearly empty. She pulled it down, pink coloring her own cheeks.


  “I cannot tell you how much a relief it is to hear you say that. I feared for the worst, thinking you wished to tempt him away from here, and our family,” Elara smiled.


  Lisbeth nodded. “I can understand such a fear, but you do not have to fear that from me. After such a long journey, I simply wish to see Asher happy. It will be a memory I carry with me as I depart your lovely home.”


  Heat crawled up Elara’s neck. The spark grew into a small flame, her imagination running free. It all came to a crashing halt when a thought stabbed into her mind.


  “Lisbeth, what did you mean when you said I was very much what Asher dreams about?”


  The rogue parted her lips, when the door to the library opened.


  Asher stepped in and closed the door behind him. He looked at the two women sitting in the center of the library, wine in hand and bemused looks in their eyes from his entrance.


  “Asher! So glad you came! I was just going to tell Elara about your infatuation with Lady Green,” Lisbeth grinned from ear to ear.


  Asher blinked as his demeanor became instantly uncomfortable.


  “Maybe I should come back?” he said with a look of embarrassment in his eyes.


  “Nonsense! I’m sure having a crush pales in comparison to what you have done, or continued to do, in private settings,” Lisbeth laughed.


  Elara looked at Asher with adoring eyes. “Come sit with us. I’m sure I can handle anything that may haunt your past.”


  Asher approached them with concern in his eyes. He then looked at Lisbeth with amused eyes.


  “Must you speak on this?”


  Lisbeth gave a single nod. “Oh, come now. I’ve seen you fight monsters with just a dagger. I know you're strong enough to survive a little embarrassment.”


  Asher sat down with sunken shoulders. Memories slid into his mind of the many times Lisbeth liked to make him uncomfortable. It was her hobby, but one he sort of enjoyed for the sole reason of seeing the rogue smile with joy.


  “Go on, get to it,” Asher said as he poured himself some wine.


  Lisbeth licked her lips and turned her attention to Elara. “We have a fellow guildmate we went on many adventures with, Zenno Green. He is an elf from the Forrer Province in the elven empire.”


  “I know the Forrer Province. It is home to many elves who dwell in nature’s embrace,” Elara mentioned.


  Lisbeth nodded and continued, “Our dear Zenno often had visitors to the guild, especially from family. One member in particular was Asher’s favorite.”


  Asher took a deep sip of wine.


  Lisbeth’s eyes gleamed with an impish glow. “Lady Green is Zenno’s mother. She’s over seven-hundred years old, but you never would have thought of her over four hundred. Her relaxed demeanor, and sultry voice, caused our wonderful Asher to stare at her like some lost puppy.”


  Elara looked over at Asher with adoring eyes as Lisbeth cackled like a witch in a bog.


  “I simply thought she was beautiful,” Asher shrugged.


  “She is beautiful, but when she spoke to you, I could see your dreamy eyes and stupid smile. Everyone did!”


  Lisbeth laughed. Asher and Elara couldn’t fight their own amusement. They looked at each other with loving eyes as they chuckled and giggled at Lisbeth’s laughter in the dim lantern light.


  ***


  A little over an hour had passed since Asher’s arrival in the library. Asher and Libeth talked most of the time about past adventures, and harrowing ordeals. Elara watched and listened with attentive ears. As the tales spun on, sometimes they dipped into small, sad moments, the pair thinking about lost friends.


  The wine was long gone, but the warm rosy feelings remained. Elara watched as the pair were truly friends, and could also see, she had nothing to worry about. Lisbeth was a capable and strong force of her own. From the conversations, she knew the rogue was destined for big things.


  When Elara turned her attention to Asher, her heart thudded in her chest with love. He had become so relaxed, and laughed so freely, it caused the small fire in her spirit to bloom into a full-on blaze.


  The mature elf stood up. Asher and Lisbeth stopped talking and looked at her with inquisitive eyes.


  “Let’s take this elsewhere,” she said before she turned and walked toward a bookshelf.


  Asher stood up, and Lisbeth did the same. They watched as Elara reached into a shelf. There was a click, and the shelf pulled away from the door.


  Lisbeth looked at the shelf and Elara with cool eyes.


  “A secret chamber. How mysterious,” the rogue said with a dreamy whisper.


  Elara walked into the secret area. Asher grabbed Lisbeth’s hand and pulled her with him.


  The trio entered the secret chamber. Asher let go of Lisbeth’s hand, and closed the door behind them.


  Elara turned to the pair with sultry eyes.


  “It would be rude to have Lisbeth leave our company without a taste of our life,” the mature elf said with a sly edge.


  Asher eyed Elara as heat crawled up his neck.


  Lisbeth walked over to a high-back chair, not far from the foot of the bed. She pulled it out a little, and sat down in it.


  “Please tell me there is more wine in this little hidden place?” the rogue asked with a wicked smile.


  Asher stepped over to a cabinet and opened it. He pulled out a wine glass and a bottle of red. He used a corkscrew to open it, before pouring into the glass. He turned and set the glass and bottle on a small cabinet not far from the chair.


  “Feel free to enjoy what you desire,” Asher said.


  “I will,” Lisbeth smiled warmly.


  Asher smiled. When he turned to Elara, his eyes half-closed as she slipped out of her simple white dress. It puddled at her feet as she looked at Asher with loving eyes and naked skin.


  “Lisbeth wants to see how much we love each other. You should be first to show her,” Elara said with a dreamy tone.


  “We will show her,” Asher said with a deep voice.


  He closed the distance between them. As he looked at her green oval eyes, Elara looked at him with deep, loving eyes.


  In an instant, he scooped her up into her arms. Elara gasped, loving Asher’s strong arms. He gently laid her on the bed. Fingers slipped from under her, but not before giving her thigh a loving squeeze. When he stood up, he took hold of his shirt and pulled it over his head.


  Lisbeth watched with interested eyes. Her gaze never wavered as Asher undressed. When his strong, naked form was revealed, she let out a small exhale. She watched Asher’s strong body, and Elara’s sensual body, nearly glow to each other’s presence. Elara let out a heated exhale as she writhed on the bed.


  “Oh,” Elara whispered as her full, firm breasts began to leak milk.


  Asher was silent as he crawled onto the bed. He gently took hold of one of her breasts and lowered his lips to it. He licked at her tingling nipple. It sent bliss deep into her soul as she writhed to his touch. When he closed his lips around her sensitive nipple, she gasped louder, her hands holding his head to her.


  “My morsel, it feels so good when you suck on my nipples. Keep sucking. Take your fill,” Elara said with a sultry whisper.


  Asher’s urges roared for more. His manhood stood against gravity’s pull. His hands held and touched the elf he loved. He remained over her, trying to control his own urges. The inner demons licked their lips, but the night was young.


  Lisbeth was silent as a grave, seeing how Asher lovingly licked and sucked on Elara’s tit. She rubbed her thighs from the moment, drinking in every detail. It stoked her inner fire brighter. Heat curled along her soul as she watched her friend love his other half.


  Asher shifted onto his side, but kept sucking milk from Elara’s right breast. His strong hand glided down her smooth body. When he reached her inner thigh, he squeezed her.


  “Don’t tease me,” Elara huffed.


  Asher’s hand moved closer. When his fingers touched wetness, he explored as he drank her milk.


  Elara let out another heated gasp, feeling her lover’s strong fingers gently explore her. When he brushed her clit, she held him tighter to her.


  Moans floated up from Elara as Asher stayed to task. He suckled on her as he massaged her pearl. With gentle, but firm pressure, he played her like a musical instrument. Her hips moved to his swirls, and honey dripped from her thin valley.


  Mana filled his spirit to overflowing. Asher pulled away and licked his lips. Elara looked at him with weak eyes, seeing the intent in his gaze as he looked down at her body. He then moved down her voluptuous body and settled between her legs. Elara tried to sit up, when Asher closed his mouth over her elfhood, and his tongue touched her sensitive nub.


  A long moan escaped her parted lips as her eyes cooled into a delightful knowing. She writhed to his intimate kiss, basking in his power as he wrapped his arms around her thighs. Milk spilled from her erect nipples, Elara giving up all her control to him.


  “Goddess… oh goddess,” Elara moaned as her spirit began to crack.


  All pretense fell away like dying leaves in autumn. Lisbeth could barely control herself, seeing, and remembering how Asher would lick her into submission many times. Her hands moved to her own clothes, and began to peel them off. They fell to the floor piece by piece. After a moment, she was just as nude as the lovers on the bed. She sat with unblinking eyes, one hand massaging her naked breast, as her other hand touched herself between her thighs.


  The moans, and scents filled the room with cloudy ecstasy. Asher’s member remained rock-hard as he tasted Elara’s love spilling onto his lips, tongue, and chin. He never tired of Elara’s taste. It fueled him with greater urges, fighting himself to not take her.


  Long moments slipped by as Asher snuggled to Elara’s slit. Small curls of blonde hair tickled his nose, but he ignored it because he was enjoying Elara much more. He felt every shift, and small thrust of her hips to him. A sense of tension, and desperation vibrated from her. He could feel her getting closer, and he took his time. His tongue gently lashed at her clit, or swirled around, and over it.


  The constant play between them caused Elara’s eyes to squeeze shut. Her moans softened as her willpower began to crack. Rivulets of milk spilled from her nipples as she felt her whole world would shatter at any second.


  “He truly loves you,” Lisbeth whispered.


  Elara’s eyes shot open as Lisbeth’s words struck her very soul. Will power shattered, a deluge of blissful ecstasy slammed into the elf. Elara moaned louder as her body bucked and shuddered.


  Asher held her down with his strong arms as wetness surged. Elara cried out as magical explosions tossed her soul in different directions. A whiteness blinded her as she was lost to bliss. Fingers curled into the blankets on the bed, her moans turning into heated whimpers. The pulse of ecstasy continued. Shockwaves washed over her as she lingered in paradise.


  When the orgasms began to fade, she blinked as she felt Asher’s mouth between her legs.


  “Please, lover, fuck me,” she said with a weak whisper.


  Asher didn’t get up right away. He licked at her, keeping her firmly in his control. When she let out another shudder, and a weak moan, he pulled away, honey dripping off his cheeks and chin.


  Asher was up on his knees, looking down on Elara as she gasped for breath. He turned his gaze to Lisbeth, who sat on her chair with her thighs slightly spread. Her fingers massaged her slit and clit, eyeing the lord of Blackwood with hungry eyes.


  “I want to see your faces,” Lisbeth said with a sultry tone.


  Asher said nothing as he reached down for Elara. He gently took hold of her as her eyes remained unfocused. He shifted her onto all fours, only slightly at an angle from the sitting Lisbeth. He then moved behind her. His thumb moved her pink lip to the side, honey dripping from her. He took hold of his throbbing cock with his other hand, and pressed the head to her slit.


  Elara fought to wake up from the dream of ecstasy, when Asher’s familiar thick head and shaft slowly pushed into her. Fingers curled into the bed as her inner walls were pushed to the sides of his slow invasion. She cried out in haunting bliss, leaning herself into his invasion. When they met in the middle, she let out another gasp.


  Asher held Elara’s ample hips as he started the tempo. He controlled the rhythm as Elara moaned her approval.


  Lisbeth watched as she swirled her clit. Her gaze drank in Elara’s ecstasy, her leaking breasts swaying slightly to Asher’s slow tempo. She witnessed Asher as he looked down on Elara with heartfelt, turned-on eyes. She saw how rigid his cock was when he took her, knowing he had fully fallen in love with the beautiful mature elf.


  Elara opened her eyes halfway. She looked at Lisbeth as the rogue massaged her clit to them. She drank in the woman’s beautiful form, and the heat in her eyes. It was enough to further stir her lurid thoughts.


  “After Asher comes… join us,” Elara whispered with fluttering eyes.


  Lisbeth let out her own heated gasp, getting closer to her own climax.


  Asher lifted his gaze to Lisbeth, hearing Elara’s words.


  “We can show Elara how we used to celebrate after a mission. I’m sure she will love it as much as we did.”


  Lisbeth’s fingers moved with greater urgency. The openness and intimate beauty slammed into her as Asher continued to take the beautiful elf from behind. The sound of flesh on flesh became a symphony. And when it all seemed too much, the rogue’s body shuddered as she let out a dripping moan.


  Lisbeth was lost to shockwaves of bliss. She cried out as she watched the two lovers enjoy each other. Wetness squirted, and Lisbeth massaged her clit in a spiral of dripping heaven.


  The moment lasted for a time. When it ebbed, Lisbeth continued to slowly massage her clit, knowing there was more to come.


  “My love,” Elara panted. “Please, come in me. Come so much that Lisbeth can lick your seed from my slit,” the elf moaned.


  Asher upped the tempo without a word. Strong hips slammed into her round ass, sending loving shockwaves along her soft flesh. Elara’s eyes rolled into her head, his repeated invasion causing her toes to curl.


  The tension reached higher as Asher felt the need of his urges. His cock thickened as he listened to Elara and Lisbeth. A warm feeling fell over his soul, before his world roared into reality. His wet cock slid to the hilt, before thick spurts of seed painted Elara’s tight, inner world. He slid back and pushed in, thicker ropes of come quickly filling her tight valley.


  Pleasure curled around Asher’s spirit as seed leaked from their union. Elara squeezed him, milking his cock as another cluster of orgasms flooded her senses. Asher let out a heated grunt, a third volley of seed pushing into her already filled valley.


  Asher pulled out, more come dripping from Elara’s slit. The mature elf stood up on shaky knees. She turned and pushed the young lord. Asher fell onto his back, his cock still hard, covered in seed and honey. She fell beside his hip, took hold of his cock, and wrapped her lips around it. She sucked on his sensitive head, enough for him to grunt.


  Lisbeth stood up as honey dripped down her inner thighs. She crossed the small distance, and crawled onto the bed. She looked at Elara, the elf sucking Asher’s cock, while her fingers massaged her abused clit.


  The rogue licked her lips as she lowered her head.


  Asher watched as Elara sucked on his hard shaft, while Lisbeth latched onto her elfhood, licking at dripping come. Seeing them together warmed his heart, causing his manhood to remain standing.


  “The night is young. Let’s enjoy it to the fullest,” Asher said as pleasure dripped from all three hearts.


  ***


  Brynda’s eyes opened. The giant remained still, as starlight barely illuminated the valley.


  Sensitive ears flexed as a distant sound of hooves faded away. She lifted her head as her hand touched her pair of broadswords laying beside her. Eyes searched the primal darkness as she listened intently.


  The sound of hooves came thundering back. Brynda sat up fully, a broadsword in hand. She looked in the direction of the dirt road, beyond the simple two-beam fence surrounding the property.


  Eyes narrowed as the sounds of hooves grew closer. Sensitive eyes adjusted to the darkness and starlight. Her grip tightened as a horse and rider thundered along the road.
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Brynda was to her feet, watching a figure dressed in black, with a hood over their head, moved with incredible speed. They thundered past the entrance gate to the farm, the rider never looking in her direction.


  The giant woman watched in stunned amazement, as the rider seemed to melt away into the darkness. The sound of hooves slowly vanished into the night. In a breath, they were gone, swallowed up by the night.


  Brynda sat down and crossed her legs. She laid a sword on each side of her. Hands touched knees as she looked out and listened. All she could hear was the gentle wind through the trees. An inky darkness filled the valley, and stars shined high in the night sky.




  Chapter 6


  A Haunted Goodbye


  Shadowy tendrils curled along the dark landscape. A shattered moon hangs in the night sky, pieces frozen for centuries. Black trees moaned and wept, crying tears of blood. A large thing moves behind the trees, round red eyes staring, always staring.


  Eyes looked on in fear. They felt the darkness, and the sorrow, pressing down on their spirit. The darkness continues to drip, as a glow emerged from the weeping trees.


  A woman in white stepped out from behind a tree. She stared with distant eyes. The hem of her dress is ripped and shredded. A black mark runs along the pale flesh of her neck. Hollow eyes shift over to the watcher in the dark. The woman in white opens her mouth, a song of discord as tears drip from the corner of her eyes.


  The noise was too much for the watcher. They cry out for it to stop.


  Flies burst from the woman’s mouth. A torrent of fluttering black reaches the watcher, insect bodies crowding out every drop of the moment, segmented legs moving across their entire face.


  Keefa’s eyes shot open as she let out a horrific yelp. She sat up instantly, as the glow of morning mists bled into her room. The goblin rubbed the center of her chest, an ache slowly fading away. A wet tear streaked down her green cheek. She quickly wiped it away.


  Yellow eyes glanced around. A breath later, the goblin fell back into bed. She stared at the ceiling as the remnants of the dream cooled along her frantic thoughts.


  ***


  “You don’t have to see me out,” Lisbeth said as she checked her pack one last time.


  Elara smiled at the woman in black.


  “We wouldn’t dream of simply waving goodbye from the porch,” the elf said with a cheery disposition.


  “What she said,” Asher smiled.


  Lisbeth looked at Asher with a smarmy smile. “Always a man of many words.”


  “Yep,” Asher smirked.


  The three stood in the common room. Lisbeth’s pack was on the couch. The world beyond the windows was still filled with thick, morning mists, but the mood inside was light and airy.


  Asher’s mind re-lived the many moments of last night. He, Elara, and Lisbeth spent a good portion of it locked in many different embraces. There were a few times where he simply watched Elara and Lisbeth get to know each other. And there were other times where the pair licked his manhood, playfully fighting over who could suck it the longest. The mere thought of their exchanges made him smile, and a little sad, knowing Lisbeth was leaving for her own adventures, and destiny.


  The former ranger reached down and picked up the rogue’s pack. He slung it over his shoulder as Lisbeth gave him an odd look.


  “I can carry my own pack.”


  Asher nodded. “I know you can.”


  Lisbeth eyed him for a small moment, before she shrugged.


  Asher stood, thinking about how most of the household came and said their goodbyes to Lisbeth, except for Keefa and Brynda. He would see Brynda outside before they reached the road, but wondered what was keeping the blonde goblin from leaving her room.


  “My horse is at the entrance stables of the town. I understand why the people here don’t want horses to regularly trot through town, because of all the shit, but it gives me a little more time to spend with both of you.”


  “Mist Valley, and Star Fall, is a place to relax, and enjoy a slower pace of life,” Asher mentioned.


  “Except for all the excitement we seem to bring,” Elara grinned.


  Asher looked at the mature elf with loving eyes. She was wearing brown leather leggings, a white shirt, leather jacket, and knee-high boots. Her blonde hair was tied into a ponytail. When she glanced at him with loving eyes, she looked radiant.


  The young lord put his arm around her shoulders, keeping her close to him.


  “We will try to make life here as boring as possible,” Asher said with a loving tone.


  “I doubt that will happen, but we can try,” she smiled warmly at him.


  Lisbeth smiled before she rolled her eyes. “Okay, let’s go before I throw up.”


  Asher looked at his friend with stern eyes. “If you throw up, do it outside.”


  Lisbeth shot him a scowl. “Now I’m going to throw up more, right here in your common room.”


  The pair looked at each other, before they started laughing.


  Asher let go of Elara as his laughter turned to chuckles. He stepped to the door, and opened it to a misty morning.


  “Shall we? The sun should be out soon.”


  Elf and rogue nodded and walked toward the open entrance.


  The misty morning was cool on the skin. Asher enjoyed it, reminding him of mornings along ocean-side forests, or small towns. It brought a sense of calm to his spirit.


  The trio stepped off the porch, and walked toward the front gate, when a tall shadow loomed to the right. Everyone turned their attention to the shadow, before a red-headed giant stepped out of the mists like a mysterious mage in a theatrical play.


  “Morning, Brynda. Slept well?” Asher asked.


  The giant gave him a small smile, and a small nod. “I did, thank you. Before you go, may I speak with you for a moment?”


  Asher gave her a small nod, before looking at Elara and Lisbeth. “Wait on the road. I should be there shortly.”


  Elara took Lisbeth’s hand, and led her to the front gate. When they stepped beyond the gate entrance, and vanished into the mists, Asher looked at the giant once again.


  “Is everything okay?”


  Brynda looked down on Lord Blackwood with serious eyes. “I’m not sure what to make of something that happened last night.


  “Before I arrived here, I was informed about the town and valley. I was also informed of possible threats because of the wild gate. But last night, something odd happened. A rider in black galloped along the road in front of the estate. The sounds of hooves are often consistent, but the rider’s steed didn’t gallop like a normal horse. The sound of hooves came and went. They charged past and made their way toward town. A time later, they vanished completely.”


  “Could you see who the rider was?” Asher asked.


  Brynda shook her head. “They had their hood up, or something over their head. They were dressed in black, with a billowing cloak. I saw the gleam of a sword hilt at their hip. Beyond that, nothing more.”


  Asher gave an understanding nod as he pondered on it.


  “Autumn has arrived. It could be a local, enjoying the season of Soul’s Eve,” Asher said, knowing autumn was often spent celebrating the passing of the dead from this realm.


  Brynda looked to the side in thought. “I am unsure, but I will keep extra vigilance at night. If the rider in black makes their way onto the estate, I will escort them out.”


  “Without violence?”


  The nine-foot-tall giant simply eyed Asher, before she turned and walked back into the mists.


  Asher stared into the mists for a moment. He then turned and walked to the front gate. When he stepped out onto the road, Elara and Lisbeth were there, enjoying a small conversation.


  When Asher appeared, the two women looked at him with warm affection, before the trio began their trek into the town.


  A ball of dim light floated in the east. The mists began to dissipate as they walked. Asher looked ahead, trying to penetrate the gloomy mists. The further they walked, the more the sun burned away the fog.


  When the trio reached the edge of town, the mists were almost gone as shafts of brilliant sunlight lit up the town of Star Fall.


  The simple town was a buzz of activity. Locals moved about their day. Shops were open. People waved to the trio, wishing them a good morning. It was like new life filled the town, and everyone in it. For Asher, he wondered if it was because of the change in season, the Windswells leaving, or both.


  The trio made their way to the center of town, before turning north. As they walked, it was Lisbeth who walked ahead of them, turned, and walked backwards as she smiled.


  “Last night was wonderful. I hope we can do it again on my next visit?” the rogue said with a happy gleam in her eyes.


  Asher was about to answer, when Elara spoke up first.


  “You’re always welcome to our home!” the mature elf said with giddy flair.


  The young lord grinned as he looked at his happy Elara.


  Lisbeth eyed the couple, seeing Elara slipping her arm around Asher’s arm, and leaning closer to him. The moment burned onto her mind as her heart beat with tender affection.


  Lisbeth turned and led the way, the couple walking arm in arm behind her. They looked deeply into each other’s eyes, lost to the bond that chained their hearts together.


  When they reached the town stables, Lisbeth whistled loudly.


  A young man rushed out to a doorway. He spotted the woman in black, nodded, and raced back into the stables.


  The trio reached the front of the stables. Asher looked ahead to the wide, cut out path between two mountains. Much like the carved-out path to the beach, this path out of town was wider, and with hanging lanterns. The lanterns were cold, and a cold breeze whipped out from the pass. It had been many months since he first walked through it toward town, his mind and heart heavy with his uncle’s death. Now, it seemed like a lifetime ago.


  Lisbeth turned to the couple again. She put out her hand, and beckoned with her fingers. Asher nodded as he slipped off the pack and handed it over to his friend. The rogue took it and gave him, and Elara, a deep bow.


  “It was a pleasure seeing you again,” she said before lifting her gaze to Elara. “And it was a pleasure to meet you, Elara.”


  “The pleasure is all ours,” Elara smiled.


  Lisbeth stood up and smiled.


  “Don’t be a stranger. When you're settled, send a raven to us. We will make the journey to see your new home, and kingdom.”


  “I will. It may take a year, or so, when all is finished and in place, but you will be the first invited.”


  The stable boy walked out with a black stallion of a horse. He brought it to the woman in black. Lisbeth fished out two gold coins, and handed them over. The stable boy was so overjoyed at the gold, he thanked Lisbeth profusely. She waved him away, and he quickly darted off with his coins.


  The rogue opened a saddlebag, and slipped her pack into it. She closed it, and then patted her steed on its neck.


  Asher’s heart sagged in his chest. Memories swirled of their many adventures together. It tugged at him, seeing her for only a few days.


  Lisbeth looked over to Asher’s downward gaze. “Don’t get all weepy on me. We still have long lives ahead of us. Both of you, live your dreams. When we meet again, we will be in better, happier spirits.”


  “I don’t know if I can endure so much happiness,” Asher smirked.


  Lisbeth looked her dear friend in the eyes, mirroring his smirk. “I know you can.”


  She then looked at Elara, “I know you can as well.”


  The mature elf gave a small nod, her eyes holding a serious gleam.


  The rogue stuck her boot into the stirrup. She then hoisted herself up, swinging her leg over the saddle. She settled down as she took the reins.


  “Until we meet again,” Lisbeth said with a happy smile.


  Asher watched as the rogue made a clicking sound out the side of her mouth. Her steed turned and began trotting toward the carved-out path between the mountains. 


  Asher and Elara watched her go. The young lord watched as Lisbeth didn’t wave back at them as her horse trotted on. Deep down, he knew, it was her way of ensuring they saw each other again in the future.


  The couple watched Lisbeth and horse walk further away, until they were gone from sight. The two turned, and began their slow walk back toward the center of town.


  Elara hugged Asher’s arm as they walked. “She will be missed.”


  Asher looked down on the elf with warm eyes. “You both got along better than I expected. She has always had a tendency of bringing chaos with her.”


  Elara looked up with a happy smile. “She just has a different sense of humor. I could see it after a time. In the face of madness, your friend would laugh and spit in their eye.”


  Asher let out a heartfelt laugh. “You do understand her.”


  Elara’s eyes took on a sultry gleam. “As I understand you, and our family.”


  The elf hugged his arm a little tighter, before her gaze fell to the dirt road.


  “I want you to know, I do enjoy watching you in the throes of passion with another, or several others. I also enjoy when your focus is on me, but I understand what Lisbeth enjoys. It speaks to a deeper understanding of pleasure, at least, that’s how I feel.”


  Asher looked at her, and then kissed her forehead.


  “I love how open we are, with each other, and our family.”


  Elara looked to the side in deeper contemplation. “I sometimes get the impression, not everyone is open about themselves all the time. It seems to hover in the background, left unsaid. I had thought the plays would help bring it out a little more, but it still feels like some of us are still trying to know each other.”


  “You mean the goblins, and maybe Nadia and Dina?”


  Elara nodded. “I think some of them are trying to find their place in our family. Nadia has not come to us like she planned. Dina is always busy, but she looks at you like she cannot stop thinking about you. As for the goblins, they are eager, but I have spoken with Blyss. We have come to the conclusion they are still adjusting to life on the farm.”


  “These things take time,” Asher said and he pulled his arm from her grip, and put it around her shoulder again, keeping him close to her. “We spent the first few months trying to get to know each other a little deeper.


  “I remember our first time, I called you pet. It was meant as a term of endearment, but it didn’t seem to fit as we grew to know each other.”


  “How do you see me now?” the mature elf grinned.


  “Lover, partner, a goddess I wish to worship,” Asher said.


  “Careful, you may make the Divine Mother jealous. She may sour everyone’s milk in protest.”


  The couple chuckled as they walked closer to the center of town.


  Elara sighed. “Maybe we can have a new play, one where we must be more open with each other, to bring us closer?”


  A budding idea formed, and Asher’s mind began to work. Amid the shadow of an idea, duties and chores crowded in.


  “I may have an idea, but I must ponder on it. In the meantime, the first batch of strawberry wine is nearly complete. The grapes will be ready to harvest in a few days, which means we will have to pick, and prepare the grapes for the larger vat. I also wish to work on my new Study.”


  Asher looked at Elara’s attentive eyes, his pulse quickening at her beauty. “I also wish to make time for you, and our family. We have much to prepare before winter, and I want it to be a comfortable one for all of us.”


  “Are you going to chop more wood? I ask because Blyss and I like to watch you as you do it,” Elara giggled.


  “Shirt on, or off?”


  “Need you ask?” Elara said and let out a laugh. “But to be clear, off is always better.”


  Asher nodded, making a mental note.


  When the couple reached the center of town, Asher’s gaze shifted to the Book Guild shop. It stood with curtains pulled back to let the precious few hours of sunlight in. Through the windows, he saw shelves of books. When Nadia walked by a window, with a book in her hands, his heart pumped a little faster.


  “We still need to speak with Nadia. If she is going to stay with us, and live out her fantasy, we should know when she will visit, or if we have to collect her.”


  “I want to be there when we collect her,” Elara said with a dreamy sigh. “We should both aid her with the rules, and hierarchy of the players.”


  The mature elf glanced over to the Book Guild shop, catching a glimpse of the shop owner as she vanished deeper into her home.


  Elara pulled away from Asher and began marching toward the shop. An amused, youthful spirit had taken hold of her as she made for the stairs.


  Asher couldn’t hide his own joyful smile. Their happiness only grew, and he adored every moment of it.


  “Wait for me,” the young lord shouted as he chased after the voluptuous elf, and the sun was slowly moving overhead, warming the entire valley to the new day.




  Chapter 7


  Plans and Myths


  The front door to the Book Guild shop opened. The edge of the door touched a hanging bell, letting out a soft ring.


  Asher stepped in with Elara close behind. The couple took a few more steps in, before a gasp touched the air, followed by a thick book slamming down on the floor.


  Asher and Elara looked ahead to see Nadia facing them with a look of shock in her eyes. The thick book she was reading was on the floor before her, still open to the pages she was reading.


  A deep pink touched Nadia’s fair-skinned cheeks. Her eyes trembled as she stared at the young lord and mature elf. In a blink, she fell to her knees and bowed her head to them.


  “I’m… sorry,” the book shop owner said in a small voice.


  Asher and Elara walked toward her. When they stood over her, they looked down with concerned eyes.


  “Nadia, we just came for a visit,” Asher said.


  The book shop owner looked up with sad eyes.


  “I… I know I was supposed to come to the farm. I have a pack behind the counter, ready to go. I… started to have second thoughts.”


  Asher knelt to her. He gave her a gentle smile as he took her hand into his. Hands gently squeezed each other, and Nadia let out a sultry exhale.


  The young man took hold of her arm, and pulled. Nadia rose to her feet, but looked away in shame. Elara stepped beside Asher with endearing eyes.


  “I thought you came to question me, or demand answers,” Nadia said in a small voice.


  “We came to check on you,” Elara smiled.


  “We wanted to make sure you’re okay,” Asher added.


  Nadia sniffled, before letting out a sad laugh.


  “Story of my life. My imagination is too big, and when I overthink it, I question everything.”


  “Let’s sit down and talk for a little bit. It doesn’t have to have to be anything too serious. We are friends,” Asher said.


  Nadia’s eyes softened. “We are, aren’t we? We’re friends.”


  “And our black book supplier,” Asher smirked.


  Nadia let out a loud laugh, causing Asher and Elara to wince in surprise.


  “Oh! Sorry! Um, we can sit down over there,” Nadia pointed at a small section of seating, by the window.


  The couple looked over to the small table, several dark-wood chairs. Full bookcases surrounded it, except for one side, where a window with parted curtains let in some of the sunlight.


  Nadia bent down and scooped up her book. She fished a bookmark out of her black robe pocket, and left it in the book to save the page. She slammed the book shut and walked over to the seating area.


  The three of them sat down. Asher and Elara sat beside each other, while Nadia sat across the small table from them. She put down the thick book before she let out a heavy sigh.


  “I’m sorry,” she repeated. “I know we had a plan, but once the excitement dimmed a little, I started to feel weird.”


  “At the thought of staying with us?” Asher asked.


  Nadia’s eyes widened again. “Oh, no. I very much want that to happen. I just felt like, with your life so busy, I might become an afterthought. You both are wonderful, and I know you have a lot of work on your farm. I began to feel guilty, knowing I would be… um… a pet, and not doing much except for sleeping, and well, you know.”


  Asher and Elara smiled.


  “We know, and are ready for it,” Asher grinned.


  “We’ve talked about it several times, and knew what to expect. You never have to feel guilty. We understand your desires,” Elara said warmly.


  Nadia’s eyes gleamed in the sunlight. She then looked away, a darkness in her eyes.


  “I sometimes feel weird about things I think about. I don’t expect them to actually become true. I’m always in my head, and, you may laugh, I don’t feel like this shell is the real me, if that makes sense.”


  Asher and Elara reached across the small table with their hands open. Nadia looked down on their open hands, her pulse quickening. She reached out with both hands, taking each of theirs. A moment of warm solidarity filled all three hearts.


  “We know the real you,” Asher said.


  “We don’t judge you in the least,” Elara smiled.


  “I know you don’t, but I tend to judge myself,” Nadia said with an edge of defeat.


  Asher knew they had to start speaking Nadia’s private language. She was in a downward spiral, and needed to be lifted up, even if it was just a little.


  “We’ve read Mithril Heart,” Asher began.


  Nadia’s gaze shifted to the couple with interested eyes.


  “It’s one of our favorite books as well,” Elara said. “We read passages to each other before bed. We rarely simply go to sleep afterwards.”


  “It’s an amazing book,” Nadia said as a light returned to her eyes.


  Asher let go of Nadia’s hand and sat back in his chair, his eyes filled with contemplating thoughts.


  “We discussed between us, and the others at the farmhouse. Many of them are interested. Amber said she wanted to be your sister pet. But there was something we weren’t sure about,” Asher said.


  Elara nodded and continued, “In the book, the lord of the estate is rather mean, and a little cruel. We understand that may be something you enjoy, but instead of following everything in the book, we wanted to make a few alterations.”


  “Oh, what kind of alterations?” Nadia said with curious, bright eyes.


  “We thought about you earning your way up as a pet, but mixing praise and punishment together,” Asher said delicately. “The play would be you being brought to our home, and earning your place, but it wouldn’t be so cruel.”


  “If you are okay with it,” Elara quickly added.


  Nadia looked down in thought.


  Asher and Elara looked at her, each wondering if she wasn’t open to such a change.


  The book shop owner lifted her gaze, a growing gleam in her eyes.


  “Praise makes me uncomfortable, that is why, it might be perfect for me,” she said with a small smile. “I know I’m all over the place sometimes. I’ve never had anyone dominate me before. It’s always been a fantasy of mine. But the more I think about it, the more I like it.”


  Nadia let go of Elara’s hand. She kept her hands on the table, fingers curled into her palm. She tilted her head forward, shadows covering her eyes.


  “I know everyone in town, but I can’t say I have any real friends, except Dina. We have been getting closer, but,” Nadia lifted her head enough for light to fill her eyes again. “I consider you both, my friends, and I don’t want to disappoint either of you.”


  “That’s the beautiful thing about friendship, as long as we are honest with each other, there will be no disappointment. We are open, and understand each other,” Asher said before he leaned closer to the table, giving Nadia a serious gaze. “We will write up a new contract. You have three days to consider coming to our home. I expect to see you within that timeframe. Understood?”


  Nadia’s eyes took on an excited gleam as her lips shifted into a wicked smirk.


  “Yes, master,” she said with a gleeful edge.


  Asher nodded before he changed the subject.


  “In the meantime, I have a question about how the town celebrates Soul’s Eve?”


  Nadia’s eyes widened a hair.


  “Did you… hear the Shadow Rider gallop through town too?”


  Asher stared at Nadia. Elara looked at both of them in confusion.


  “No, but Brynda said she saw a rider in black gallop past the farm last night. I wasn’t sure what to make of it, so I thought I would start by asking you if you knew anything? I know towns and cities celebrate Soul’s Eve differently. I was curious if anyone in town takes it seriously enough to dress up for the season?”


  Nadia placed her hands on the book before her, and opened it to the book-marked page. She then turned it and pushed it to the couple sitting across from her.


  Asher and Elara looked down to an illustration of a rider in black. They had a sword at their belt, a long black cloak, and a sack covering their head. A single eyehole was in the sack, a ghostly eye staring out. The rider’s horse was black, but with cold, blue eyes. Beside the illustration, paragraphs of texts filled the right side of the page.


  “Bolla told me this morning that she and Reeta were cleaning up and closing the Drunken Seahorse last night. They both were putting up chairs, when they stopped, and heard a galloping of hooves. By the time they reached the door, Bolla said she caught a glimpse of the Shadow Rider going east along the valley. I told her I would look up, because the rider hadn’t been seen in over six years.


  “He’s a local legend, of sorts. Star Fall, and the valley, used to be a military camp over two-hundred years ago. It was chosen because of its defensive position during the Beast-Kin War.”


  Nadia touched her finger to the rider in black illustration, tapping it gently.


  “No one knows the rider’s name, but from legends I could find, he was a courier, and a scout. On a mission beyond the valley, he ran into an ambush. Several beast-kin threw fire potions at him. He was still burning as he barely made his escape.


  “After he was far enough, he bandaged himself up. The fire burned and disfigured his face, and part of his body. He used a black sack to cover his head, so as not to scare anyone back at the outpost.


  “He rode back to the valley, only to find his comrades dead, and the outpost burning. From what I’ve read, the rider heard screams in the distance and galloped through the entire valley, trying to help whoever was screaming.”


  Nadia looked down at the picture of the rider with sad eyes. “But he never found the person screaming. Instead, the attacking beast-kin were hidden in the valley. All it took was a single arrow through his heart to slay him.


  “When I checked the town’s records, there have been sightings of the Shadow Rider, but they are infrequent. He appears for a time every few years. There have been long stretches, almost a decade will pass, before he gallops through town. Even when he does, it’s rare. The only thing that made last night so strange was how loud the horse’s hooves were.”


  Nadia leaned back a little with thoughtful eyes. “Everyone knows, to a degree, about the Shadow Rider, but with so much time between sightings, he is quickly forgotten. I was brushing up on the legend because I forgot about the rider in the last few years. If Bolla didn’t say anything, I still would have been oblivious. I tend to sleep like a rock.”


  “Intriguing local legend. Has the rider hurt anyone in the past?” Asher asked.


  Nadia shook her head. “Not that I know of, or had been recorded. I have been made the unofficial town historian, only because I have a shelf dedicated to local history and town records. They are under lock and key, but if anyone asks, I am to let them gain access.”


  “Has anyone accessed the town records recently?” Elara asked with curious eyes.


  “Only me, and that was today,” the book shop owner shrugged. “As for any locals dressing up as the Shadow Rider, I highly doubt it. Most of the residents of the valley have little, to no imagination, or daring spirit, to do such a thing.”


  Nadia grinned at Asher. “The only person I could imagine doing something like this is you.”


  Asher chuckled. “Well, we can rule me out. I’m not much for dressing up and acting like a local ghost.” He looked at Elara and smiled. “My nights tend to be too busy.”


  “Braggart,” Elara smiled sweetly.


  “You both are so cute,” Nadia said with dreamy eyes.


  Sunlight bled in from the windows as the three felt a warmth fill their senses.


  Nadia eyed the couple, her pulse quickening with love. She lifted her chin as she addressed the pair before her.


  “I will be at the Blackwood Estate in three days,” she said with confidence. “I only need to settle things here, and notify some of the town that the Book Guild will be closed for a few weeks. With everyone preparing for winter, there isn’t much time for reading. Thankfully, winter is where I make most of my profit. Star Fall is very boring during the winter, and there is little to do but drink, and complain about the cold, and snow.”


  “A boring winter will be very nice,” Asher mentioned.


  Elara looked at him with a wicked gaze. “You know we won’t let it be too boring.”


  Nadia giggled at the interplay between the couple.


  “If the Shadow Rider is just a local ghost, then I can tell Brynda not to worry. She’s new to the farm, but I already see she is very protective. This may set her at ease,” Asher said.


  Nadia and Elara nodded.


  “What are you both doing after this visit?” the shop owner asked.


  The couple glanced at each other.


  “Go home, I suppose,” Asher said.


  Nadia stood up with bright eyes. “Stay and have some tea. We can talk a little more of my stay at the farm, or anything else you want to talk about!”


  “We’d love to stay for tea,” Elara smiled at the excited shop owner.


  Asher nodded, not seeing the need to rush back home just yet.


  “I’ll boil some water, and gather my favorite teas. It’s my favorite pastime in autumn.”


  “It would be good to have tea,” Asher said. “It will also be nice to hear about Reeta. I’m happy to know she is working at the Drunken Seahorse.”


  “She’s working there, but I don’t think she’s enjoying it. Everyone in town knows she’s working through everything that happened with the Windswells. Bolla is letting her stay in one of the rooms in the tavern, and giving her time to heal.”


  “We should stop by and say hi. Show her our support,” Asher presented.


  “A lovely idea,” Elara said.


  “Yes, but tea first!” Nadia said before she rushed away.


  Asher and Elara looked at each other with a hint of concern.


  “You know, we will have to be careful when she gets back. One trip, and we might be burned by boiling hot water,” Asher mentioned.


  “I trust your reflexes,” Elara said plainly.


  Asher lifted an eyebrow. “My reflexes? I thought we would both be on guard?”


  “No,” the mature elf said as she put her arms around his neck and leaned in closer to him. “I need to make sure you remain useful, as my protector, and lover. I can’t let you get lazy with your duties. My body always needs protecting.”


  “Of course, my queen,” Asher said with a loving whisper.


  “You’ll love my collection of teas!” Nadia shouted in the distance. “And don’t worry! I know I’m clumsy sometimes, but I won’t trip and spill hot water! I will be extra careful!”


  Asher and Elara gave each other a nervous glance. A breath later, the pair snickered as warm sunlight poured in from the window beside them.




  Chapter 8


  Farmhouse West


  A rooster crooned in the small distance. Gray gloom glowed from the window as Asher’s eyes shot open. Morning vitality filled his muscles, and a small smile bloomed.


  The young lord looked over to Elara. The elf was sleeping, one swollen breast was visible from the disheveled blankets. It was enough for Asher to lick his lips before he licked at her erect nipple. The elf stirred, and let out a small moan. Asher grinned, but pulled away. He knew if he truly started anything, she was going to leak milk and wake up. He thought to give her a little more time to sleep, and he had a busy day ahead of him.


  The young man slipped out of bed and stood up, arms stretched overhead. He walked toward the closet with naked confidence as his arms fell to his sides. When he opened the door, he quickly noticed there was only one shirt, a leather jacket, and several hanging pairs of leather leggings.


  “Where are my shirts?” Asher whispered to himself, unsure if he dirtied all of them in the last few days.


  Shrugging to himself, he picked out a pair of leggings, and grabbed his last shirt. He quickly dressed, and walked over to his desk and chair, where his boots stood next to. He sat down, took hold of his boots, and put one on at a time. When he stood up again, he quickly noticed there was something in his pocket.


  Asher looked down as his fingers slipped into the pocket. He took hold of the item and pulled it out, quickly seeing it was a black ring, with a silver line along the middle of it. He held it up and looked it over, when the memory of the letter struck him.


  A friend of his uncle’s sent the ring, and letter with his condolences. Asher vaguely remembered the sender's name to be Lork Witch-Star. He was an enchanter, and fellow member of the Opal Society. He made the ring as a gift to Asher. The young lord remembered that the ring was called Shadow Ring, or something to that effect.


  With so much to do, Asher put the ring back in his pocket to explore another time, when he was less busy.


  Asher silently left the bedroom, and made his way down the corridor. He stopped in front of a door, and gave it a light knock. There was a sound of feet touching the floor, and then walking toward the door. When the door opened, Asher looked down on a thin goblin with suspicious eyes.


  Nuha stood, rubbing one of her eyes while yawning. The thin goblin was only dressed in a long, white shirt that looked eerily familiar to shirts in Asher’s closet. The shirt was above her knees, and barely hung on her shoulders.
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“Is that my shirt?” Asher asked with an amused smile.


  Nuha shook her head with tired eyes. “No. My shirt. I stole it,” she said with a tired voice.


  “Then it is my shirt,” Asher said.


  “You no listen. It my shirt. I stole it first,” the goblin said and yawned again.


  A nearby door opened. Asher looked over to see Blyss step out, also wearing one of his shirts. Her short, voluptuous form filled it out in a different way. She rubbed her eyes as her large, green ears drooped.


  “Morning,” she said as she pulled her hands away from eyes, trying to focus.


  Asher blinked. “Blyss, does every goblin have one of my shirts?”


  “No,” she yawned with tired eyes.


  A door further down the corridor opened. Asher craned his head to see Nyn step out of her room. The beautiful elf walked toward the stairs, only wearing one of Asher’s shirts. It barely covered her, the bottom of her bare ass plain as day. She didn’t bother to look back as she made her way down the stairs, and out of sight.


  Asher looked at Blyss. “Chieftess, I’m going to need at least some of those shirts back.”


  Blyss nodded with slowly blinking eyes.


  “Yes, clan father,” she said with a tired voice.


  Asher turned his attention back to Nuha. “Wear something you don’t mind getting dirty. We’re breaking stuff today.”  


  Nuha’s eyes lit up. She nodded as she quickly turned and rushed over to her closet. She took off the shirt and threw it aside, naked in the morning gloom from the window. There was no shame as she pulled out a frayed black shirt, and dark leggings. She quickly dressed, and rushed to Asher.


  “I’m ready!” Nuha said with excitement.


  Asher nodded. “Let’s go.”


  Man, and goblin rushed down the corridor, and toward the stairs.


  Blyss looked over at another bedroom door with intent in her eyes.


  On the first floor, Nuha sprinted ahead as Asher was just behind her. They quickly entered the first-floor corridor and rushed to the storage room that was going to be converted into the new Study. Nuha rushed into the room with excited eyes.


  The storage room was filled with dust. The wood floor was dirty, with plenty of outlines of boot prints, marks left behind of crates, and sacks. The place was cleared out of everything, save for a pair of heavy hammers. One was larger than the other. The goblin licked her lips as she rushed toward the big hammer.


  Asher stood in the doorway and watched as the short goblin grabbed the larger hammer, and heaved it up.


  “Um, that’s my hammer,” Asher said as he saw how strong the thin goblin was.


  “Which wall?” Nuha said as she looked at the walls like enemies on the field.


  Asher walked over to the smaller hammer, and picked it up.


  “Leave the south and east wall alone,” he said as he pointed the hammer where there was an east and south window.


  He then pointed to the west wall. “That is where the bookshelf will be built into the wall. There is a crawl space between this room and the common room. We are only breaking down this inner wall. Do not break through to the other wall, or there will be a window between here and the common room. Got it?” Asher managed to say, but barely finished as the thin goblin heaved the oversized hammer over her head with shaky arms.


  In a wide arc down, the hammer slammed into the wood wall, caving a small hole into it. Nuha pulled the hammer up and brought it down again, cracking the section of wall. A grunt filled the air as she picked it up and brought it down with a loud crash, parts of the inner wall breaking off.


  Asher smirked as he moved next to the deceptively strong goblin, lifted his hammer, and brought it down with enough force to easily cave in a hole.


  The pair continued to break the west wall, piece by piece. Dust flew up and hammers came down. The loud crashing masked a pair of running footsteps.


  The partially open door was knocked aside as a blonde goblin rushed in, followed by Blyss. Each goblin was wearing an oversized shirt, Keefa running behind Asher and grabbing at his waist. Blyss huffed as she stood before Asher and Keefa.


  “No!” Keefa shouted, partially hiding her face behind Asher’s hip.


  Blyss’s eyes narrowed. “Clan Father wants his shirts back.”


  “I stole it. It’s mine!” Keefa shouted.


  “You defy Clan Father’s wishes?” Blyss said with a threatening tone.


  Keefa’s eyes narrowed in return. “I stole it. It’s mine,” she growled.


  Blyss’s green fists shook in frustration. She then bent her knees, and pounced.


  Asher dropped his hammer as his hands blurred up, catching the goblin in mid-air. Instead of fighting, Blyss hung in his grip like a cat pulled from a pond. For Asher, Blyss was heavy in his hands, but the absurdity of the moment caused him to laugh. He gently put her down, but the goblin glared at Keefa.


  “I think I will just have to have more shirts made in town,” Asher sighed.


  Blyss’s eyes cooled, before she bowed her head.


  “I already returned one shirt.”


  Asher kept his loving smile. “Well, now I have two shirts. That should be enough until I go back into town.”


  Blyss nodded. The beautiful goblin turned and walked out of the room.


  Keefa timidly stepped out from behind Asher. She looked up at him with loving eyes, and a cheery smile.


  Asher turned to her. “Don’t be mad at Blyss. She was only doing as I asked.”


  “I no be mad,” the blonde goblin said as she pulled up the shirt to her nose, and took a deep sniff of Asher’s scent. “I want your next dirty shirt. I like the smell.”


  Asher grimaced at the request. “We’ll talk about it later.”


  Keefa looked around as she let go of the shirt. “Can I watch?”


  The young lord nodded. “Sure.”


  He picked up his hammer as Nuha stood with the hammer in her hands, and across her thighs.


  “Back to it,” he said as he heaved his hammer.


  Hammers swung and smashed parts of the wall. The loud hammering continued for long moments, Keefa watching Asher’s strong arms and shoulders flex. She bit her lip as she enjoyed the show.


  ***


  Paasha stood on a stool over the iron stove. She scooped the last of the cooked eggs onto a plate, when a knock at the kitchen door caught her attention. She turned from the stove to see Nyn sitting at the kitchen table, steamy teacup in one hand, and a book in another. The elf was completely naked as she read on, and sipped her drink.


  Paasha stepped off the stool and walked toward the kitchen side door. She opened it to see Dina standing there with a warm smile.


  “Good morning, Paasha,” she beamed.


  Paasha returned the woman’s smile with her own. “Good morning. I get Lord Blackwood.”


  The sounds of crashing and splintering wood rang out from deeper in the house.


  “No need. He’s working on the new Study?”


  The motherly goblin nodded.


  “May I come in?”


  Paasha nodded again. “Clan Father says you always welcomed,” and stepped aside.


  Dina stepped into the kitchen and caught sight of Nyn sitting naked at the kitchen table, one long leg crossed over the other.


  The elf glanced above her book to meet Dina’s gaze.


  “A goblin said I had to return Asher’s shirt,” she stated like it was a typical day on the farm.


  “Ah,” Dina said as she walked past the elf and goblin, and made her way to the first-floor corridor.


  The sounds of banging dimmed as she turned and walked toward it. When she reached the doorframe, she looked in to see Keefa staring. Dina stepped in and looked to her right, Asher and Nuha heaving for air. The window was open, letting in a cool breeze, but to Dina, it didn’t look like it was helping too much.


  Sweat dripped from Asher’s brow. Using the smaller hammer was easier, but he had to hit things twice as much to get the same effect as the bigger hammer. When he looked down on Nuha, her hammer head was on the floor, and she was leaning on the tall, thick handle, her arms trembling. The goblin heaved for air, but a look of determination was still in her eyes.


  Dina glanced over to the mostly broken wall, and nodded her approval. “Good work. It will make a fine bookshelf.”


  She then turned to Asher. “Take a break, and see our finished work.”


  Asher stood up straighter as a new excitement bled into him. The new farmhouse was finished, and he was ready to inspect it.


  “I keep working,” Nuha grinned.


  “Don’t overdo it,” Asher said to the goblin.


  Nuha turned away as she ignored him. She took hold of the heavy hammer and lifted it up with a seething growl.


  Asher quickly moved to Dina’s side, ready to be out of hammer range of the goblin. The pair left the room as Keefa cheered on Nuha.


  The kitchen door opened again, Asher and Dina stepping out. Asher didn’t ask about Nyn sitting naked in the kitchen, reading her book, and Dina didn’t ask, so he left it alone. Instead, he peered south to see the structure standing, with artisans sitting in a cluster to the side, resting in the shade of trees.


  The pair reached the front of the two-story house, and stepped up onto the porch. Asher quickly noticed a gold plate above the door, saying “Blackwood Farmhouse West.” He smiled at it, knowing he needed one for over the door of the main farmhouse.


  “We followed all of your requirements, and I added in a few that might help, especially through the winter,” Dina said as she opened the front door and stepped inside.


  Asher followed, taking in the impressive common room. It was larger than the one in the main farmhouse, plenty of room for furniture. A hearth took up one side, while empty bookshelves took up the other.


  “A common room to spend a lot of time relaxing in,” Dina said as she walked further in.


  Asher drank in everything. Farmhouse West was similar to the main farmhouse, but after walking along the first-floor, there were some minor changes. There was no worship chamber, but it had a much larger kitchen and dining room in place of it. There was also a larger library, but no secret room. There was a sitting room on the north side, looking out to the patio and sitting pond.


  Asher inhaled the fresh cut wood scent as they walked along.


  “Before we go upstairs, let me show you our masterpiece,” Dina said as she made her way down the main corridor to a large, tall door frame.


  Asher quickly noted that the ceilings were about fifteen feet high, while the door frame was about twelve feet tall. Dina walked up to the door, turned the handle, and opened it.


  Impressed shock washed over him, as well as surprise as Brynda was standing beyond very tall windows, looking at them with wide eyes.


  “I was hoping to surprise her,” Asher smiled and waved at the giant.


  “It’s difficult to surprise your guardian,” Dina said as she waved at Brynda as well.


  Asher walked across the immense chamber to a large, thick door with iron bands. He opened it with a little grunt. When it was open, he beckoned Brynda to come in.


  The giant woman lifted an eyebrow, before stepping to the door, seeing it was normal height for her, and walked in.


  Asher lifted a hand and waved it to the large room.


  “I had this made for you,” he smiled.


  Brynda looked around with astonished eyes. The chamber was two stories tall. Around the door, tall sheets of thick glass made up a wall. Tall curtain rods were about twelve feet high, easy enough for her to pull them closed.


  An immense empty shelf took up the southern wall, around a window. Another window was on the north wall, overseeing the pond and patio in the distance. A large closet took up a corner, while a specially made bed took up a spot on the north side of the wall. A large table and chair were in the southern corner, designed for the giant woman.


  Brynda turned around, looking at everything with wide eyes.


  “I’ll have a crate of fire crystals delivered in a day or two, so the house will be ready for the first frost,” Dina smiled.


  Brynda turned and looked down on the lord and artisan in disbelief.


  “This was made… for me?” she questioned as if doubting her own eyes.


  Asher nodded. “It was. It didn’t sit well with any of us, you spending the winter in the barn. Dina and I spoke on it, and changed the design of the house to ensure you were comfortable all year long. You don’t have to sleep outside, if you don’t want to. This is yours, to use as you wish.”


  Brynda’s gaze took on edges of sorrow.


  “No one has ever thought to do such a decent, and kind thing. Especially for me.”


  Asher shook his head. “Well then, all those people are fools.”


  Brynda blinked. “I don’t know what else to say.”


  “You don’t have to say anything,” Asher smiled. “This is your room, and home. Enjoy it.”


  Dina took Asher’s hand into hers, fingers sliding into each other. “Let’s give her a moment to breathe it in. We can inspect upstairs.”


  Brynda watched them leave with happy eyes. Asher smiled at her before the pair stepped into the main house again, the door closing behind them.


  The giant turned and looked around as shafts of sunlight poured in from the high part of the window wall.


  Dina led Lord Blackwood through the house to the stairs. They climbed them until they reached the second-floor. A small corridor continued until it reached a dead end. Five doors were to the right and left.


  “Since we had to sacrifice some of the space for Brynda’s room, we could only add ten rooms to the second floor. Each room has its own washroom, water closet included, so no communal bathing in this house.”


  She turned to Asher and stepped closer to him. She let go of his hand, and placed both of her hands on his chest. The master artisan looked up into his eyes, a heat filling them.


  “I hope you like the work?” Dina asked with a sultry edge.


  “I do, very much,” Asher said as his hand curled around and touched the small of her back, keeping her to him.


  The two looked into each other’s eyes for a long moment.


  Dina broke the silence. “Asher, Nadia told me what’s planned for her stay. She is very excited, but I must admit, I am a little jealous.”


  Asher’s smile faded a touch.


  “I’m jealous I cannot be part of your plays,” Dina said with a breathy whisper. “I know your feelings, and I know Elara is your true heart. I’m happy to simply share our lives, or moments.


  “What I’m asking is, can I be part of it? I never met anyone like you, with such a hopeful spirit after everything you’ve been through.”


  Asher continued to hold her close. “Dina, you are already part of this family. I must admit, I thought it was already clear between us.”


  Dina gave him a wicked smile. “Sometimes, it’s nice to hear it. This town is wonderful, but it has a shallow pool of fine, honorable men. I thought, what we had was a simple fling, but I cannot deny my heart for you. I fear, with your busy love life and enough time, I may be forgotten.”


  “Never,” Asher said with a confident whisper.


  Dina’s lips hovered close to Asher’s, “When winter comes, I will be at your door, ready to join your plays, or bring one of my own.”


  “I’m sure, myself, and everyone else will look forward to it.”


  The artisan’s eyes gleamed in the dim light of the corridor. She pressed her body to his, as she drank in his scent.


  Asher looked down on Dina, a stirring in his loins. He barely held his own inner demons at bay. Life on the farm had opened his mind and soul to so many new experiences, and relationships, it nearly clouded away all logic. But a sliver of logic broke through as blood drained away to his member.


  Despite so much honesty between everyone, they still come to me with secret desires. I feel their hesitation, despite how intimate we’ve been. Maybe there is a way to change that?


  And with that thought, an idea struck the young lord, followed by the touch of Dina’s lips to his own.


  The pair held each other as tongues slid into mouths. The intimate kiss lingered, as Dina rubbed her body against his like a cat in heat. Hands grabbed at each other, ready to tear off clothes, when a door opened on the first floor, and a voice floated up.


  “Dina? Are we finished for today?” an artisan called out.


  Dina and Asher parted their intimate kiss, leaned their foreheads to each other, and chuckled quietly.


  “Another time,” the pair said in unison, followed by a little more laughter.


  Dina pulled away from Asher and walked over to the top of the stairs.


  “We’re finished. Send everyone on their way,” she called down.


  “Will do!” the artisan said and quickly left.


  Dina turned to Asher as he approached her.


  “I do need to get back to Farmhouse East. I would like the new Study to be completed in the next week or two.”


  Dina eyed him for a moment, before letting out a defeated sigh.


  “This little moment isn't over. If I have to be the villainess to claim you as mine, so be it,” Dina laughed.


  “Sounds fun,” Asher winked.


  Dina laughed as she took his hand. The pair made their way down the stairs, their hearts a little lighter.


  ***


  Nuha lifted the large, heavy hammer with shaky arms. She heaved as she struggled to get it over her head.


  “You use small hammer,” Keefa pointed out.


  The stubborn goblin managed to lift the heavy hammer over her head with both arms, and heavy breath.


  “Clan Father likes… strength!” Nuha growled.


  Keefa sighed. “In battle, not home.”


  Nuha roared as she brought the hammer down on the last shard of broken, inner wall left.


  The moment the hammer struck the shard, it splintered and shattered into bits of wood, which scattered at her bare feet.


  The goblin heaved with a wide grin, and victory in her eyes. She tried to pick the hammer up again, but her arms didn’t work. Letting go, she stumbled back before her whole body gave out.


  Keefa rushed to her fellow goblin, catching her in her arms. The pair fell on their asses, Nuha wilting in Keefa’s arms.


  “You’re dumb,” Keefa hissed.


  “But… I’m… strong,” Nuha heaved as she tried to regain her strength.


  “Strong… and dumb,” Keefa said as she hugged her fellow goblin to her.


  Asher stepped in to see the two goblins, Keefa holding Nuha. They both lifted their gazes to him, and smiled.


  Lord Blackwood glanced over at the broken wall. He nodded his approval as most of the wall was broken down, after seeing Dina to the front gate.


  “Good work,” he said to Nuha.


  “See,” Nuha huffed with a happy smile.


  Keefa scowled at her fellow goblin, but kept her sitting up.


  Asher moved closer to the destroyed wall, seeing the thin crawlspace and the other wall that connects to the common room.


  “Nuha, next time, use the smaller hammer until you're strong enough to use the…” Asher trailed off when he spotted something in the corner of the crawlspace.


  The young man stepped over and knelt by the corner. A wood box was wedged into the space, a layer of dust on it. Asher reached down past the jagged wood edge of the crawlspace, took hold of the wood box, and pulled it out.


  He stood up with the box in both hands. It has no markings of any kind. All it had was a simple lock. He turned it over in his hands, inspecting it further, but did not see anything else to the odd item.


  Is this one of my uncle's secrets to discover?


  Nuha and Keefa scrambled to their feet and approached Asher from each side of him. They looked at the wood box, Keefa tilting her head to the side, and Nuha touching the side of it.


  “It don’t look old,” Nuha said in broken common.


  “No, it doesn’t,” Asher whispered as his curiosity churned.


  “Meal time!” Paasha shouted from the kitchen.


  Keefa stepped behind Asher, and grabbed Nuha’s hand.


  “Leave Clan Father to his work,” she said as she pulled her fellow goblin.


  “I want to help!” Nuha said as she stumbled with Keefa out of the door, turned the corner, and disappeared.


  Asher didn’t hear them as he turned the box over in his hands again. A deep chill sank into his spirit as dread crawled along his senses.


  “What did you leave me, Uncle?” Asher said to no one as a cool breeze slipped in through the open window, the sounds of birds chirping in the distance.




  Chapter 9


  Curious Spirit


  Asher lifted the arcane bow, and placed it on two carved standing pegs on top of the fireplace mantle. He stepped back to admire his work, seeing the bow fit perfectly onto the pegs, as a small fire burned in the hearth below it.


  Night had fallen beyond the windows of the common room. The house was quiet, as almost everyone went to bed early, except for Asher. The young man stared at the bow as small thoughts lingered in the back of his mind. They pushed against the moment of small accomplishment, trying to claw at him, dragging down his spirit.


  The day was full of activities. Asher prepared the new Study, by bringing in already cut, and measured wood. A tool pack was brought in, and left in the center of the room, ready for the work over the coming week.


  After preparing the chamber for the work to come, Asher made his way to his workshop. It didn’t take long to carve out two stand-pegs for the bow, Frost-Fire. Once it was complete, he returned to the house as the day slowly turned to evening. Everyone met in the dining room, eating their fill, and talked about the coming harvest. Plans were put in place to put out many metal tubs to collect the grapes. Discussions were had about the entire process taking days to complete. Getting the grapes to the winery, crushing, preparing the larger vat, and draining the small, already full vat, would take time, and everyone present. The household was ready for the work. Even Fern tapped her hooved foot in solidarity next to her bowl of food on the floor.


  For Asher, it brought a sense of satisfaction, knowing they were all working together to accomplish such a time-consuming feat.


  The young lord looked down at the small fire in the hearth. His heart pulsed with doubt as a great many things were left unspoken. The farmwork was the easy part. Handling some of the other tasks here in Mist Valley drained his positive attitude.


  Asher turned and looked down at a potion bottle on the coffee table. It had a grayish glow to it, the contents perfectly still. He then turned his attention to the stairs, knowing he could simply climb them, go to his bedroom, and fall into Elara’s waiting arms, but there were questions that needed answers. Time with his lover would have to wait, much to Asher’s regret.


  Asher stepped past the small table and snatched up the potion. He made his way to the main corridor, his boots the only sound on the first floor. After a quick turn, he stepped into the library, and closed the door behind him.


  Hanging lanterns glowed with warm light. Shadows shifted along the bookshelves. A single lantern stood on a table between two chairs. Next to it was the strange wood box he found in the wall earlier today. The table also had a hammer with a curved head next to the box.


  Asher stepped over to the table and seating. He sat down in one of the chairs, putting the potion on the table with the box and hammer. His hands moved to the box, and picked it up.


  Asher’s eyes drank in the details again. It was a simple, wood box, with a basic lock on one side. It was the size of a small chest, but lacked any detailed carvings. To Asher, to hide such a simple, nondescript box, caused him to speculate that this box was never meant to be discovered.


  The young lord reached over to the table, and picked up the hammer. He put the curved, back head of the hammer to the side, and wedged it into the simple lock. With a quick push, leverage snapped the thin metal, and the lock fell away.


  For a tiny moment, Asher wondered if it was trapped. Spending so much time in dungeons, anyone, and everything could be a trap. But knowing his uncle, the man would never play with other people’s lives, by accident, or on purpose. It wasn’t his way.


  To play it a little safe, Asher put the wood box on the table, stood up, and opened it from the side.


  The lid lifted, but there were no magical explosions, a deadly mimic, or some undead thing pouncing out to bite his face.


  Asher sat down and investigated the now open box. His brow wrinkled, seeing only neatly stacked letters, and a leatherbound book. He quickly scanned the inside of the box, searching for a note from his uncle, telling him that this was one of his secrets, but there was none.


  Asher picked up the first letter from the stack. He opened it and looked it over.


  Lord B,


  I enjoyed your visit immensely. I have never laughed so much in a single evening. You brought a sense of magic I hadn’t known for a time.


  I hope this letter finds you well? As we discussed, please keep these letters hidden, or burned after reading. I care not to have my private business found out, especially after such a marvelous time had.


  Please give your letters to my private courier. They can be trusted.


  I look forward to seeing more of your letters. I dare say, I am intrigued by your work you only briefly mentioned. It painted you in a mysterious light, and I cannot remove those mysteries from my daily life. As I told you, I will keep your secrets, as I know you’re an honorable man, and will keep mine.


  I look forward to further correspondence, and getting to know one another.


  ~Vana  


  Asher studied the letter, noticing the penmanship was elven. That in itself was not odd, but the vagueness of it set his mind to wonder.


  The young lord put the letter down, and picked up the next one. He opened it and immediately noticed his uncle’s handwriting.


  Vana,


  Your letter uplifted my spirits. I too enjoyed our time together during my visit. To dine and speak with you was a memory I will carry with me to my end years, and beyond.


  As for my mysterious work, I cannot write too much about the subject. As I mentioned, I would enjoy times where we can speak on it further, away from prying eyes, and ears. There are places we can meet, but I would not dream of putting you in any imposition. I know your life, and work, is incredibly demanding.


  But, if you are willing to chance it, I will send you a gift. It will aid us with a means to meet for small amounts of time, and speak to each other, as equals.


  Please, let me know in your next letter, and I will set things in motion.


  I look forward to hearing from you again, and I count the days.


  ~Lord B


  Asher put the letter down in his lap. He stared blankly as his mind worked. He noticed that the letters were from his uncle, and someone named Vana. He quickly knew from what elvish he knew, Vana meant Beauty. His uncle, and the mysterious person who he shared correspondence with, were speaking in vague and coded terms. He picked up on some of it, but it didn’t answer any of his questions.


  Asher folded the letter, and then picked up the next one from the stack.


  Time bled away as Asher went through each letter. His eyes grew tired after a time, but he could not stop himself from reading each one. Some letters were short, while others were pages long. Most of them were vague thank you’s and excited anticipations to unspecified visits. It was hard to pin down the exact details, but Asher knew after the third letter, there was a loving affection between his uncle, and someone else.


  Asher lost track of time as he opened the last letter from Vana.


  My Lord Beloved,


  It torments me to write this, as this is our final correspondence. I have sobbed many nights, unable to put quill to parchment, without tears splashing on wet ink.


  You have brought new life to my soul. I will forever treasure our times together. You have opened my eyes to much more than I would have experienced from my mundane, trapped life.


  I fear, many have become suspicious of me, and I have more eyes on me than I care to admit. We cannot risk what we have any longer.


  The courier is returning with all your letters from the last several years. I can no longer hide them, and I cannot bear to burn them. They are my light in the shadows, and I will miss them, and you.


  I bid you farewell. You will always have a place in my heart, and I will search for you in our dreams.


  Live a good life. I will look to the stars every evening, and know, we are looking at them, together.


  With crystal tears,


  ~Vana


  Asher folded the letter as his heart sagged in his chest. There were no dates on the letters, but judging from the amount of letters, the correspondence may have been happening for years.


  All of it only brought more questions, too many questions. It buzzed at Asher like an angry hornet’s nest, and it pushed him to want to find actual answers.


  Taking hold of the weathered, leatherbound book, Asher opened it and looked it over. Each page held drawn charts, some with stars, others with phases of the moon, and many pages of crudely drawn maps. Some of the maps were of Mist Valley itself. While others were of locations Asher didn’t recognize. The more pages he turned, the more unusual everything was. After half-way through the book, the pages changed from maps and star charts, to pages of legends, myths, and odd creatures. The book itself held so much information, it would take days to weeks to read and digest it all. It was a project he would take on, but there was a quicker way to uncover some secrets.


  Asher closed the book and put it back in the wood box. He closed the lid as his gaze fell upon the potion on the table.


  Thoughts crowded the young lord’s mind. Moments played out of the fight he had with his neighbor, Jarrag. The taurnar mentioned how his uncle betrayed his brother, and many others he knew from his travels. Claudia Frost also brought information to him, detailing how Jarrag was part of a secret group called the Ivory Crows, and how that group did not have any kindness toward his uncle.


  “I need some answers,” Asher said as he picked up the potion.


  Without hesitation, he pulled off the cork, and lifted the potion vial to his lips. The glowing gray liquid poured onto his tongue, and down his throat. Memories washed on the shores of his mind, Megeth’s lich milk allowing him to create Spirit Walk potions. Despite selling off most of it, Asher had the presence of mind to save a dozen for himself. Each potion vial would have enough for two spirit walks, the young lord knowing there would be a finite number of times he could visit the dead.


  Asher put the potion down on the table, and re-corked it. He sat back in his chair, allowing himself to relax. His eyes grew heavy as a weight pressed down on him. Lantern light dimmed as he mentally pictured his uncle. A sadness caressed his soul, as he slipped away from his body, and journeyed into the darkness.


  The sounds of small waves touched the young man’s ears. The darkness parted to a moonlight night, stars dotting the sky. The scent of the sea filled his nose as he looked out to relatively calm waters. Small waves broke on the surf, as moonlight reflected from the shifting waters.


  A figure stood by the surf’s edge, staring out at the vastness of the sky and sea. Short black hair, with a few gray streaks covered his head. Black clothes covered his body. A wind ruffled his hair a little, as he kept his gaze on the black sea and twinkling night sky.


  Asher stepped along the muddy sand. His heart pounded in his chest, but it was faraway. His eyes didn’t blink as he walked closer to the man in black.


  “Uncle?” Asher asked with a low tone.


  The man turned and a happy smile filled his features.


  “Nephew,” Aric said before stepping closer to Asher and embracing him in a hug.


  Asher hugged the man he admired back, his pulse easing down.


  The two men remained in an embrace for a time, before they parted, Aric’s hand on Asher’s shoulder.


  “I did ponder if you kept some of those Spirit Walk potions for yourself. I am happy to see you did,” Aric grinned.


  Asher nodded, with sad eyes.


  “I wish this was simply a social visit,” he said plainly.


  Aric gave him a knowing nod, and let go of his shoulder.


  “You have questions, I can sense it. How I wish I could have a brandy for us to talk the night away. It would be a long night, since the sun never rises in this place. But it would make it a little more comfortable.”


  Asher blinked, and when he opened his eyes, a pair of cushioned chairs were on the beach.


  “Even in this place, I’m learning what a spirit can, and cannot do. Please, have a seat,” Aric said with his open hand pointing at a chair.


  Asher smiled as they both walked to the chairs and sat down. They faced the black sea, but the chairs were close enough to talk normally.


  “Ask your questions, and I will see if I can answer them, to the best of my knowledge.”


  Asher nodded, and began, “I found a wood box within the wall.”


  Aric’s eyes darkened. He tilted his head forward, shadows covering his eyes.


  “I should have burned that box, and all of its contents. It was never meant to be found, especially by you.”


  “Uncle, you left many secrets for me to find. I find it difficult to think that you didn’t want me to find this one?”


  Aric kept his gaze down as he stared at nothing. “The secrets I left behind were meant to give you purpose, beyond running a simple farm. I didn’t consider your father’s influence with taking things apart, or building them from scratch. The box was put away, never to be discovered. I remembered it before I left for my voyage, but didn’t take it out, for fear the repaired wall would cause you to endlessly search for something you were never meant to find.


  “I walled up that box many years ago, when I was much younger. I’m sorry you came to visit me about something I cannot discuss with you, but it is for your own safety.”


  Asher looked down, not in frustration, but in sorrow. “Uncle, I have always respected your intentions. I know you mean well with everything you do, but such a mystery vexes me. Several mysteries have come to my attention, and I fear for not only my growing family, but our legacy.”


  Aric lifted his face into the moonlight. He looked over at his nephew with endearing eyes.


  “I have kept many secrets, for a long time. The farm has brought all kinds of women from across the realm. Some were merely visitors, eager to form a deeper connection with the Divine Mother, their milk payment for their stay. Others had a deeper intimacy, swearing me to secrecy about their lives, histories, and stories.


  “Nephew, you know my honor will not allow me to speak on things I swore to remain silent, even to you. Death is not enough of an excuse to reveal any of those secrets. I’m sorry.”


  Asher looked out to the small waves crashing on the surf. “What if I discover those secrets on my own? Will you grant me confirmation of my speculations?”


  Aric gave his nephew a grim look. “Only if you must. Should you discover anything, and bring it to me, it will no longer be a secret, and I can speak more to it. But I must caution you, dear nephew, do not go down this path. It will only lead to pain, and suffering. Not every battle can be won with skill, and hope. I know you’re capable, but there are always greater enemies that cannot be slain, no matter how powerful you become.”


  The sounds of small waves eased Asher’s spirit, but not his mind.


  “Can you tell me about the Ivory Crows?”


  Aric grimaced. “A simple name for a group of thieves and murderers for hire. They enjoy stealing and selling enchanted items, and arcane secrets. They have been around a long time, their talons in everything. When they are not stealing priceless artifacts, they are assassinating people of note, and renown. Best to stay away from them, and their ilk.”


  “Do the crows only steal for coin?” Asher asked.


  Aric shook his head. “You know as well as I do, the World Quake shattered Valoria. It took a long time to claw back to civilization, but so much was lost. The ancient secrets of enchanting are gone, or buried. No matter how many years have passed, the greatest mages and enchanters cannot create some of the mystical artifacts from myth and legend.


  “Empires and kingdoms constantly search and buy such ancient artifacts. Time has little, to no effect on mystical items. That is why they are so valuable.”


  Aric gave his nephew a sheepish look. “You know how I feel about the adventurer's life. Guilds spew their propaganda to entice young men and women to go on dangerous quests. I didn’t want that for you, but your father insisted. As much as I love you, I had to honor your father’s wishes, no matter how against them I was. If I had my way, I would have shown you more of my life, my work. I always knew you would take to it. It pains me that I did not show you it sooner, but your pledge to the guild was for ten years, and I could say nothing until your pledge expired.”


  Aric’s eyes gleamed in the moonlight. “When my brother returned to the guild, after losing your mother, I knew it was a mistake. He lost his will to live a normal life. He sent me letters, telling me how proud he was of your adventures. How many in the guild spoke so highly of you, of your victories, and your adventures.”


  Asher looked away, remembering his father returning to the guild weeks after the death of his wife. How the two of them mourned her, but Asher spent much of his time trying to convince his father to return to a normal life.


  His father had none of it, telling Asher he sold the farm so he could never go back. He feared seeing her ghost within those walls. He came back to the guild, to live the adventurer life again. The guild forbade Asher and his father from being part of the same missions, saying it would put too much pressure on the fellowship if it came down to a life-or-death battle.


  Asher slowly blinked, remembering about his father’s third mission with his fellowship. He died protecting their escape from a small horde of undead. The story was told to Asher many times by everyone who escaped, speaking of his father’s bravery, but to the young man, he knew his father wasn’t long for this world. Coming back to the guild was his way of leaving the realm, and re-uniting with the only woman he ever loved.


  “He could never return to a normal life,” Asher said with a low tone. “She was his life, and he was lost without her. I saw it in his eyes, when he arrived at the guild. He was going to use his grief as a means to fight, and die, in battle.”


  Aric gave a grave nod. “Your father was never a man to wait for fate. I still imagine him, fighting the dead with a smile, knowing he was going to see his beloved again. It helps me with this place, this purgatory.”


  Asher eyed his uncle. “My neighbor is an Ivory Crow agent,” he said before detailing the events of Jarrag’s arrival, their fight, and what was said at the Summer Dusk banquet.


  Aric listened intently, drinking in every word. When Asher finished, the older man rubbed his jaw in contemplation.


  “This is dark tidings. I never thought a day would come where the Ivory Crows would be foolish enough to test the Opal Society. The two factions have always clashed, but the society has greater backing from many. The Opal Society brings a much-needed resource to the realm, while the Ivory Crows only bring thievery and murder.


  “They want the Lac Codex. If they can acquire one book, no matter how many protections are on it, they will peel away many secrets to alchemy and potion craft. It would shift the balance across the realm, and even incite a new war. The Opal Society is honorable, but there are many out there without a drop of honor, the Ivory Crows included.”


  Asher nodded. “As much as I dislike the situation, I cannot simply go over and kill my neighbor.”


  Aric nodded at his nephew, “Nor should you, but take heed, the further you dwell in such gloom, the more dangerous it becomes. I cannot tell you what to do, but I advise you to stay away from your neighbor, as best you can.”


  “But what if they had a hand in your death?” Asher said, speaking his suspicions.


  Aric looked at his nephew with kind, understanding eyes. “Asher, I’ve had many dealings with all manner of people. As for enemies, I had as many as I do friends, and allies. Valoria can be a hard place to live at times.


  “As for what you said concerning this Jarrag, and his brother’s imprisonment, I cannot say much more on it, for your own protection. The less you know, the better protected you are. I wish it wasn’t this way. I wish I could spill every secret to you, but it would only endanger your life, and the lives of your new family.”


  Asher’s hands made small fists on the armrests.


  Aric glanced at his nephew’s fists and looked at him with kind eyes. “Remember what I said to you, on your first visit to this realm? I don’t want vengeance in my name. Life is too short to agonize over things that have happened in the past.”


  “Uncle, your past has come back to haunt me,” Asher said firmly. “I want to know you have moved on, but these secrets keep you here. The danger may be growing, and I would rather be prepared, than caught unawares.”


  “I know you do. It is your choice, but I am strongly against it. If you continue to uncover secrets from my past, and come to me with some answers, I will tell you what I know, if I can.


  “But please, take what I say to heart, live a simple life. The rest of the world will always have its troubles, but your life, and legacy, is much more important than the affairs of the world.”


  Asher’s heart sagged in his chest. The truth spoke to him on many levels, he and his uncle staying to their honor, and pledges. It frustrated Asher, but he understood why his uncle could not spill his secrets. Knowing his uncle would tell him more if he uncovered secrets on his own, did bring a small sense of relief. For now, life on the farm would continue, but if anything new was discovered, he would have confirmation with the trusted spirit of his uncle.


  “I made some changes to the farm. Had a winery added, a new workshop, a barn, and a second farmhouse,” Asher mentioned.


  Aric looked at his nephew with proud eyes. “That sounds incredible. I always knew you would use the land better than I did. Tell me all about it.”


  Asher smiled at his uncle. A familiar feeling washed over him, this moment reminding him of the many times his uncle came to visit him, eager to hear about anything from his life.


  “We are brewing our first batch of strawberry wine. There is a crop of grapes on the northern part of the estate. The grapes are ready for harvest, and everyone is eager to create more wine,” Asher smiled before his eyes widened a hair.


  “Oh, and, um, I have become a goblin chief. It’s hard to explain, but I am also in love. Her name is Elara Moonwhisper. She is an elf from the Thallmar Province of the empire.”


  Aric’s eyes filled with delighted wonder. “Dear nephew, that is wonderful news! I want to know everything. Do not spare any detail. I would thoroughly enjoy hearing about your life on the estate, and about the women you love.”


  Asher’s heart lifted in his chest.


  The two men sat in chairs, their conversation blending with the white noise of waves on the surf. The moon and starry sky glowed with celestial beauty above them.


  ***


  Asher’s eyes slowly opened as his spirit settled back in his body. A fuzziness filled his gaze as he blinked. A weariness pulled at him, like he had been running for days. It caused a small yawn to escape his lips.


  Asher glanced at the library window, seeing that it was still night out. He then turned his attention to the box on the table beside him. It was not disturbed during his spirit walk.


  A small energy returned to his muscles. The young lord was eager to go to bed, when the library door opened.


  A goblin with short hair peeked in.


  Asher saw that it was Nuha, and he gave her a tired smile.


  “I’ve been looking for you,” the thin goblin said as she stepped in, and closed the door behind her.




  Chapter 10


  Honesty


  Asher remained seated as Nuha stood with her back against the library door. She was wearing one of Asher’s shirts, the hem reaching above her knees. Her yellow eyes gleamed in the dim light, the goblin a statue blocking his exit.


  Lord Blackwood leaned forward, elbows on knees.


  “Nuha?” he said with small concern bleeding into his gaze.


  The sound of her name seemed to unfreeze her. The goblin crossed the library floor and stood before Asher, the pair looking each other in the eyes.


  “You not in your room.”


  Asher nodded and gave her a small smile. “No, I was here, looking into a few things. Why were you looking for me?”


  A shine rolled through the goblin’s eyes. “To thank you.”


  “Thank me?”


  Nuha nodded. “You treat me like I part of clan. You are… good to me.”


  Asher’s gaze softened. “We all treat each other well here. I liked how you used the larger hammer on the wall.”


  “It make me stronger… for you.”


  Asher eyed the goblin. He could feel a stern shyness coming from her, as if she was fighting with herself. When he glanced down to her hand at her side, it twitched.


  Nuha continued, “Old clan didn’t like me. They treat me bad. They liked Blyss, and Paasha. They scared of Keefa. Keefa and I become friends.”


  She looked away. “I want to help. I want to be… important. Important to Clan Father.”


  “You are important, to me, and the whole clan,” Asher said with a reassuring tone.


  Nuha’s lip wrinkled. She lifted her hand and put it on Asher’s thigh. Her fingers pressed against him in an affectionate way.


  “Important… to Clan Father.”


  Asher’s eyes filled with an understanding shine. The goblin was having a difficult time with common, but her intentions were clear. From what Blyss had explained to Asher, and from what he gathered from his interactions with all the goblins, every member needed to be important to the clan. They worked, lived, and fought together. If a goblin was seen as different, or strange, even by their standards, they were often outcasts.


  Blyss didn’t hold back on describing what happened to clan outcasts. They were often treated terribly and abused. In dire, or lean times, outcasts were eaten first. In dangerous situations, they were sent in first. During clan bonding orgies, they were always left out. They were treated like animals, and rarely elevated from that status, unless they killed the clan father, or mother, taking their position. Outcasts could run away, but if they were discovered by another clan, they were often killed, or treated worse than their former clan. It was a despicable way of life for goblin clans, and Asher began to see why Paasha, Keefa, and Nuha were so quick to have him and Blyss as the chief and chieftess of their own clan. Out in the wild, their very lives were forfeit, and they all knew it.


  Asher put his hand on Nuha’s hand, giving it a squeeze. “You have nothing to fear, or concern yourself with. You are important to me, and the clan. I won’t let anyone, or anything hurt you. I promise.”


  Nuha’s eyes trembled. She stepped between Asher’s parted legs, looking him directly in the eyes. She took his hand, and brought it to her chest. Asher kept his warm gaze as she pressed his palm to her small breast, keeping it there.


  The moment glowed with sultry intimacy. Asher squeezed her, feeling her nipple erect under the over-sized shirt.


  “We protect each other. We love each other,” Nuha whispered as her hands fell to Asher’s bulge.


  Asher nodded as he ran his thumb over her covered nipple.


  The heat between them grew by several degrees. The space between them filled with a charge, and Asher felt his own inner demons lick their lips.


  “Your cock tastes so good. I suck on it,” Nuha said as she undid his belt.


  “Nuha, you never have to do anything you don’t,” Asher trailed off as warm hands slipped into his leggings and pulled out his throbbing manhood.


  The goblin looked down with hungry eyes as it thickened immediately to her touch. Small, delicate strokes caused it to stiffen like stone.


  “I treat you good,” Nuha said and lowered herself to her knees before him.


  Asher watched as Nuha’s tongue slid out and glided up his member. She held it by the base, giving it light strokes, barely an inch, as her tongue licked at it. Heat bloomed further between them.


  “I treat your cock good,” Nuha hissed between two licks.


  Asher relaxed in his chair, letting the goblin have her way.


  Nuha ran her tongue and lips along the shaft, taking her time and enjoying her clan father’s taste.


  “I be your play slave,” Nuha said and kissed the shaft.


  Asher continued to watch as she licked and kissed him, but her words confused him for a small moment.


  “Blyss tell me about plays,” the goblin said as if reading his mind, or noticed his expression. “I like plays. I want to be in play, as your slave.”


  Asher’s eyes half-closed as he understood. She knew what their private plays were, a way to enjoy sensual adventures. She wanted her own, but it strangely was close to what Nadia wanted. Even with blood drained to his member, Asher noticed a recurring trend between many members of the household.


  Everyone here seems to have trouble with being themselves at times. There must be a way for us to push that aside, and simply be free with each other.


  Asher parted his lips to ask her a question, when her lips closed over his throbbing head and she began to suck.


  Pleasure crashed into the young lord as Nuha’s head bobbed up and down. She took inches at a time, as her tongue slathered against the underside of his shaft. Asher could hardly think, the goblin was very good at the task at hand. His inner demons cheered her on, the young man’s hips moving and betraying him. Asher’s hand touched the top of her head, and it caused her to moan with her mouth full.


  “Clan Father is pleased,” Asher said with a hard whisper, her lips rubbing his manhood in just the right way.


  Nuha increased the tempo, eager to please him. She looked up as she dragged her lips up and down his erection. The goblin didn’t blink as she watched bliss fill her Clan Father’s features.


  Wet sounds filled the air between them, Nuha’s head taking quick, long strokes with her lips. Asher let out a small groan, unable to deny her intimate skill. It was enough to crack his willpower. Nuha’s tongue worked a sensual magic as her lips massaged his shaft.


  Asher fought his own demons as he tried to regain some semblance of control.


  “Stand up, and undress,” Asher commanded.


  Nuha took a long drag of his cock, before letting go with her lips, but taking one last lick of the tip. She stood up before him, and took hold of her sleeping shirt. She pulled it over her head and tossed it aside, staring at Asher with dreamy eyes.


  Asher looked at her naked form. She had a mature goblin body, but was slender. Her small breasts called to him, with dark green nipples. Her skin was an emerald green. A thin layer of hair surrounded her pink slit. Wetness dripped down her inner thighs, as she stood without a drop of shame.


  “Clan Father, I serve,” she said with hungry eyes.


  “Come to me. Sit on my lap, and face me,” Asher commanded.


  Nuha stepped closer and climbed onto his lap like a spider. She took hold of his member and pressed it to her slit. Wetness coated his throbbing head as she let gravity pull her down.


  Nuha didn’t wince as her valley entrance spread open for her Clan Father’s manhood. Thick inches pushed at her strong inner walls, drops of honey sliding down his shaft. Asher put his hand on her hip as she slid down halfway. Nuha’s knees were on the chair seat, and she began bouncing slightly on his cock, taking in an inch at a time.


  “So good,” Nuha cooed in ecstasy.


  Asher’s eyes fluttered to tendrils of bliss. His hand moved to her small ass, giving her a squeeze as she worked his member down to the hilt. The goblin squeezed as she moved on him. Small moans dripped from parted lips, as eyes fluttered.


  “I be yours,” Nuha whispered as she moved with blissful delight.


  Asher nodded as she bounced on his cock.


  “Will you do anything I ask?”


  Nuha nodded as her nerves tightened.


  Asher moved his hand to her pelvis. His thumb moved further down, finding, and touching her small, engorged clit. Nuha leaned back a little, her hands on Asher’s knees behind her. She arched her chest up at him, while riding his cock. He massaged her clit as wet sounds of their union played on.


  “Good,” Asher said darkly as he watched, and played with her. “I have need of you. Nadia is coming to our home. I want you both to be good friends.”


  Nuha nodded as she closed her eyes in ecstasy. Spirals of pleasure coiled her nerves to the breaking point. Her inner world could barely contain her clan father. Her eyes fluttered as his thumb rubbed her deeply, tickling her very soul.


  “Both of you will be my special women, but only if you earn it,” Asher said as a memory of his time with her, and the other goblins, in the forest, touched his thoughts.


  “Yes,” Nuha hissed, before a hand wrapped around her throat.


  The goblin’s eyes opened wide as Asher held her by the throat, giving it a gentle, but firm squeeze. Her fingers dug into his knees, but made no attempt to grab at his wrist. A raspy gasp touched the air as the young lord looked at her with soul-piercing eyes. A flood of wetness surged from their connection, the goblin unwilling, or unable to look away.


  Asher’s gaze took in a sinister gleam, playing deeper into the part. “If you serve me well, you are rewarded. If you defy me, you will be punished.”


  Nuha barely nodded as she barely kept a coherent thought in her head.


  The young lord squeezed her throat a little more, and Nuha wheezed for air. Her eyes began to roll into her head as pleasure spiked.


  “You and Nadia, will need training, proper training,” Asher said with a threatening tone.


  Nuha’s eyes slid firmly in her head. Her willpower cracked further along her spirit. Hips moved to the slick connection between them. The outside grew quieter, only Asher’s words having the power to cut through the silence.


  “For a time, I will not be your Clan Father. You and Nadia will only call me Master, when I put a collar around your neck. Do you understand?”


  “Yes,” Nuha managed between ragged breaths.


  Asher continued to massage her clit as he leaned forward a little more, his hand still tight around her neck. He drank in her unique scent, reminding him of a forest in the early morning.


  “I take care of my good girls. I will take care of you,” Asher said with loving warmth in his tone.


  Nuha’s eyes were rolled in her head in pure ecstasy as her lips parted, making a perfect oval. A shrill exhale floated up from her mouth as all control was shattered along her soul. The goblin shuddered hard, Asher holding her by the neck to keep her from thrashing violently. Thighs trembled as a river of heavenly bliss slammed into the goblin. Nerves lit up into a flood of magical explosions.


  Asher studied Nuha as a burst of wetness dripped from their connection. Honey leaked as Nuha’s body betrayed her, moving on his rigid member with reckless abandonment. Strange sounds floated up from the goblin, as ecstasy whipped orgasm after orgasm across her soul.


  Asher let go of her throat, and Nuha took the deepest breath of her life. She weaved as she bounced on her lord’s lap. She then slumped forward against his chest, her hips still moving and milking her own river of orgasms.


  “Shhhh, it’s okay,” Asher whispered as he held her to him. “You’re okay.”


  The goblin kept her eyes shut, a tear rolling down her green cheek. She snuggled against his covered chest, her hips slowing down, but still moving. The intimate connection glowed between them as moans dripped from Nuha’s lips.


  Asher’s fingers slid through her short hair, keeping her head to his neck. A tenderness bloomed between them, Nuha letting out low moans as her dazzled senses could barely recover.


  “Clan Father is going to come,” Asher said as he felt the familiar urge rising along his loins.


  Nuha’s tempo increased as she squeezed him. New energy filled her as she sat up and put her hands on Asher’s shoulders. Thighs worked harder, trying to draw her Clan Father’s soul through his cock.


  The young lord looked at the beautiful goblin as his cock thickened. He could not deny their growing connection.


  Asher's new idea marinated in his mind as the urge for release grew louder. The tempo grew between them, Nuha moaning her pleasure. The moment of no return flashed, and the young lord grunted. Nuha let out her own gasp as thick ropes of seed quickly filled her tight space. Honey and come leaked from their union, the goblin continuing to hump her lover’s rigid and impressive member. Pleasure clouded Asher’s mind and body, enjoying the goblin as she milked his manhood. A green hand snaked down to their connection. Nuha brought her hand up from their messy connection, and licked her fingers as they were covered with come and honey.


  When her fingers were clean, the goblin leaned into Asher’s chest, putting her face to his neck. They remained connected, Nuha moving with lazy hips, keeping Asher hard within her.


  Asher hugged her to him, and enjoyed the small moment. Dark mysteries and plots faded to the background, as the simple joy of holding Nuha to him brought a sense of relief, and affection. As his fingers moved through her short, black hair, a new sense of wonder filled his spirit.


  ***


  Asher stepped into the master bedroom, the wood box under his arm. The room was dark, except for what little light glowed from the window. It was the dead of night as the young lord gently put the wood box down on his desk.


  A small memory played across Asher’s mind as he looked at the bed, seeing two lumps covered in blankets. Nuha passed out on him. He picked her up in his arms, and carried her out of the library, and upstairs. He deposited the goblin in her room, before fixing his clothes a little, and making his way back downstairs. When he was about to step into the first-floor corridor, he noticed a book, and a bottle of open wine on the center table of the common room. It in itself was not unusual, but he didn’t remember anyone drinking tonight. The thought quickly left his mind as he walked to the library and picked up the wood box. 


  The bedroom air was a little cold as he removed his clothes. When he was fully naked, he climbed into the large bed. The two lumps took on further details, one set of lumps were similar to Elara, while the other set of lumps were similar to Blyss. He crawled to the head of the bed and slid under the thick blankets. The moment he was under, Blyss snuggled to his side, her head under his arm.


  Asher smiled as she grabbed onto him, her thick thigh and leg over his leg.


  Movement caught his attention to his left, Elara uncovering her head and her eyes half-opening. She moved closer, snuggling to him for body heat. Asher slipped his arm around her, as she rested her cheek on his chest.


  “We missed you,” the mature elf said with a sleepy tone.


  “I always miss you,” the young lord said to the elf and goblin.


  Blyss’s head nodded a little, before her hand wandered to Asher’s manhood. She took hold, gently stroking him as she kept her eyes closed.


  Asher smiled as Elara put her hand on his chest.


  “Did you discover anything with the box?” the elf asked with a sleepy whisper.


  Asher nodded, enjoying Blyss’s stroking. “I did, but we can talk about it in the morning.”


  Elara nodded as she sighed.


  “I’ve been thinking,” Asher began.


  Elara lifted her head and rested her chin on Asher’s chest, looking into his eyes.


  The lord continued, “I think, everyone under this roof has difficulty speaking their mind at times. I had an idea for a play that I want to share with everyone.”


  Elara lifted her upper body, her heavy naked breasts hanging free. She looked at Asher with curious eyes as he remained on his back.


  “What do you have in mind?”


  Asher smiled at the beautiful elf in his bed. “A play, where everyone has the same power, and rules. One where we can either speak our mind, or command another for pleasure. It would allow us to become much closer, as a family, and as lovers.”


  Elara’s oval eyes gleamed in the dim light. “It sounds like we would all take on the roles of dominant, and submissive. It could get confusing, after a time.”


  The young man nodded. “There would be some rules put in place. Anyone in the play may only use it once per day. I think, since Nadia is coming for a different kind of experience, she would not be part of it in that way, nor would Nuha.”


  Blyss stroked Asher until he was hard again. The goblin moved under the blanket, and on top of the young lord. She rubbed her wet slit against his cock while looking at him, and Elara with sultry eyes. Heavy breasts bounced as she let out a heated exhale.


  “Why Nuha?” the goblin asked as she moved her hips.


  Asher shifted his attention to the goblin. “Nadia and Nuha need special care. They don’t believe in their worth, and I think, as a family, we must help them with understanding their worth with praise, and firm attention.”


  Blyss nodded before she let out a soft moan. Asher’s cockhead touched her wet slit, and she slid down, taking inches. She sat up, the blanket on her shoulders like a cloak. The voluptuous goblin bounced on her clan chief with loving squeezes.


  Elara sat up with wicked eyes. “Your play would allow most of us to give a direct command to another? It sounds delicious. Once a day would make it tantalizing.”


  The mature elf loomed over Asher with wicked eyes. “I could command you to tend to me, sucking on my nipples until I tell you to stop. Or, command you to spend time with me, and speak our feelings?”


  Asher nodded as he tried to concentrate through Blyss’s squeezes. “The command would be for anything, from acts, or answering a question honestly. Each command would have to be within reason, as in not taking up everyone’s day. We still have a lot to do on the farm, and as nice as it would be to have intimacy all day, every day, we need to set some boundaries.”


  Blyss moaned as she rode Asher.


  Elara lifted her arms into the air and gave them a long stretch.


  “We can discuss the boundaries tomorrow, before we collect Nadia. For now, I command you to lick my clit as I sit on your mouth.”


  Asher barely parted his lips before Elara lifted her leg, and straddled his upper body. Heat bloomed from the elf’s thighs as she pressed her slit down on his mouth. Wetness greeted Asher as his tongue slid out and explored her. When he grazed her clit, the mature elf let out a sultry moan.


  “I like your idea, my handsome morsel,” she sighed as tendrils of bliss crawled along her nerves. “As for Nadia and Nuha, yes, I think they do deserve a little more praise and kindness. And we should be the ones that give it to them.”


  Asher nodded as his mouth was busy. The elf’s scent and taste washed over his senses. It made him harder, Blyss moaning from behind the beautiful elf.


  “I… like it… too,” the goblin huffed as she was lost to deepening urges.


  The mood whipped at Asher as his lovers had their way with him. Hearing their moans ignited his spirit as demonic urges pushed him on. A part of him wondered just how out of control their homelife would become now that power was disturbed evenly for their play. Part of him was interested in what they would do, now that they could command him, just as much as he could command them.


  Asher settled in as both women moaned in the dark, wondering just how intimate their autumn would become.


  ***


  The Blackwood estate was still and dark. Stars gleamed in the night sky, as a cold wind washed across the land.


  A single lantern hung from above the workshop door, its light dimming as it was running out of oil. The flame inside flickered as the lantern swayed in the cold breeze. Just as it burned low, ready to wink out, something dark flew overhead.


  The lantern’s light faded away.


  Stars gleamed as something circled above the estate, and soon, the main farmhouse. Its form was black as pitch, as red round eyes stared. Mighty wings flapped once, as the thing glided into a spiral.


  From a window, goat eyes stared up, seeing the dark thing circling the home. Fern stared, still as a statue in a graveyard.


  The thing flapped its long wings a few times, before flying north. It soon vanished from sight, with only stars in the sky.


  The uni-goat moved away from the window, and toward the stairs. She climbed them to the second floor. When she reached her room, she poked the door open with her golden horn. Once inside, she kicked it closed with a hoof. She leapt on the bed and laid down, her eyes staring nervously at nothing.




  Chapter 11


  Collecting Hearts


  Thick mists spilled down mountainsides. The forests within the foggy valley stood tall, their leaves no longer green, but now a range of colors from vibrant reds and yellows, to orange and browns. The landscape of the valley, and much of the world beyond, fell into autumn’s embrace, slowly preparing for the coming winter.


  In the Blackwood farmhouse, early morning activity blurred into a storm of controlled chaos.


  Asher quickly rushed around, gathering up items left in corners, and tidying everything he could see. A pair of elves, a faun, and several goblins, did the same. Brooms swept as stray items were put in their proper places.


  In the kitchen, Paasha moved like a culinary goddess. The goblin was focused, preparing a morning feast for the clan. Pans cooked food on the iron stove as pitchers were filled with juice and water. Plates laid on the kitchen table in formation, like soldiers ready for battle.


  Paasha was moving so much from one place to the next, she didn’t hum, for she knew her clan needed a good meal to start the day.


  Outside, Brynda moved through the grapevine field, a stack of large, metal tubs under her arm. She pulled one tub from her stack, and placed it at marked locations. The grapes were full and succulent. The vines were heavy with fruit.


  The giant grabbed a handful off a vine and put them to her mouth. The moment she bit down, delicious flavor filled her mouth. Brynda’s eyes fluttered at the taste as she walked to the next marked location pole. She grabbed another handful of grapes and popped them in her mouth as she put down a metal tub, and moved to the next marker.


  Inside the home, and master bedroom, Elara was picking up stray clothes. She was dressed in leggings, and a simple shirt. The bed was made. The elven armoire was dusted, and a stack of thick blankets were on Asher’s chair.


  When the mature elf looked over her work, she spotted a pair of Asher’s leggings hanging on the back of his desk chair. She made her way over and picked them up. As she folded them, something slipped out of the pocket and clanged on the floor.


  Elara looked down with curious eyes, seeing a ring at her feet. She knelt to the ring and eyed it. It was black with a silver band circling the middle of it. She had never seen it before, and wondered why it was in his pocket. Without any further thought, she picked it up and stood up. She turned it around with her slender fingers. She blinked and the ring glowed with a dim, mystical aura.


  The elf stared at it for a time. When she heard people rushing around the house, she put the ring in her pocket. She then folded Asher’s leggings and put them in his dresser drawer. She then turned and exited the room, the ring on her mind.


  Downstairs, Asher turned to see Nyn, Amber, and the goblins standing in the common room with accomplished eyes. The large room was immaculate. Even the soot beside the hearth was scrubbed away. Nuha stood beside the hearth with a brush in hand, and a bucket by her feet.


  “The rest of the house is ready to receive our special guest,” Amber said with happy eyes.


  Asher nodded, just as Elara came down the stairs and entered the common room. She looked at him with loving eyes, and he smiled at her, his heart lifting in his chest.


  “Okay, we have a lot on our plate over the next few days,” Asher said as everyone stepped closer to him and listened.


  The young lord continued, “Tomorrow, we start the harvest. As you all know, Brynda is placing down the metal tubs along the field. First thing tomorrow morning, we will start harvesting the grapevines. It will take us most of the day.


  “The day after, we will begin crushing the grapes for the lager vat in the winery. At the same time, some of us will start draining the smaller vat into casks, and bottles. The strawberry wine will be placed in storage, and we will need to scrub clean the smaller vat afterwards. This means, everyone will be helping, except for Nadia.”


  Heads nodded in agreement.


  Asher looked at all the beautiful women gathered, and smiled.


  “You all know what our next play is, and our coming guest. The Command Play is a simple one, where everyone, once a day, may command another for an activity, or speaking something truthful about themselves. To ensure we get work done, commands cannot be too complicated. I’m sure we will work it out as we play.”


  Asher turned his attention to Nuha, “Nuha and Nadia will be the house playthings, until they earn their way to a higher status. You all know what we are trying to do with this play.”


  Heads nodded.


  Nuha smiled at Asher, before she looked away with shy eyes.


  Asher continued, “Despite the harvest, there is still much to do to prepare for winter. For all of us here, it will be our first winter in the valley. We will have heat crystals in farmhouses east, and west, as well as the winery, but I will still go to the edge of the forest and chop down a few trees to give us plenty of firewood.”


  Elara stepped to Asher’s side, a leather jacket on her shoulders, but her arms not in the sleeves.


  “Elara and I will be going into the town to collect Nadia, but before that, we will be stopping by the General Goods store. We should be back in an hour, or so. Have everything ready to welcome our guest for the next thirty days.”


  Amber spoke up, “We will need more potion bottles.”


  Asher nodded. “I’ll put an order in. Anything else?”


  Keefa was silent, standing next to Blyss. The blonde goblin’s eyes moved to the side, seeing Fern approach. The uni-goat stared at the goblin. Keefa stared at the uni-goat, and smiled.


  Something was said without words between them, the uni-goat dipping her head to the blonde goblin.


  “Alright, we’ll be back soon,” Asher said before grabbing his leather jacket from the couch.


  Elara moved to his side, the pair making for the front door, as everyone looked at them leave.


  Moist, foggy air touched Asher’s face as he stepped out onto the porch. He basked in it, enjoying the misty mornings of the valley.


  Elara glanced over at her lover with loving eyes, memories of the middle of the night, making her squirm internally in warm affection.


  The couple made it to the gate, opened it, and stepped out onto the muddy road. Elara slipped her fingers into Asher’s hand. His strong hand took hold of her, not wanting to ever let go. They made their way toward town, the sun trying to penetrate the morning mists.


  It didn’t take long for the couple to reach the edge of town. There was little movement, as the muddy ground turned into a cobblestone street. Some of the residents went about their morning. A few waved at the couple, and they waved back.


  “I’m excited for the next few days, and nights,” Elara said as she squeezed Asher’s hand.


  “Me too,” Asher said, and squeezed her back. “I do hope she enjoys her stay. The harvest will be hard work, but I think it will be good for all of us.”


  The mature elf walked closer to Asher’s side, her heart giddy with glowing love.


  Asher noticed when he glanced at her, seeing the brightness in her oval eyes.


  “You’re in a very good mood.”


  Elara nodded with a smile. “Last night was fun. I love unexpected bonding. I also love the idea of your new play. It may break down some walls, bringing us all closer.”


  Asher nodded. “Since the goblins arrived, to me, it feels like there is a small rift in the house. You, Nyn, Amber, and Blyss, were here first. The goblins, and Brynda, are still trying to find their places in our family.”


  “Paasha seems to have found her place. She is a wonderful cook. I had no idea goblin cuisine was so delicious.”


  Asher chuckled. “Neither did I. She knows how to make things go farther, and taste better. I’ve seen her go into the woods. I’m assuming she’s picking up spices and plants most people don’t know about.”


  “I hope she makes the snake soup again. That was truly an experience,” Elara laughed.


  “Maybe during the winter, when we don’t have much else to do,” Asher mentioned.


  Elara let go of Asher’s hand, and hugged his arm as they walked.


  “You know full well we will have plenty to do. I doubt you will get much rest.”


  “It’s a curse I must bear,” Asher sighed.


  “A curse we must bear,” Elara said with a seductive tone. “You, and our family, have awoken something in all of us. I fear losing myself to it at times.”


  Asher looked down on the elf hugging his arm with affectionate eyes. “We can never lose ourselves, if we ensure we never stray too far from the path.”


  The elf hugged his arm tighter, before letting go, and taking his hand again.


  “Fate has smiled upon us from a chance encounter. I will be forever grateful.”


  “As am I,” Asher said as his senses glowed with a deep love.


  The couple reached the General Goods store. They walked onto the long porch, and stepped through the main entrance. They were quickly greeted with shelves of items, and supplies. To their left, a counter stood, with a balding man sitting behind it.


  Stukard stood up with a welcoming smile.


  “Welcome to my shop, Lord, and Lady Blackwood! How can I help you today?”


  Elara squirmed a little, enjoying the title of Lady Blackwood, even if she and Asher were not bonded before the gods.


  Asher didn’t correct the man as he smiled. “Hello Stukard. We need a delivery of some supplies to the estate.”


  “Of course!” the man said before reaching under the counter and pulling out a piece of parchment, quill, and inkwell. “Now that the Windswells have left the valley, I have found myself with more time on my hands. It will also make deliveries easier without hiring new help.”


  Asher eyed the man. “The Windswells took up much of your time?”


  Stukard nodded. “Lady Windswell was very demanding. Star Fall doesn’t have a dedicated wood smith, so I had to order furniture from Dramnar on many occasions. They have a quick turnaround, knowing Lady Windswell’s tastes and demands. She may have been a difficult woman, but she spared no expense when it came to furnishing her home.”


  Asher nodded as Elara squeezed his hand. He looked at her, the couple having the same idea.


  The young lord turned to Stukard with a warm smile. “I am building a Study in my home. I had thought of carving out some of the furniture myself, but with the harvest,” Asher let the last word hang in the air.


  The shop owner gave Asher a knowing nod. He reached under his counter and pulled out a worn, leather covered book. He opened it, and leafed through yellow pages. When he reached a certain section, he turned the book and pushed it closer to man and elf.


  Asher looked down on the open book, seeing intricate, and detailed drawings of desks. Each one had a description by them, and a price. Before Asher came to the farm, he knew he couldn’t afford anything listed before him. Now, he smiled as they were well within his new scope of coin.


  “A study requires a desk that fits the owner’s personality, and status. Please, take a look. If there is something you like, I can put the order in, and have it here in Mist Valley in two to three weeks, well before the snow closes the roads.”


  Looking down at the drawing of desks filled Asher’s heart with growing excitement.


  The couple looked down on the book as Stukard looked upon them with warm eyes.


  ***


  Asher and Elara stepped out of the General Goods store and onto the street. The morning mists began to part, revealing a little more of Star Fall through tendrils of fog.


  The young lord was excited at the desk he chose. It was a sturdy mahogany wood, with intricate designs. He knew instantly where to put it in his new study, once it was finished.


  “It’s going to look incredible in your study,” Elara echoed his thoughts.


  Asher nodded. “It will be glorious,” he laughed.


  The couple started walking toward the Book Guild in the small distance.


  Elara glanced around, taking in the town around her. Star Fall was small, for a town. With one main street, and only about a dozen buildings and homes, it reminded her of some of the less populated areas in the empire.


  When her gaze strayed to the Drunken Seahorse, a thought slipped into her mind.


  “I never noticed this before, but it seems, the only place for the townspeople to congregate is the Drunken Seahorse.”


  Asher followed her gaze as they walked side by side.


  “On my travels, there are many towns like this across Valoria. They have very little in the way of coin, or work. They make do, but one thing everyone can agree upon is, a town needs a place to drown out the rest of the world.”


  “It’s a shame. Star Fall is such a lovely town. It should have more.”


  A memory filled Asher’s mind, of Dina and Nadia speaking to him about investing in the town, much like the Windswells.


  “Dina and Nadia did tell me I could help the town by investing in it. After the harvest, maybe we should work with the town on some new projects for spring?”


  Elara nodded. “There will have to be a new mayor soon. I thought, since the Windswells left, a new mayor would have been voted on quickly, but I haven’t seen a single parchment, or heard a word about a new vote. This town can be odd at times. This would have never have taken as long within the empire.”


  Asher looked at Elara with adoring eyes. “The empire is never short on elves seeking places of power,” he smirked.


  Elara looked at her lover with amused eyes. “Perhaps, I should run for mayor?”


  “I would vote for you,” Asher smiled.


  “I love when you lie to me,” the elf giggled.


  “I’m not lying. But if it turns you on, I can lie about a few things,” Asher winked.


  Heat touched Elara’s cheeks. “Oh, let’s save this talk for later. You seem to find new kinks I wasn’t aware I may like.”


  The couple laughed as they reached the stairs, and front door of the Book Guild.


  The door opened, a small bell chime ringing. Before the door could close, Asher and Elara spotted Nadia behind the counter. She was standing, and staring wide-eyed, dark circles under them.


  Time stood still for a long moment, before the shop owner reached down, picked up a pack, and placed it on the counter.


  Man, and elf approached with warm smiles.


  “I’m ready,” Nadia said with a quiver in her voice.


  Asher reached out and took hold of her pack. He slung it over his wide shoulder, at the same time, he noticed the weight. It was much heavier than he thought it would be.


  Nadia looked at Lord Blackwood with wide eyes. “It’s mostly books. I… don’t expect to be wearing much clothes over the next month.”


  The shop owner, dressed in a black robe, came around the counter and stood before the couple with her head bowed.


  “I feel embarrassed,” she confessed.


  It was Elara who went to her side and put her arm around her.


  “Oh, dear Nadia, you have nothing to be embarrassed about. Everything has already been discussed, and we know what you desire. A small holiday to explore your soul is something everyone needs from time to time.”


  Nadia lifted her head and looked at the mature elf with sad eyes. “I fear it may be beyond a holiday now.”


  The shop owner glanced at Asher, and then back to Elara. “I haven’t slept properly in days. I feel a little madness dripping into my thoughts with every hour. What if my desires are too monstrous, or demonic?”


  “Then you will be in good company,” Asher said with a reassuring smile.


  Nadia barked out a hysterical laugh, before she looked down in sorrow.


  “Please, don’t pity me,” Nadia said with a sad whisper.


  “Pity?” Asher said with a raised eyebrow. “We welcome you. Everyone on the farm is looking forward to your stay, including us. You have nothing to fear, or be embarrassed for, because we understand what it means to be your true self.”


  Elara gave the book shop owner an understanding nod. “I felt as you did, when I first arrived. But the feeling went away the more I spoke with Asher. We understood what we were exploring, and haven’t looked back. All it takes is a first step. But if you have changed your mind, Asher, nor I, would think any less of you.”


  Nadia stood up straighter, a mad bravery in her eyes. “No. I have waited long enough. I trust you both, and I very much need a holiday.”


  The book shop owner walked past Asher, leading the way.


  Asher and Elara glanced at each other with small smiles. The couple followed the book shop owner as she stood by the open front door, her key in hand. When they stepped out, she hung a sign on the inside window by the door, detailing the Book Guild will be closed for a month. She then closed the door, and locked it shut.


  The woman in the black robe turned to the man and elf with bright, tired eyes behind her spectacles.


  “Let’s go,” she said as she reached the small set of stairs, and tripped over herself.


  Asher darted to her side, his arm curling around her waist and stopping her fall down the small set of stairs. He pulled her back as she yelped, the pair facing each other. Nadia put her hands on his strong chest and looked up at his handsome features with dreamy eyes.


  “Let’s take it slow,” Asher said with a confident tone.


  Nadia nodded as she melted in his grasp.


  ***


  Fern stood in the common room, Blyss running her green hands along the scruff of her neck, and massaging her. The goblin was all smiles, roughly scratching the uni-goat as Keefa sat on the couch across from them.


  The blonde goblin stared at her chieftess and the goat for some time, barely blinking.


  Amber was sitting in a chair, an open book on her lap, but she wasn’t reading. Her head was lolled back on the chair, staring at the ceiling.


  “Tomorrow is going to be so hard. I’ve never tended to crops and fields. My hands are meant for potion brewing, alchemy, and books,” the faun moaned.


  “You lie,” Blyss said plainly. “You helped with planting the field. You also tend to the chickens.”


  Amber lifted her head and looked at the goblin and uni-goat with tired eyes. “Chickens are easy. You feed them and clean their coop. They tend to take care of themselves. Planting is also easy. You put the seeds in the ground and let the rain and time take care of the rest. But now, we will have to harvest thousands of grapes, and crush them. It will be a lot of work, and my other duties will have to wait until we are finished.”


  “We need more friends,” Keefa said cryptically, as she stared at Blyss and Fern.


  Amber looked at the blonde goblin with a questing stare.


  Blyss shook her head as she continued to scratch the uni-goat’s scruff.


  “Keefa sees much, but doesn’t always understand. You get used to it, over time.”


  Amber blinked, before shrugging to herself.


  Keefa’s eyes widened a hair. “I need Lord Blackwood. I need him in me.”


  “You and me both, sister,” Amber said before laughing.


  In the kitchen, Nyn and Nuha sat at the kitchen table. Paasha was close by, cleaning up dishes, and covering up a plate of food for the return of Asher, Elara, and their guest.


  The elf looked at the nervous goblin, Nuha kicking her legs as she looked at nothing. A parchment with writing was on the table between them.


  “Do you have any questions about the contract?” Nyn asked.


  Nuha woke up from her thoughts, and shook her head. “No questions. I trust you, and Clan Father.”


  Nyn nodded as she picked up the scroll and rolled it closed.


  “I will still continue instructing you, Keefa, and Paasha, in the ways of reading and writing.”


  “Bah,” Paasha said as she continued to clean up.


  Nyn shifted her gaze to the motherly goblin. “It is important for everyone to learn the tools to gain knowledge.”


  Paasha shrugged as she put several dirty plates in the sink.


  “I survive long time without reading and writing.”


  “There is a difference between surviving, and living,” Nyn said with a calm demeanor.


  “They same thing,” Paasha said.


  “No, they are not,” Nyn said with a warm smile. “Fear not, I will take extra care to show you different worlds, and experiences, dear Paasha.”


  “Bah,” the goblin said again as she continued to clean.


  Nyn shifted her gaze to Nuha, the goblin still deep in her thoughts behind wide eyes.


  “Asher will only love you more, the more you allow yourself to be,” the elf said.


  Nuha nodded. “I know. I dream of it,” she whispered.


  The sound of the front door opening woke Nuha from her thoughts. She jumped from her chair and darted for the common room. She rushed in as Keefa, Amber, and Blyss were on their feet.


  Fern let out a small scream as Asher, Elara, and their new guest walked in.


  Nyn and Paasha stepped into the common room, joining the rest of the family.


  Nadia looked at everyone gathered with a nervous smile. The door closed behind her, and she felt her fate was sealed.


  “Everyone,” Asher said with Elara at his side. “I want to welcome Nadia Tome to our home. She will be with us for the next thirty days.”


  The woman in the black robe gave a deep bow.


  “I am honored to spend my time with all of you,” she said, before standing up again with wide eyes.


  Asher stepped to her side and looked at his gathered family.


  “Let’s get the contracts, and some wine. The next few days are going to be very busy,” the young lord said with warm eyes.




  Chapter 12


  Ring of Truth


  Paasha came out of the kitchen with two bottles of wine, one under each arm, and a tray filled with glass cups. She set them down on the small table in the center of the common room, before picking a bottle and pulling the cork off.


  Asher turned his attention to Nadia and Nuha, the pair kneeling before him and Elara. Nyn, Amber, Blyss, Keefa, and Fern stood further back. Amber was the one to step forward, and hand two rolled up parchments, and quill, to the Lord of Blackwood. She then made her way to the cellar door, and vanished down its staircase.


  Asher held the two scrolls in one hand, as he looked down on Nadia and Nuha with warm eyes.


  Nadia looked up at the man and elf, her stress ebbing away. A deep exhale flowed from parted lips, as the tension in her body began to bleed from muscles. A dreamy haze filled her eyes, knowing she had finally arrived at a state where she wanted to explore, or herself, be explored.


  Nuha’s eyes trembled, not in sorrow, but in dreamy excitement. Her heart pounded behind her green chest. She looked at the couple before her with love in her eyes, feeling the connections growing deeper with every passing moment.


  Asher lifted a scroll, and unfurled it, Elara taking the other scroll from him.


  “I will read the contract for everyone here, so we understand the rules, and why we are here. The contracts are the same, except for the names.”


  The young lord cleared his throat before he continued, “We the undersigned, agree to a time period of thirty days on the Blackwood Estate. Here, we will take part in the farm duties, taking an elixir and producing milk for potion creation.


  “During this time on the farm, I agree to be a play thing, or pet, to all who live, and work here. I pledge to fulfill my duties as a play thing, or pet, to the best of my abilities, and desires. I will be treated as my title suggests, and implies, for this sensual play.


  “The protection word to stop the play at any time is ‘Book Shop.’ When the protection word is said, all play will stop, and all requests and questions will be answered. The play will only resume if the plaything, or pet, says so.


  “There is a limit to activity. There will be no activity that would cause bleeding, or harm to playthings, or pets. Bruises are accepted, from sucking on skin, to rigorous physical activity, but nothing too damaging.”


  Asher looked from the parchment, and down to Nuha, who was looking at him with excited eyes.


  The lord smiled. “This next part is only for Nuha. Lord Blackwood is the only one who can choke Nuha during the act.”


  Blyss and Keefa looked at each other with knowing eyes. Nyn simply stared at the goblin on her knees.


  Elara looked down on Nuha with kind eyes.


  Nuha was all smiles as she looked up at Asher with an adoring gaze.


  The door to the cellar opened again. Amber walked out with two elixir potion bottles. She set them down on the table beside the kneeling woman and goblin. She then moved to Nyn’s side, the mature elf whispering in her ear what was just said.


  Asher and Elara handed each contract to the woman and goblin. Asher handed the quill to Nadia. The book shop owner took it and signed her name on the bottom of the simple contract. She then handed the quill to Nuha, who took it and made an X where the line was to put her name.


  Asher collected the contracts, and rolled them up. He handed them to Amber, before looking down on the two women.


  “We’ll start slow,” Asher said.


  Elara picked up the potions, and handed one to Nuha, and the other to Nadia.


  “The elixirs take time to settle in your body. After many hours, you will start feeling the effects of the elixir, and your connection to the Divine Mother will grow. It will be overwhelming, at first, but you will get used to it, and feel better afterwards.


  “Do either of you have any questions?”


  Nadia and Nuha shook their heads. The two women pulled corks from the elixir potions. They lifted them up to their lips as their heads leaned back. The elixir’s spilled into their mouths, and along their tongues. Throats moved as they drank down the mystical potions.


  The pair felt the warm liquid flow into their bellies, warming them.


  Elara took the empty elixir vials and put them on the small table in the center of the common room. Paasha began handing out cups of wine to everyone, but the two new play things on their knees.


  Asher took a cup of wine, and held it to his chest while addressing the room.


  “Remember, tomorrow is harvest day. I expect everyone to get some sleep tonight, because we’re getting up early tomorrow. It will be a busy day, so enjoy the wine now, for we will not have any later today.”


  Heads nodded before cups were lifted. Nearly everyone had some wine, while the two playthings on the floor began to sway.


  Asher looked down on the pair, seeing the elixir taking effect. Nadia stared at nothing, before she took a deep, sultry gasp. She slowly blinked as heat surged up her neck, and into her cheeks.


  Nuha fell onto all fours, her breathing labored. She stared at the floor, energy sinking and pushing at her body. Warm tendrils crawled along her senses, before heat bloomed like a warm hug.


  Without a word, Asher and Elara put their cups down. The young lord scooped Nadia into his arms, while Elara scooped Nuha into her arms. Man, and elf carried them toward the stairs. With each careful step, they carried the women upstairs.


  “After a month, she may not want to leave,” Amber muttered under her breath.


  Nyn gave the faun a wry glance.


  The faun shrugged. “I mean, who wants to leave? I know I don’t.”


  Heads nodded in silent agreement as they all sipped wine.


  ***


  Nadia’s eyes opened and closed. When they were open, all she could see was Asher’s handsome features as he carried her.


  Asher looked ahead as he carried Nadia. His heart warmed as they entered the master bedroom.


  Bedding was placed on the floor at the foot of the large bed, complete with blankets and pillows. It was the only added addition to the room, a place for Nadia and Nuha to sleep, keeping them close.


  Asher looked down at the dreamy-eyed Nadia as he stepped to the bedding and knelt to it. He gently placed her on the bedding, before slipping his arms away. Nuha was placed beside her, Elara slipping away and standing up.


  The mature elf put her hands on Asher’s shoulder, and leaned her head on it. She was close as the pair looked down on the slightly writhing women, their bodies slowly changing from the elixir’s power.


  “It will be a busy thirty days,” Elara whispered.


  Asher nodded with a smile.


  The elf shifted her gaze and looked at the young lord Blackwood. “I love seeing a man who enjoys his work.”


  Asher shifted his head slightly, one eye looking at the beautiful elf close-up.


  “I love seeing, feeling, and hearing a woman as she enjoys her desires.”


  Elara gave him a wry smirk. “My handsome morsel, you have no idea how much I want to milk you until you beg me to stop.”


  Asher turned to the mature elf, taking her hands into his. He pressed his forehead to her forehead, the two basking in their loving glow.


  “And I want to have my way with you, for hours. I enjoy hearing your whimpers, and cries, especially after you orgasm. How you want to pass out, but can’t, because I continue to push my love into you.”


  Elara’s eyes fluttered. “My dirty young man.”


  The pair leaned in closer for a kiss, when Elara’s eyes widened a little.


  “Oh! There is something I wanted to discuss with you,” she said and glanced down at the writhing woman and goblin. “We should speak in another room.”


  Asher nodded. The couple exited the bedroom, Elara taking Asher’s hand.


  They walked over to Katriss’s old room, and stepped in. Asher looked around, suddenly missing the demoness who stayed with them for a time. A regret filled him, knowing she had to leave because demons were hunting her.


  Elara closed the door, before walking to Asher and standing before him. Her hand slid into her legging’s pocket, but didn’t take it back out again.


  “I wished to ask you about something I found, but I wanted be clear, I wasn’t rummaging through your things. I was folding your leggings, when this fell out, and landed on the floor.”


  Elara pulled her hand out and lifted a ring up between them.


  Asher instantly recognized the black ring with the thin, silver band around it.


  “It’s magical in nature,” she said with curious eyes.


  The young lord nodded as he reached up and took possession of the ring. He continued to hold it up between them as he spoke.


  “One of my uncle’s friends sent this with a letter, along with his condolences. He had known Aric for many years, and they shared many correspondences. His name is Lork Witch-Star. He is part of the society, and is an enchanter. He gave this to me as a gift.”


  Asher’s gaze took on an uncomfortable edge. “It’s called a Shadow Ring. It allows me to create a magical duplicate of myself. The other version of me is a shade. I can create a shade by my thoughts. It is not a being on its own, but a mystical projection of myself. It may act, or seem independent, but we share the same sensations, feelings, and thoughts.


  “I… didn’t bring it up because I was unsure how everyone in the household would react.”


  Elara looked upon Asher with loving eyes, and her head tilting to the side a little.


  “I have never known you to be shy about anything.”


  Asher brought his hand down his side, ring turning in his fingers.


  “Normally, I’m not, but this is different. It is a unique magical item, and I wasn’t sure how far along we were in our relationship.”


  The mature elf stepped closer to the young lord, pressing her body to his. She looked him in the eyes with a loving gleam, as her hand touched his hand with the ring.


  “Of all the things we’ve done, together and to each other, you’re worried you might step too far, and repulse me?”


  Asher gave the beautiful elf a small nod, and a steely gaze.


  “My handsome morsel, our hearts are truly entwined. Do you fear your feelings have deepened to the point of no return?”


  Asher’s gaze softened as he looked Elara in her oval eyes.


  “I have fallen in love with you, our family, our life. I never knew such a paradise could exist, and yet, here we are. Seeing Lisbeth again, confirmed what lurks in my heart. I never wish to go back to my former life. I am happy here, with you, our entire family, and our friends.


  “My only fear is not loving everyone enough.”


  Elara took the ring from Asher’s grasp, and slipped it onto his finger. She looked up at him with a silky gaze as her heart thudded in her chest.


  “Now, you do have the ability to love more. And to test it, I command you to use the ring on me, anyway you wish.”


  Asher blinked, before he let out a soul-cleansing laugh. Elara stayed close as his laughter fell into chuckles.


  Asher’s hand snaked around and touched the small of Elara’s back, keeping her to him.


  “Not wasting any time, are we?”


  The elf shook her head.


  Mystical energy prickled around Asher’s finger, the ring connecting to him for the first time.


  Time slowed down for the couple as they gazed into each other’s eyes. A dreamy haze filled the pair, as hearts beat as one. An excitement touched their spirits as light flooded the room through the windows, and sheer curtains.


  Warmth glowed as Asher and Elara’s lips met. Tongues slid into mouths, as passion glowed brighter. Asher gave the mental command, and the air beside them shimmered.


  Elara pulled away an inch, heat rushing up her neck and her senses tingling. When she glanced to the side, a wicked smile bloomed.


  Another version of Asher stood beside the couple. He was dressed exactly the same as her lover, and shared every detail, from his features, to his physique.


  To Asher, he drank in the feelings of being in two places at once. It was odd for a moment, but soon felt easier. The connection blazed between himself and his shade. It was unlike anything he experienced before.


  Elara pulled away from Asher and stepped back just enough to look at the two versions of Asher. Pink touched her cheeks, as she tried to control herself.


  “How does it feel?” she asked with curious eyes.


  Asher and his shade looked at each other, and smiled.


  “It feels like there are two of me,” the pair said at the same time, and laughed.


  “Except, we can act independently,” the shade smiled.


  Asher nodded. “It’s like we are the same, and different.”


  “Do you share the same memories?” Elara asked as pressure began to build within her, and her nipples erect against her shirt.


  Asher and his shade nodded in unison.


  The mature elf shuddered as she backed up to the bed.


  Asher, and his shade, watched Elara as her breathing quickened. Wet spots appeared along her shirt where her nipples were. The spots grew wetter as heat glowed along her neck, and into her cheeks.


  Asher, and his shade stepped closer as Elara stood before the foot of the large bed.


  “You opened a door that cannot be closed again,” Asher smiled.


  “Nor do I wish to close it,” she huffed as her body trembled.


  The moment gleamed with lurid intimacy. Asher’s senses glowed with new powers, feeling, and seeing things in such a way, it nearly overwhelmed him. But seeing Elara’s reaction fueled his urges and desires into a brighter blaze.


  Four hands lifted and touched the elf. Elara’s eyes fluttered as she gasped in delight. Asher and his shade moved in closer, crowding around the voluptuous elf, trapping her against the foot of the bed. Fingers glided up and down her body. One hand would squeeze a thigh, while another hand gently grabbed at her swollen breast. One hand touched the apex of her leggings, gently rubbing her, while another hand touched her neck.


  Elara watched as two Ashers fondled her over her clothes. She gasped as milk leaked into her shirt, soaking it. Her hips betrayed her, moving herself against the hand between her legs. The mood deepened as a hazy gloom touched her gaze. A small sigh escaped her lips, as hands took hold of her clothes, and gently began to pull them off.


  Asher’s urges whipped at his spirit, seeing Elara so entranced. It was like a dream was coming true, and she was powerless to stop what was happening, not that she wanted too.


  “I am yours to do as you see fit,” Elara said with a sultry whisper.


  “I’m sure we can fit into you,” Asher said with a knowing smirk.


  “And enjoy it,” Asher’s shade added.


  Clothes were pulled off, and thrown to the floor. Elara trembled again as the last of her clothes were taken off. She stood naked against the foot of the bed, milk leaking from her engorged breasts and erect nipples.


  The elf watched as the pair of Ashers began pulling off their own clothes. They stared at her as they undressed. Clothes fell away, and revealed young, strong bodies, mirror images of each other. When leggings were pulled down, thick cocks bounced free from their confinements.


  Elara lowered to her knees, and looked up at the two versions of Asher with a heated gaze.


  “I am your prisoner,” she said with a sultry, playful tone.


  The two Asher’s nodded and moved in closer.


  Elara’s hands lifted up, each one wrapping fingers around thick shafts. Each cock pulsed with heat and desire. The elf licked her lips before closing her plump lips around a head and gently sucking. Using her hand, she gently stroked the other cock inches from her cheek.


  Asher’s senses were overwhelmed with sensations. The feeling of Elara’s lips and hand on him and his shade was much more powerful than he expected. Bliss bloomed and spiraled into pairs, the young man lost to it. He weaved a little as he stood, Elara sucking on his cock, while she stroked his shade. Pleasure only grew as Elara moaned with her mouth full, lips dragging along his veiny shaft.


  Milk dripped from her exposed nipples, splashing on the floor in clusters of droplets. She looked up with primal eyes, as a drop of wetness slid down her inner thigh. Sensations rolled through the elf as her excitement grew. It turned into a storming fever as the pair of cocks bounced at the same time, one in her mouth, and the other in her hand.


  “What should we do with the prisoner?” the shade asked Asher.


  “Anything we want,” Asher said as Elara’s masterful sucking increased.


  The sounds of pleasure only grew with small muffled moans. Each bob of her head brought him closer to unleashing his urges into her throat. The moment had nearly reached its zenith, when Asher pulled his cock from Elara’s mouth.


  The elf fell onto all fours, gasping for breath. Elara’s eyes trembled as strong hands reached down and took hold of her. She was lifted and pushed onto the bed.


  Elara crawled backwards a little, as two versions of Asher climbed onto the bed. Seeing them coming for her caused the elf to halt her escape. When they were with her, they stood up on their knees and looked down with devilish eyes.


  “Rub milk on his cock,” Asher commanded.


  The elf didn’t hesitate. She put her palms to her leaking breasts, and massaged them. Milk spilled against her hands as both Asher’s stroked their cocks to her. Her own self-touch, and seeing the pair stroking to her, caused a dreamy heat to envelop her. When she pulled both wet hands from her breasts, she wrapped both of them around the shade’s cock.


  Asher let out his small moan, feeling Elara touch him, and not touch him at the same time. Wetness glided along his cock, and he stroked himself a little more. When Elara pulled her hands away, both Ashers were on her.


  Hands pushed her down until she was on her side. Elara let out soft moans as both Ashers moved closer, one in front of her, and one behind her. A thick cock head touched her dripping slit, while another was between her firm ass cheeks.


  Elara closed her eyes as she tried to catch her breath. “I’ve… never had two at the same time,” she managed before her eyes opened again.


  The young lord looked at the beautiful elf with wicked eyes as he slowly pushed into her thin elfhood. He felt his shade push against her wrinkled void, milk making it easier to push a little more.


  Elara’s mouth made a perfect oval as her inner worlds opened to thick invasions. A deep moan of ecstasy floated up as her pulse quickened with each pair of inches going deeper. Hands grabbed at Asher, and fingers pressed into his strong flesh. Several hands fondled her as thick cocks began moving. At first, they were in unison, but soon, they shifted to different rhythms.


  Asher watched with heated, amused eyes, as his hips worked. Elara’s eyes rolled into her head, her mouth making incoherent words. Eyelids fluttered as she was caught between two strong, unyielding men.


  For the young lord, sensations doubled. Feeling her tight elfhood, and asshole, blazed across his body and spirit. He and his shade worked together, staying close, and changing their rhythms. It fed back to Asher’s true self, trapped in crippling and heavenly delight.


  “I… I,” Elara tried to speak as pleasure whipped at her.


  Asher’s hand moved to her pelvis. He pressed his hand against it, his thumb touching, and massaging her clit.


  This set Elara’s entire soul on fire. She moved her hips to both invasions with a deepening eagerness. The wall of control began to crack as she was slowly losing herself to pleasure’s grasp. Her inner worlds and nerves tightened. White touched her entire being, before a long, ragged moan escaped her parted lips.


  Asher watched with loving eyes as Elara shuddered hard. She curled a trembling leg over Asher as he pushed to the hilt. Wetness surged, and squirted, as nerves exploded into a river of stars. Dripping ecstasy flared, and burned her soul. When both Ashers snuggled closer, strong hips pushing diamond hard cocks deeper, the mature elf let out a soul shattering moan. Another barrage of orgasms struck her like a volley of arrows from the sky.


  Both Asher’s felt her squeeze them, as she moved like a rutting animal to their invasions. Seeing and feeling her was too much. Cocks grew thicker as the moment of no return approached. Hips worked harder, pushing, and pulling in the elf as she moaned her delight.


  Elara managed to open her eyes and look at Asher as he grunted his surrender. Thick ropes of come surged within her tight spaces. Molten seed painted and filled her inner worlds. Asher and his shade continued to grunt as they came at the same time. The sounds of flesh on flesh grew into a demanding symphony. Seed leaked from holes as the two Ashers slowed.


  A fuzzy sensation filled Asher’s addled mind. The fuzzy feeling grew as he felt everything. He could recount the many times he came back to back, but never a time where he came twice, at once. It wasn’t psychically possible before this moment, but this very moment sank its hooks and claws into him. Inner demons sang their praises, whispering to do this again and again.


  The confused sensations lingered, as Elara slipped the ring from Asher’s finger.


  Asher’s shade vanished, as did his leaking seed from the elf’s wrinkled void.


  Elara slipped on the ring, and connections blazed bright. The elf managed to barely pull away from the dazed young lord, when a naked shade of herself appeared. Asher could barely comprehend what was happening, when a pair of mouths pressed to the sides of his wet cock, licking, and kissing it.


  Asher found himself on his back, seeing two Elara’s licking and kissing his still standing manhood.


  “Now, you are our prisoner,” Elara said with an evil grin before licking up the shaft of his cock.


  Sensitivity drifted away as Asher found himself further turned on. Seeing two Elara’s licking at him sent his mind and soul into new territory. He enjoyed everything about the elf, from her beauty, to her sensual body, to her loving personality. It was enough to cause his cock to push out a drop of come, but a new push kept his cock hard, wanting to come many more times.


  One Elara lifted her head up and crawled to him, while the other took his cock into her mouth and bobbed her head in a loving way. Elara laid down beside Asher, touching his chin and making him face her.


  “Suck on my tit while my shade sucks your cock,” Elara ordered.


  Asher didn’t hesitate to latch his lips to her leaking nipple, and drank deeply from the beautiful elf.


  “Oh, Divine Mother,” Elara gasped as sensations rocked her world. “I can feel you sucking on me, while I feel your cock in my mouth.”


  Asher could say nothing, enjoying her taste, and her lips wrapped around his cock. He simply fell deeper into it, never wanting to leave.


  Elara’s shade released Asher’s cock from her mouth. She moved up and was on her knees. She looked down as Elara gasped, and Asher sucked on her full breast. The shade grabbed his cock, and held it, as she slowly impaled herself on him. Honey dripped down the veiny shaft before it was engulfed by her valley.


  “Fuck!” Elara moaned before she bit her lip.


  The symphony of moans continued as bodies writhed, and bounced.


  Asher was caught in a dream as mana from Elara’s milk caused his manhood to become rock-hard.


  “My handsome morsel, please, stay hard for me. I’m coming,” Elara managed before she, and her shade, let out loud moans.


  Orgasms blasted nerves to glass along both versions of Elara. She shuddered as she held Asher’s head to her chest, his lips massaging her sensitive nipple while he drank from her.


  The moment slowly cooled as Elara’s shade moved her hips up and down on Asher’s thick manhood. Elara herself snuggled closer, keeping Asher to her full breasts. She ran her fingers through his hair as he drank from her soul.


  “No matter how many versions there are of us, or our family, it pales to what we truly have between us,” Elara whispered as she played with his hair.


  Asher let go of the elf’s nipple, and looked up at her with loving eyes.


  “I don’t need enchanted items to be with you. I only need you, and our family.”


  “You have us,” Elara blinked slowly. “And we have each other.”


  The young lord nodded. He then licked at her leaking nipple, before closing his lips around it.


  Elara let out a sharp gasp, before settling down.


  Elara’s shade continued to ride the lord’s manhood, until he thickened and painted her inner world with love.


  ***


  The room was dark. Long inky shadows filled the large bedroom. A pair of bodies on floor beddings stirred from their slumber.


  Nadia and Nuha slowly opened their eyes. The woman and goblin slowly glanced at each other, their muscles weak.


  Nuha turned onto her side, her chest feeling heavy. The goblin looked down to see her breasts were bigger than they were before. She winced as sensitive nipples moved along the fabric of her now tight shirt. She let out a small moan, the tingling growing from her nipples, unable to ignore it.


  Nadia tried to sit up, but her body refused to respond. She managed to lift her head to see her breasts were swollen, and nipples sensitive.


  The door to the bedroom opened, and a light sliced through the darkness.


  Nadia and Nuha looked up to see a naked Asher, and Elara, step in. The couple closed the door behind them, but their bodies almost glowed in the darkness. The pair on the bedding looked at Asher’s hanging cock, and Elara’s leaking breasts at the same time.


  Asher looked down on the pair of women, while his hand held Elara to his side, his fingers around her hip.


  “You’re both awake,” Asher smiled at them. “You will feel a little weak, but don’t worry, it should pass by morning.”


  Nadia and Nuha were on their backs, still as a pair of graves, too weak to move.


  Asher let go of Elara and stood over them with confident eyes.


  “Tonight, I want you both to rest. When you wake, I will have gifts for each of you. After we set out to harvest the crops, you both are to relax, and enjoy your time here. You will need your strength for tomorrow evening.”


  “What will happen tomorrow… evening?” Nadia asked with a weak tone.


  Asher simply gave her a warm smile.


  “Goodnight, and sleep well,” the young lord said.


  Nadia watched as Elara took Asher’s hand, and pulled him gently to the bed. The couple fell into the bed, laughing and giggling.


  Nadia and Nuha stared at the ceiling, the laughing turning to small moans, and loving whispers.


  The woman and goblin’s eyes fluttered close. Too weak to move, or get up, they fell back to sleep as master and mistress moaned in the dark.




  Chapter 13


  The Harvest


  Asher’s eyes opened just before he sat up in bed. Glancing around, he saw Elara beside him, sleeping like a beautiful statue. His gaze shifted to the window, seeing the early morning gloom.


  Energy flooded Asher’s entire body as he vaulted himself over the sleeping elf and landed on the floor gently, the floor only making a small creak. Naked, he moved to the wall, touched the hidden buttons along it, and a small door slid open. A chest slid out, and the lid popped open.


  Asher was on his knees as he opened the lid and looked inside the chest. He caught sight of what he was looking for, and snatched up two leather collars with a small crystal embedded on each. Lifting them, he inspected the submissive collars. He then stood up and walked over to the foot of the bed.


  The young lord looked down on Nadia and Nuha. The pair were sleeping, but he could already see they were stirring. Eyelids wrinkled, almost like they were fighting to stay asleep.


  Asher stepped over the pair and knelt between them. The moment he settled down, it was Nadia who opened her eyes.


  A dreamy gaze filled her eyes. She blinked, seeing Asher’s handsome, strong form as he looked down at her with a small smile. The book shop owner tried to move, when a pressure pushed at her very being. The weight on her chest was nothing she ever felt before, and with a small moan, she sat up.


  Nadia looked down at her chest, her robe barely containing her engorged breasts. A soreness glowed along her nipples as remnants of dreams played on in her mind. She remembered speaking with a glowing goddess. They laughed and talked, for what seemed like hours. The recollections began to fade away as the pressure began to build in her breasts.


  “We need to take care of you,” Asher said as he reached under the bed and pulled out a chest.


  Nadia continued to wake up as a chest opened, and Asher pulled out glass jars with corked tops. He pulled a cork out and set it down. He then turned to Nadia with understanding eyes.


  “You will feel better after I milk you,” he said like it was the most normal thing in the world to say.


  Nadia barely nodded when Asher took hold of her heavy breast, and put the open jar to her nipple. He gave a light squeeze, and Nadia’s entire body shuddered in bliss. A small moan escaped her lips as she watched and felt Asher squeeze her gently. Thin streams of milk poured into the jar. His strong touch caused her breathing to quicken. She was still as Lord Blackwood continued to milk her.


  Elara sat up, blonde hair a mess, and covering half her face. She yawned before slipping out of bed and standing up. A quick glance over and she smiled at the sight of Asher milking Nadia. She walked over and looked down on them.


  “It… feels so good,” Nadia huffed with bliss.


  Asher nodded, focusing on his work.


  Nuha stirred from her sleep. She then sat up and rubbed her chest. The goblin’s eyes widened as she looked down at her breasts, slightly larger than they were before. Wet spots appeared along her shirt as an ache filled her soul.


  Elara knelt beside the goblin, and picked up another jar from the small chest. She pulled the cork and smiled at the goblin.


  “Take off your shirt, and I will show you how to milk yourself.”


  The goblin did as she was told, taking off her shirt and dropping it on the floor. When a warm hand gently grabbed her breast, the goblin let out a sultry sigh. The cold jar touched her breast, but it quickly warmed. When Elara gave the goblin’s breast a squeeze, small streams of milk poured into the jar, relief touching Nuha’s eyes.


  “You both will need to be responsible for your own milking, unless I feel like doing it myself,” Asher said plainly. “Bring the jars down to the kitchen. Paasha, or Amber, will take them down to the cellar.”


  “Yes, master,” Nadia and Nuha said at the same time.


  Asher continued, “There is a lot of work today for most of the household. I want you both to rest for the day. Read, relax, or nap. Enjoy the day, and what it has to offer, but tonight, we will begin your training.”


  Nadia and Nuha nodded, the pressure easing off their bodies and spirits.


  Asher let go of a firm breast, and took Nadia’s hand. He pressed her own hand to her breast, guiding her hands to squeeze. Nadia took over as Asher picked up a collar, and lifted it to her gaze.


  “This is a gift. It’s a submission collar. It will ease you into my commands.” Asher said before he spoke “Book Shop” to the collar.


  The crystal in the collar glowed before it faded away. Asher put the collar around Nadia’s neck, and clasped it closed. Nadia continued to squeeze her breast as milk streamed into the jar.


  “You will be under the command of the household, but if you speak the protection word, the collar will unlock, and fall off. Even under my commands, you will always be able to remove the collar. It is only a tool for your training. Wear it well, and if you’re a good girl, maybe I will let you sleep in my bed.”


  Nadia’s eyes weakened at the thought.


  Asher picked up the second collar and put it on Nuha's neck. “A gift for you as well. Good girls are rewarded. Bad girls are punished,” Asher smiled.


  Nuha nodded as the collar was clasped around her neck.


  Asher sat back as he looked at all three women.


  All three women looked down at the young lord, his manhood rising.


  “Master,” Nuha whispered before she licked her lips.


  “Not yet, plaything. There is much to do before training begins,” Asher said as his inner demons roared their discontent.


  ***


  The kitchen side door opened to the misty morning. A row of bodies stepped out, Asher leading. The young lord looked on with excited eyes to a new day.


  The morning meal was more like a feast. Paasha and Blyss worked together to prepare stacks of flat cakes, eggs, bacon, fruit, and breads. Everyone was gathered at the dining room table, including Nadia and Nuha. Food was consumed, and bellies filled. Small talk filled the air above the table, speaking on the day’s planned activities. When it was over, Nadia and Nuha were left inside, as the rest stood up and made their way to the kitchen, and beyond.


  Asher glanced over his shoulder to Elara, and the rest of the family. Everyone was dressed in farmer overalls, complete with straw hats. Elara was right behind him, followed by Amber, Paasha, Blyss, Keefa, and Nyn taking up the rear. The dark-blue haired elf was the only one in the group who looked away with faraway eyes. Asher wondered if she would rather be in her cottage, finishing her book. But she was an elf of honor, saying she would help with the harvest, and everything else had to wait.


  The group made their way north from the kitchen door. When they reached the north west corner of the farmhouse, smiles bloomed as Brynda was already standing by the crop field. The giant woman was at ease, a small smile greeting the group.


  Beyond the giantess, metal tubs were placed along the crop field in strategic locations.


  “I’m here to help,” Brynda said in the misty air.


  Asher nodded as everyone gathered around him. The lord slipped his hand into a small leather satchel at his hip, and pulled out small, specially made knives. He handed each one to everyone gathered. When they all had a knife tool in their hand, he quickly turned his attention to a small sea of beautiful faces. Brynda stepped close to the group, looming over everyone.


  “Alright,” Asher began with a smile. “Today, we have two objectives. First, we will harvest the grapes right off the vines, and place them in the metal tubs. Everyone will take turns, helping to move each tub to the winery.”


  Brynda spoke up, “I’ll ferry the tubs to the winery, so everyone can focus on harvesting.”


  Asher smiled at the red-headed giant. “I didn’t want to make any kind of demands, but if you’re willing to do that task, I won’t say no.”


  Nyn sighed in relief.


  Lord Blackwood continued, “Once the grapes are gathered, we will move to the winery and begin crushing the batches for the large vat. The crop field is not tremendously big, but performing both activities will take us most of the day. Any questions?”


  Amber spoke up, “When will we drain the strawberry wine from the small vat?”


  “Tomorrow. It should be easier to drain it into casks, and bottles. The hard part will be cleaning the small vat. It requires special cleaning to prepare it for a new batch. We’ll handle it tomorrow, but today, we take our first step to making Mist Valley wine.”


  Heads nodded in agreement.


  “Alright, let’s begin!” Asher grinned.


  Elara watched the excitement in Asher’s eyes as he led the way to the field. She followed him, trying to stay as close to him as possible as they began working.


  Much of the group splintered off into pairs. Amber and Nyn made their way to the east side of the field. Paasha and Blyss moved to the center, as Asher and Elara began working on the west side of the field.


  Keefa looked around with puzzled eyes, until Brynda stepped to her side.


  “I can help you, little goblin,” the giantess smiled.


  “Thank you!” the blonde goblin said before stepping to the south edge of the field and reached up to grapes hanging on vines. Brynda joined her, by sitting down by a metal tub, and easily reaching for grapes.


  Asher moved to a vine, heavy with bulbous grapes. They were a deep, almost velvet purple as he took hold of a few and used the knife to cut them from the vine. He dropped them into a metal tub, before moving higher on the vine, and cutting off more.
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Information cascaded along Asher’s thoughts as he worked. Having little to no experience with grape harvesting, he relied heavily on books, and some small advice from Stukard from the General Goods shop. There were diagrams and techniques in books, but Asher fell back to his times on his family farm growing up, feeling out his technique. After a few more attempts, he felt he was getting it down, but even with such a small field, it would still take most of the day to harvest all of it.


  Elara watched Asher for a moment, before making her own attempts. She followed his technique, cutting off clusters of grapes from the main vine, and plopping them in a metal tub. She often glanced over to her lover, seeing him enjoying the simple work. It melted her heart as she continued to work.


  On the other side of the field, Nyn grimaced as she nearly hacked at a stem, trying to pull a cluster of grapes from the vine.


  Amber lifted her head, her sensitive ears picking up Nyn’s annoyed sighs. The faun made her way over to the elf, Nyn looking at the grapes with helpless eyes.


  Silently, the faun moved to Nyn’s side. She used her knife tool to cut at the thinnest part of the vine, slicing through it easily. She held the cluster of grapes in hand, before tossing it into a tub.


  Nyn eyed the faun as she showed her how to cut. She nodded to herself as she followed her example, and cut off a small cluster of grapes from the vine.


  “Thank you,” Nyn said in a low tone.


  Amber gave the elf a warm hug, before pulling away and returning to her work.


  Brynda watched as Keefa cut from the lower end of a grapevine. The goblin apologized to the vine with every cut. When she couldn’t slice through a tougher part of the vine, Brynda reached over, took the knife, and sliced through it easily. The goblin smiled before hugging the giantess’s leg, and returning to her work.


  Blyss and Paasha looked at the row of poles and vines before them. The two goblins looked at each other, and gave each other a firm nod. Knives in green hands, they stalked forward with intention in their eyes. Knives spun in hands before they began cutting, catching clusters of grapes, and tossing them into metal tubs. The pair worked like machines, slicing, cutting, and throwing grapes into tubs. They worked so quickly, they began to take the lead in their row, ahead of everyone else.


  Asher and Elara turned their heads to see the goblins through the vines, working much faster than everyone else.


  Man, and elf glanced at each other, and gave knowing nods. Arms, hands, and to a lesser degree, their legs, moved with greater urgency. Asher smiled as he would not be bested by the beautiful goblins. He soon found his flow, cutting along his row, with Elara slightly behind him, next to her row.


  The morning slipped by, turning to mid-day. The morning mists dissipated, as the brilliant light of the sun warmed the entire valley.


  Sweat touched Asher’s brow as he continued to cut at grape vines. Glancing over his shoulder, he saw that Elara had slowed down considerably. The elf gave up on the race, simply taking her time with the work.


  Asher turned his attention to Blyss and Paasha a few rows over. The pair of goblins had finished their two rows, and were already working on another two rows, helping Keefa and Brynda. Nyn and Amber were nowhere in sight, Asher assuming he lost them to the work, or they ran away.


  The young man wiped his brow with his forearm, and continued to cut away at vines. Many of the metal tubs placed along the field were half-full. Despite the hard, repetitive work, he was enjoying it. Much like chopping wood, or working on projects, a sense of fulfilled calm washed over him. Memories of his early youth on the family farm were spent enjoying the work, and taking breaks to simply marvel at the sky.


  Asher dropped a cluster of grapes in a tub, and looked up at the blue sky. His straw hat cast enough shade to cover his eyes, allowing him to drink in the heavens. Several white puffy clouds floated along. Birds dotted the azure heavens in simple flying formations. The sun glowed with brilliant light, and the scents of the autumn season filled his nose. It was enough for the former ranger to let out a satisfied exhale, before returning to his work.


  Blyss was cutting down clusters of grapes when she glanced to the side and looked to the east, through the field. She didn’t see Nyn, or Amber. The goblin’s eyes narrowed. She broke away from her row, moving between vines. When she reached the east side, she looked down as the elf and faun, laying on their backs with arms under their heads, staring at the sky.


  The goblin approached them with stern eyes.


  Amber looked over at the approaching goblin, and gave her a smile.


  “Take a break with us,” the faun smiled.


  “We must finish the harvest,” Blyss said.


  The faun and elf nodded.


  “We will, but we should rest as well,” Nyn said plainly.


  The goblin’s brow wrinkled in annoyance. She parted her green lips to tell them to get back to work, but Amber saw Blyss’s expression and grinned wider.


  “I command you to take a break with us, and look at the clouds,” the faun ordered.


  Blyss’s eyes widened in shock.


  “Also, enjoy it,” Amber winked.


  Blyss’s hard gaze weakened. She walked over to Amber’s side, sat down, and then laid out, with her arms under her head.


  A cool breeze washed over the three women, as they stared at the sky. Blyss’s annoyance faded away, as she took a moment to enjoy the simple pleasure.


  “That cloud looks like a butterfly,” Blyss said as she lifted a hand and pointed a finger at an odd white cloud.


  Nyn and Amber nodded, as they murmured their agreement.


  On the other side of the field, Asher finished cutting off the grapes from a vine. He tossed them in a tub, and turned around. He noticed Elara was sitting on the muddy ground, leaning her back against a vine pole.


  Asher walked back down the row and stood over the beautiful elf. She looked up just enough for Asher to see her eyes from under her straw hat. Her eyes filled with loving light as she patted the muddy ground next to her.


  The young lord sat down next to her, and leaned against another vine pole.


  The couple sat in silence, feeling the breeze rush through between rows of grapevines.


  Elara’s dirty hand reached over, and curled fingers over Asher’s hand. He squeezed her hand back, giving his tired muscles a break.


  “It’s times like this I wish I was a goblin,” Elara giggled. “Blyss and Paasha outpaced us.”


  Asher nodded. “We will get better the more we do it.”


  “Just like in the bedroom?” Elara joked.


  Asher let out a deep, soul freeing laugh. Eyes squinted as his laughter floated up like a happy cloud.


  Elara laughed with him, the couple enjoying the moment.


  Asher leaned closer to the beautiful elf with amused eyes.


  “You have something on your lip,” Asher pointed out.


  Elara looked down as her hand reached up, but before she could touch her lips, Asher snuck in a quick kiss. The elf’s demeanor melted to his kiss, but before she could enjoy it a little more, Asher pulled away and stood up.


  “No more kisses on break,” Asher said with amused sternness.


  Elara watched with surprised eyes as Asher walked away, his back to her. She scrambled to her feet, while scooping up a handful of mud. She pulled back her arm and threw the ball of mud with all her might.


  Asher only made it a few paces before mud slammed into his back. He looked over his shoulder to Elara grinning at him, her hand dripping mud.


  “Now you’ve done it,” Asher said as he turned and stalked toward her.


  Elara put her hands up as she walked backwards. “Now, my love, don’t be so hasty. We can discuss this like civiliz...” was all the elf could say as Asher rushed her.


  The young lord grinned as she turned and tried to bolt away. He was quicker, reaching her and scooping her up in his arms. Elara flailed as he swung her around and spotted a muddy puddle.


  “Don’t you dare!” Elara shouted as she caught a glimpse of the puddle, but it was too late.


  Asher used his strong arms to lightly fling the mature elf. Elara’s eyes widened before she crashed into the muddy puddle, brown water splashing into her face, and blonde hair.


  Asher laughed and pointed as Elara sat up, muddy water dripping down her front. She frowned as Asher continued to laugh.


  “Yes, laugh your heart out,” Elara said as she wiped mud from her hair, “But I will have my revenge.”


  Asher’s laughing slowly died as he walked to her. He put his hand out, and she looked at it with annoyed eyes. She relented and took it, the young lord helping her to her feet. He then began brushing off some of the mud from her, before picking up her knife and putting it into her hand.


  “Until then, back to work,” Asher grinned before turning from her and walking down the rows of vines.


  Elara’s eyes narrowed. “I command you to stop.”


  Asher halted his stride.


  “Turn around, “Elara said as she reached down and scooped up some mud.


  Asher turned around and watched as Elara walked toward him with a mischievous look in her eyes.


  “I thought the commands were for our play,” Asher said as he glanced at the mud in the elf’s hand.


  “We are playing,” she said as she stood before him, and took his hand.


  Asher was silent as she turned his palm up, and put the mud in her hand, in his hand. She looked at her lover with a sly, amused gaze.


  “I think you need a new hat,” Elara smiled. “Take off your hat and put on your new, mud hat.”


  “Elara, forgive me,” Asher protested.


  Elara’s eyes flashed with heat. “I said, put on your new hat.”


  Lord Blackwood sighed. He took off his straw hat with one hand, and without hesitation, plopped the mud on top of his head. Mud oozed down his hair, and down his forehead.


  Elara took Asher’s hat from him, lifted it up, and placed it on his muddy head.


  “There. Now we can get back to work,” Elara smiled before walking off, ensuring Asher saw her hips and butt sway from side to side.


  The young lord watched her go, and chuckled to himself. He then turned and marched to a vine, while plotting his revenge on the beautiful elf.


  ***


  The sun slid into mid-afternoon. The air was cool, despite the sun’s brilliance filling the valley.


  Brynda walked effortlessly with two tubs of grapes, one on each shoulder. She was leading the way as Asher carried a tub himself. Blyss and Paasha both held a tub between them, carrying it together. Amber and Nyn did the same, with Keefa simply following them from behind.


  Grapes were consolidated into tubs, but Brynda carried more tubs by herself to the winery building.


  Mud and dirt covered everyone’s overalls as haggard bodies walked along. Asher huffed as his back and arms cried out in soreness. When they reached the winery, everyone filed into the main room, the vats gleaming in the comfortable light.


  Metal tubs filled with grapes were placed next to others on the stone floor. The cool air of the winery soothed burning muscles as everyone huffed in relief.


  Blyss walked over to a cluster of wood buckets with water in them. She had prepared them earlier for this moment.


  “I hope everyone is wearing small clothes,” Asher bellowed as he rubbed his sore arm.


  Heads nodded, except for Keefa. The blonde goblin looked at Asher with shy eyes.


  Asher sighed. “It’s okay Keefa. You can help clean everyone else.”


  The goblin nodded and grinned.


  Asher addressed everyone gathered, “Everyone strip down to your small clothes, and use the water from the buckets to clean off legs and feet. While we are doing that in shifts, if you’re not cleaning yourself, start dumping grapes in the larger crush pit.”


  Brynda smiled. “You all can start washing up. I’ll dump the tubs into the crush pit for you.”


  “Thank you, Brynda,” Asher and Elara said at the same time before giving each other a knowing smile.


  “Let’s start cleaning up,” Asher ordered as he walked toward the buckets of water.


  Nearly everyone shed their clothing. Piles of clothes dotted the main chamber. Asher undressed until he was down to his small clothes. They could barely contain his manhood as he picked up a bucket and turned around.


  Time stood still as Asher admired the nearly nude bodies not far from him. Breasts were wrapped, to aid in holding them up, and preventing them from swinging around. Small, cloth shorts covered their sex as the women stood around, looking at Asher.


  Seeing them in such a state of dress, caused blood to drain from Asher’s mind. His manhood stirred, but before his inner demons could take control, he lifted the bucket over his head and poured cold water over him. The shock of the cold helped to hush his demons, as dirt and mud slid down his strong body.


  Keefa picked up a scrubbing brush, and rushed to Asher. She attacked his leg, scrubbing off the mud too stubborn to wash away.


  The rest of the women stepped closer to Asher and Keefa, taking hold of buckets and pouring water on dirty limbs, hands, and feet. The air was charged as they cleaned themselves, but everyone clamped down on their desires, eager to be done with the day’s work.


  After a long moment, Asher and Elara took the first shift. They walked up the ramp to the large crush pit. Brynda finished pouring the last of the grapes into it, before stepping back.


  Asher stepped into the crush pit, and held out his hand. Elara gave him a shy smile, taking his hand and stepping down into the elevated pit. The pair were still holding hands as the young lord pulled the elf to him. Like an odd dance, the pair moved as one, bringing their feet down as grapes crushed and squished under them.


  The sun slid further down across the sky, approaching the western horizon.


  Pairs of bodies took turns in the crush pit. Nyn and Amber were next, followed by Blyss, and Paasha. After the goblins finished, Asher, and Elara stepped back in.


  Grape juice leaked down the main pipe, a screen catching the fleshy chunks. Hours slipped by as everyone worked to smash their harvest. Asher oversaw the process, grabbing needed mixtures to add to the fermentation process. When the sun touched the western horizon, tired bodies with purple stained feet and legs clustered on the winery floor, leaning back to back.


  Asher opened a glass portal with a metal ring to the large vat. He poured in a sack of yeast, followed by another mixture to help the process. He then picked up a long paddle. He moved it through the portal, and gently stirred the mixture into the nearly full vat.


  After a long time stirring, he pulled out the paddle pole, and closed the portal, locking it into place. Asher turned around to see tired women, sitting back to back, with dazed eyes.


  He approached them with a happy smile. “We did it. We finished our first large wine batch!”


  A weak “Yay,” rose up with tired voices.


  “Tomorrow, we will clean up the sludge, and drain the small vat,” Asher said with a tired tone. “Let’s go home.”


  Tired heads nodded, before everyone stood up, partially dressed. Without another word, the group exited the winery and stepped out into the cold evening air.


  Asher gritted his teeth as a chill sank into his tired body. The sun was just vanishing behind the horizon, and the temperature dropped considerably. Like a small horde of undead, they made their way back to the farmhouse. Brynda peeled away, making for her new room in the Farmhouse West.


  When they reached the kitchen side door, one by one, they entered the home.


  Asher was first in, feeling the chilly air in their home. The nights were much colder now, and the day barely warmed the house enough for it to linger. The frost crystals already wore away to nothing, disappearing after their lifespan came to an end. Asher didn’t put the heating crystals in the arcane rings, because the house would be unbearably hot during the day, but he did make a mental note to do that soon, as the days grew colder.


  Turning to tired, and haggard bodies in the kitchen, he gave them all a weak smile.


  “Does anyone plan on staying up? Do I need to light the hearth?” he asked.


  Heads moved from side to side, eyes filled with exhaustion.


  “Alright,” Asher said. “Let’s all get cleaned up and make it an early night.”


  Heads barely nodded as the group walked past him, and for the stairs. Paasha and Elara were the only ones to stay behind.


  “I make simple meal, and bring to everyone’s room,” the tired goblin said before turning and walking to the cold chests.


  Asher turned his gaze to Elara, the mature elf barely standing up. He held out his hand to her, and she took it. The couple walked together to the stairs, hand in hand.


  Reaching the upper floor, the pair made their way to the bedroom. The two washrooms on the floor were filled with the sounds of running water, and tired conversations. When Asher and Elara walked by the washrooms, they quickly spotted the goblins in one, and Nyn and Amber in the other. Dirty clothes were shed as steam rose from large, metal tubs.


  Asher looked ahead, eager to bathe and then slip into bed. He pictured holding Elara’s warm body to his and quickly falling asleep. It was a small dream, one he was ready to live.


  When the couple reached the master bedroom door, they saw that it was slightly ajar, a thin light stabbing out into the corridor. Asher put his hand on the door and opened it to small moans.


  The couple walked in, the door closing behind them. The pair simply watched as Nadia was on the large bed, her robe open, and legs spread. Between her legs, Nuha’s head was buried between thighs. The scent of sex floated up as Nadia moaned with her eyes closed. Heavy breasts leaked milk from engorged nipples. Nuha’s head moved like she was slathering Nadia’s honey all over her mouth, cheeks, and chin.


  “Well well,” Asher said with a soothing, amused tone.


  Nadia’s eyes opened wide as Nuha’s head shot up. The pair scrambled out of bed and stood beside it, heads bowed.


  “We’re sorry! I was reading to Nuha in the library, and the mood just took us after a time,” Nadia hastily explained.


  Nuha simply nodded.


  Asher’s eyes half-closed as he smirked at them.


  “It would seem, you both earned your punishments. Now, what are we going to do with the two of you?” Lord Blackwood said with warm eyes.




  Chapter 14


  A Proper Punishment


  Exhaustion curled along Asher like a heavy blanket. Seeing Nadia and Nuha, side by side, their heads hanging in shame, amused him more than it angered him. They did nothing to light his ire, but the play glowed in his mind. For the woman, and goblin, they were meant to be treated, and trained, as playthings who aspire to build their self-confidence. Finding them in such a compromising position was a way to start the play in a way that could build up from there.


  An idea struck Asher, and his lips parted in a mischievous smile.


  “Both of you broke several rules. I’m very disappointed,” Asher said with a small shake of his head.


  Nadia and Nuha’s eyes widened as they kept their heads bowed.


  Asher continued, “Neither of you were allowed in our sacred bed. As playthings, you both are to sleep at the foot of the bed. As for your tryst, I gave you specific instructions to relax, and enjoy your day here. I never said for either of you to please each other, or yourselves.”


  Asher lifted his hand and rubbed his jaw. “I’m partly to blame. I should have started your training last night. But I was being generous, allowing your bodies to change.”


  Elara touched Asher’s shoulder with knowing, and amused eyes. “Don’t be so hard on yourself, my love. We can still train them as we see fit.”


  Asher nodded. “I will need some time to think on proper punishments. For now, Mistress and myself, must bathe and prepare for bed. Until we step out of the washroom, you both will be on your knees, facing the washroom door.”


  Nadia and Nuha blinked.


  “Now,” Asher said with a tired voice.


  The pair instantly turned around, and knelt to the floor, facing the washroom door.


  The young lord took Elara’s hand, and led her past the kneeling pair. He opened the door and they stepped in, closing the door behind them.


  Small chuckles fell from Asher’s lips as he moved to the large metal tub, and touched a red crystal. Hot water began pouring from a spout. He placed a stopper on the drain, before standing up and stretching. He then turned around to Elara undressing her muddy attire.


  “That was very cute. The look in their eyes, like they committed a cardinal sin,” the elf said as her dirty overalls and shirt were dropped on the stone floor.


  Asher nodded as he took off his shirt. “I thought I would be too tired to play, but seeing them together, set my mind in motion.”


  “And what did you come up with?” Elara said as she snaked her hips out of her small clothes.


  “It depends on what we want to do,” Asher said as he stood naked by the tub.


  Elara sauntered over to her lover, eyeing him with heated affection. “Let’s talk while we bathe.”


  The young man nodded as he took Elara’s hand. The pair stepped into the rising hot waters. Steam floated up as they sank down. The heated water soothed their sore muscles. Asher leaned back against the back of the tub. Elara moved between his legs, laying against his chest. Slender hands dipped in water and smoothed over the young lord’s strong chest, washing away dirt and mud.


  Asher held the elf close, enjoying the heat of the water, and her body, against his.


  The couple settled down, basking in the steamy waters.


  “You’ve mentioned you like it when you see me with others. How do you feel about being the center of attention?”


  Elara let out a soothing sigh. “I love being your center of attention. I love both. All I care about is our happiness, and the happiness of our family.”


  She looked up at him with big oval eyes. “But I also enjoy new seductive adventures. Having Nadia and Nuha as the family’s playthings has sparked in me something I always felt deep within. Maybe I’m being silly, but feeling the Divine Mother’s touch, has awakened me to being a proper matron, or mother figure, for our family. I enjoy seeing everyone comfortable, safe, and happy.”


  Asher tightened his grip on her smooth skin. “I have felt something similar, but in a different way. The many times the goblins call me Clan Father, has guided me to my role in the household. But I don’t want our lives together to be just about me. I want it to be about all of us.”


  “You strike a good balance. But do not forget, many in our home enjoy being submissive to you. How would you feel if it were reversed?”


  Asher thought about it for a moment.


  “Being a plaything for many beautiful women? I think I would be mad if I didn’t enjoy it.”


  Elara leaned the side of her head against her lover’s chest, and sighed.


  “My adventurous morsel. You never cease to impress me. I will remember your words, when we have our next play, but for now, we must punish the two in the bedroom.”


  The young lord nodded. “That is why, they must see what it means to earn their place in our hearts. We must be stern, but positive. It will play to their desires, and maybe help them with their self-confidence.”


  Asher looked down on Elara with dreamy eyes.


  “I will make you the example of what they can achieve.”


  “Tell me your plan,” Elara whispered as she soaked in warm waters.


  ***


  Nadia and Nuha remained on their knees, staring at the washroom door. The pair bowed their heads, as shame colored their hearts. But it was Nuha who spoke up with a whisper.


  “I didn’t know rules.”


  Nadia nodded. “Neither did I, but I think they will teach us the proper rules.”


  A silence filled the air once again for a short moment.


  “I had fun,” Nuha whispered.


  “So did I,” Nadia smiled. “I’m kind of glad we were caught.”


  The book shop owner’s eyes gleamed with recent memory. “I… didn’t know anyone else felt like I did in the world.”


  Nuha sighed. “You are beautiful. How could no one like you. Master likes you. I like you.”


  “I think that's why he put us together, so we could be better, side by side.”


  Nuha nodded. “Master and Mistress are good. But I like sucking on master’s cock.”


  “I want to suck on it too,” Nadia said, a little surprised she said the words out loud. “I want to truly be their plaything.”


  “If I’m punished when breaking rules, I will break rules.”


  Nadia turned her head slightly, smiling at the goblin beside her. “Me too. Sisters of Chaos?”


  Nuha grinned. “Sisters of Chaos,” she repeated.


  The door to the washroom opened. The pair sat up straighter on their knees, with heads bowed.


  Nadia looked up to see naked bodies stepping out of the washroom. She stared as Asher’s manhood hung. It was enough to stir the small blaze along her spirit. Nipples tingled as she fought for some kind of self-control.


  Asher and Elara stood side by side, while looking down on the kneeling pair.


  “Mistress, and I have discussed the two of you,” Asher said. “We have decided on your punishments.”


  Asher stepped closer to Nadia, his member hanging before her eyes. She looked at it as it grew thicker before her gaze.


  Asher smiled. “Stay on your knees, and face the bed.”


  Nadia and Nuha did as they were told. They faced the bed, remaining on their knees.


  Asher and Elara stepped to the side of the bed, and sat down next to each other. Elara’s hand slipped between Asher’s legs, taking hold of his manhood and giving it gentle strokes.


  “We want you both to become good pets. It saddens me that you both would break the rules so easily. That is why, you both will remain on your knees until I orgasm twice. I’m not sure how long it will take, but until I have spilled my seed twice, you both are not to move from those spots.


  “When the time comes, and I am satisfied, you may both go to your bedding, and sleep. I don’t want either of you to touch yourself, or each other. It is something you must earn. Listen to us as we speak to you, but you cannot speak yourselves. Do you understand?”


  Nadia and Nuha were about to say they understood, but hesitated, knowing they weren’t allowed to speak. Instead, they both nodded their agreement.


  “It’s getting so hard,” Elara said with a sultry tone, Asher’s cock thickening to her strokes.


  Asher turned his gaze to her. He admired her naked beauty as she snuggled closer while stroking him. His cock began to defy gravity’s pull, rising with each tender stroke.


  “I need you,” Elara said with an exaggerated whine.


  “Get on the bed, and I will give you what you need,” Asher said darkly.


  Elara let go of his cock and crawled onto the bed. Asher followed her. The mature elf turned and fell onto her back. She was about to sit up, when Asher moved between her parted legs. He put his hand on her chest and pushed her down. His hand then trailed down between her heavy breasts, stomach, and down to her pelvis. He settled down between creamy thighs, her elfhood glistening with honey.


  Without another word, he kissed her valley entrance, before his tongue slid out.


  Elara’s eyes widened a hair, before they half-closed. She leaned her head back a little as Asher buried his face between her thighs. The sounds of licking whispered as he lashed at her clit with his tongue.


  Elara closed her eyes and let out a small moan. Pulses of bliss sent growing shockwaves along her body. It was enough for her to move her hips to him, pressure and pleasure growing.


  Nadia and Nuha stared with unblinking eyes. They watched as the blonde elf writhed to Asher’s playful licking. She sighed and gasped as he licked her just the right way. The wet sounds only grew, matching her whimpers.


  “You’re so good to me,” Elara whispered through growing passion.


  Nuha stared as her heart hammered in her chest. Seeing master and mistress ignited her inner flames. Naked from the waist down, the goblin fought a moan as she watched them. Wetness dripped from between her thighs as the swirl of desire only grew.


  Nadia bit her lip, trying not to rub her thighs together. Being on her knees, she could only be still and watch, as a tingling filled her stomach. It was the same feeling she had with each black book she read. Her hand twitched, eager to touch herself. But she didn’t relent, knowing she would be punished again by master withholding himself from taking her.


  Moans continued to escape Elara’s parted lips. Her hips moved aggressively, matching Asher’s rhythm and tempo. Nipples tingled as her moans grew louder. A small sigh touched the air, and creamy white milk began to leak from erect nipples.


  “I want to be good… for you,” Elara moaned as she fell deeper and deeper into blissful waters.


  Asher licked and sucked the elf’s clit. His lips massaged her mound as his tongue whipped her pearl. Her scent filled his nose as he munched like he had all the time in the world.


  “Goddess,” Elara moaned as the tension began to build in her exhausted body.


  With a weakening willpower, the elf’s eyes opened as her inner world cracked. Pleasure and desire pushed at her like a raging tsunami. The blaze within only grew brighter as fingers curled into the blanket.


  Elara’s brow wrinkled as her eyes squeezed shut. Her breathing quickened as Asher spoke mystical words with his tongue and lips. It all weaved a spell, hammering at her willpower, and shattering it to pieces.


  The elf’s eyes opened wide as her slim control fractured. With a quick gasp, and a long moan, heavenly bliss exploded, shattering her nerves.


  Moans continued to fill the air as she writhed her hips against Asher’s face. Milk spilled from her nipples as she could not control her body any longer. Her soul lifted a little from her elven shell, and hovered, as orgasmic explosions tore down any drop of control.


  As the magical explosions dimmed, Elara gasped for breath. She huffed as her closed eyes trembled from the dreamy orgasms.


  Asher pulled his head up from between her thighs. Wetness dripped from his mouth, cheeks, and chin. He stood up on his knees, his cock rock-hard.


  “Please… no more,” Elara said with ragged breath.


  “There will always be more,” he said, and in a blink, was on her.


  Elara let out a weak giggle as Asher’s strong body was on her. The tip of his cock touched her quivering valley entrance, before it slowly pushed in. Elara’s hands grabbed onto her lover’s strong back. She parted her thighs a little more, giving him plenty of room to drive his love deep into her.


  Nadia and Nuha watched with heat crawling up their necks, seeing their master attack their mistress with fierce love and affection.


  “That’s my girl, take every inch,” Asher whispered with a loving tone.


  “I want to be good for you. Only you,” Elara whined as her inner world stretched to his slow invasion.


  “I know you can be good, especially when I fuck you. I love hearing your moans, and whimpers. They are signs of your love. I very much enjoy them,” Asher whispered as his hips thrusted with growing power.


  The tempo grew as thick inches appeared and disappeared between their embrace.


  Asher gently grabbed at a large breast, and licked at a leaking nipple, tasting her milk.


  “Your milk tastes better when I fuck you. It makes me harder, and I could fuck you all night. Would you like that?”


  “Yes, my lover. Fuck me as I beg for more,” Elara moaned as she felt herself getting closer to climax.


  Nadia’s eyes took on a dreamy hue, seeing the very thing she wanted, needed in her life.


  Nuha gasped as milk leaked from her engorged breasts and nipples. She continued to watch, seeing that master didn’t hear her gasp, but a part of her wanted him to hear, so he would punish her. Her mind worked, knowing she would have to work hard for his affections.


  Asher looked down on Elara as she bounced to his repeated thrusts. He saw her eyes glaze over as she was going to come. She squeezed his manhood like a vice, not wanting him to leave her inner world. The connection between them blazed bright as they put on a lesson for the two playthings watching.


  “I am the dreamer, and you are my dream,” Asher said with a loving whisper. “I can feel you when you take care of me. I know when you are suffering, and I am here, ready to protect you, love you.


  “I want only the best for you. I admire your strength, and your loving care. I remember every time you smile, or touch my hand. I get hard thinking about you on your knees, lovingly sucking on my cock. How you moan when I push into you. Everything you do makes me admire you more and more.”


  Elara’s eyelids fluttered as her eyes rolled into her head. Deep moans rose up as she began to lose herself to a growing pressure along her entire body.


  “There are times when I dream of you. I see your happy smile. I feel your inner strength. Your love calms my demons. Your siren moans entice me to hold you down and push my demonic love into you.


  “You’re such a good girl…. my girl.”


  Elara’s mouth made a perfect oval before her whole body shuddered hard. Ecstasy flooded her senses with mystical explosions. Her spirit tumbled along, caught in pleasure’s gravity. The moment of climax was so powerful, her entire body trembled as it broke out into a sweat. Milk thickened as it leaked from nipples. The world had faded away, as only two souls hovered in the dark.


  Asher continued to drive himself into the trembling elf. Wetness surged and squirted against their connection, but it didn’t stop the young lord from enjoying the moment. Instead, it only enhanced it.


  Despite his exhaustion from the day, new fire surged into his tired muscles. Asher pulled back and was on his knees. His cock was slick from Elara’s squirting, enough so that he stroked it over her heaving form.


  Ecstasy lit the fire, breaking down his own control. After a few strokes of his veiny member, thick ropes of come spurted. They splashed on a milky breast, trailing down to her stomach. A few more spurts painted her chest and stomach, Asher milking his own cock of every drop of seed.


  Nadia and Nuha stared with wide eyes. Heat coiled along their features, giving their cheeks a pink glow.


  Elara lazily lifted a hand and rubbed Asher’s come along her chest. She cooed as she couldn’t keep her eyes open.


  The heat was still there, burning at Asher’s own desires. He grabbed Elara, and turned her onto her stomach. He then roughly grabbed her hips and pulled them up. Her upper body and head were still on the pillows and blankets, her ass in the air.


  Asher admired her, seeing wetness dripping from her pink slit. He took hold of his cock and pressed it to her, rubbing the head against her clit.


  “A good girl likes when I fuck them again,” Asher smiled.


  “I’m your good girl,” Elara said with a dreamy voice.


  Asher sank his cock into her dripping slit. Elara moaned as thick inches spread her inner world once again.


  “Do you feel better?” Asher asked as he brought her hips to him as he pushed in deep.


  Elara half-nodded as she was lost to swirls of bliss.


  Asher nodded. “I want you to always feel good. You’re important to me, and to our entire family.”


  Through dreamy wisps of heavenly pleasure, Elara’s heart thudded with understanding, and love. There was no denying it any longer. Despite the plan to show Nadia and Nuha what it meant to be a good girl, Asher’s words cut deeper than she thought they would. They broke away any lingering doubt of their relationship. It went beyond lewd plays and lurid trysts. Their lives were separate books, until this moment. Now, they would write a book together, for all time.


  Asher looked down on Elara with love dripping from his eyes. The words he spoke were true, and from his soul. Their plan was to show their new pets what a loving relationship was meant to be, but it went beyond that. The loving acceptance of their hearts, and mutual feelings, burned deeper than any flame or hot iron, could ever accomplish. Souls were scorched, and he knew it he found his other half in the universe.


  Elara’s ass was pink from Asher’s hips smacking into them. The young lord had lost all track of himself with his inner thoughts. His cock thickened as his demons cried out for release.


  “I’m coming, my good girl.”


  Elara gave a lazy nod before she bit down on a pillow, her own nerves tight.


  Asher continued to sink his cock and pull back a few inches until everything in his body filled with love. His cock thickened more, and he let out his own strong grunt. White seed spurted, painting her inner world. It quickly flooded, seed dripping from their connection as Asher was lost to pleasure’s embrace. His hips betrayed him, and continued to use Elara to milk his cock. When the last drop was pushed out, Asher’s body gave out.


  The young lord let out a tired groan, and fell sideways onto the bed. His cock slipped from his lover. Elara shuddered as orgasms blasted her already frayed nerves. Despite the string of orgasms, she crawled over to her lover, and collapsed before him.


  Asher put his arm around her, and pulled her close. Hot bodies glowed as they slowly blinked. The lovers fell to sleep’s embrace, with full hearts.


  Nadia and Nuha blinked. The pair were lost to what they just witnessed. A dreamy haze filled their eyes as they leaned onto all fours. They crawled over to their bedding, and collapsed, back to back.


  Nuha’s eyes trembled, the goblin understanding what she saw was true love. Its rosy flame lingered as she saw the very thing she wanted, love and acceptance.


  Nadia slowly blinked as she saw something she thought was only in books. Her cheeks remained pink, a pit growing in her heart. She needed it to be filled, and she found the keys to reaching her personal enlightenment.


  The mood cooled. Exhaustion filled the woman and goblin’s hearts. They fell into a troubled sleep, each of them imagining a world where they were accepted, and loved.


  ***


  Paasha yawned as she stepped into the cold common room with a plate filled with cooked meat. She sat down on the couch and sighed. She lifted a piece of shredded meat and pulled off a chunk with her teeth. She chewed quietly, when Fern clopped out from the corridor.


  The uni-goat eyed the goblin as she moved closer. She sniffed at the meat, and let out a tiny, annoyed bleat.


  “Quiet. You no eat. I eat,” Paasha said with tired eyes.


  Fern moved closer, and rested her head on the couch seat beside the goblin. Paasha’s gaze softened. She ran her fingers along the scruff of the uni-goat’s neck.


  “Sorry. Tired day,” the goblin said with loving eyes.


  Fern leaned into the scratches.


  “I eat, then go to bed,” Paasha said as her eyelids grew heavy.


  Fern stayed close, watching the motherly goblin with warm eyes.


  Beyond the common room window, a ghostly light walked along the woods. A flowing white dress trailed in the dark gloom of the forest. Tears dripped from hollow eyes. A moan of discontent floated in the air, lost to the sounds of trees rustling from the small wind.


  The ghostly figure turned their head, seeing the farmhouses in the small distance.


  A weeping curled into the trees as another cold wind washed over the valley.




  Chapter 15


  Training, Wine, and Sludge


  Green eyelids slowly opened to the gloomy morning light. Blyss let out a sigh, a weariness hanging on her very spirit. She blinked a few times, before she felt, and heard something beside her.


  The goblin sat up a little on her elbows. She looked over to see Keefa beside her. The blonde goblin’s eyes were shut, as she murmured to herself. A tear streaked down her green cheek. The goblin shuddered and wept, trying to hide her face in her hands.


  Blyss touched her arm and gave her a small shake. Keefa moaned before her eyes slowly opened. Tears continued to drip from the corners of her eyes as she tried to wake up.


  “Keefa?” Blyss asked with concern in her eyes.


  “He searches for me,” the goblin said in perfect common.


  Blyss’s eyes widened a hair as she fully sat up. She took Keefa by the arm and gently pulled, getting her to sit up. Keefa let out a low moan, before a light returned to her eyes. Sorrow bled away from her eyes, replaced with a morning gleam.


  “Chieftess?” Keefa said, rubbing the side of her head.


  “You were in my bed,” Blyss stated.


  Keefa looked around the bed, and the room.


  “I could not sleep. I sleep with you,” Keefa said with confused eyes.


  Blyss faced her fellow goblin with curious eyes.


  “You had a bad dream. You said, ‘He searches for me.’ Who searches for you?”


  Keefa shook the cobwebs from her mind. “I not know. I dream of beautiful woman, in white. She is sad.”


  Blyss eyed her sister goblin, knowing the deeper truths from past experiences.


  “Is she dangerous?”


  Keefa looked down. “No. She just sad.”


  Blyss let out a relieved sigh.


  “Tell me if she becomes dangerous. I will tell Clan Father.”


  Keefa nodded as she yawned.


  Blyss continued to gaze upon her fellow goblin, a sliver of uncertainty stabbing into her thoughts.


  ***


  Asher opened his eyes. He stirred as he felt refreshed. An energetic feeling washed over him. It had been a while since he slept so deeply. The combination of hard work, and loving intimacy, was all he needed to sleep like one of the dead. Now awake, he was again ready to take on any task with youthful vigor.


  He turned his head to the side, seeing Elara sleeping peacefully beside him. The young lord watched his lover, seeing the gentle rise and fall of her chest. Her eyes were closed as parted lips let out a soft exhale. His gaze fell to her uncovered breasts, his morning wood standing straighter.


  The mood sank into him. Last night played in his mind, and needful urges clawed at him. The young lord sat up to admire the beautiful elf, when he felt two sets of eyes on him. He turned his head and glanced behind him.


  Nadia and Nuha were on the floor beside his bed. They were both kneeling, and looking at him with bright eyes.


  Asher turned on the bed to face them. He sat up with a cheery smile.


  “Good morning, my playthings,” Asher said with enthusiasm.


  “Good morning, master,” the pair said in unison.


  Asher eyed them before he moved to the edge of the bed. The blanket slipped away as he put his feet on the floor, but did not stand up.


  Nadia and Nuha were still partially dressed from last night. Nadia still had her robe on, but it was open down the middle. Nuha was wearing one of his shirts. The pair’s gazes fell to their master’s standing member, admiring the veins running along the thick shaft.


  “We already milked ourselves, and placed them by the door,” Nadia said with bright eyes.


  Nuha nodded.


  Asher looked over to the door. Indeed, there were two corked jars, each filled with white milk.


  Asher brought his gaze back to the pair. When he looked at Nuha’s shirt, which was actually his, he lifted a hand and beckoned her closer.


  Nuha stood up and walked to her master. She stood between his parted legs, fighting the urge to take hold of his standing member.


  “You have to earn this,” Asher said with a calm tone as he took hold of the shirt, and pulled it over her head.


  Nuha’s eyes widened as she was disrobed. She stood naked before him, a swirl filling her belly as a sense of disappointment filled her eyes.


  Asher put the shirt under his pillow, before turning to the goblin. He put his hand on her hip, and gave her a loving squeeze.


  “There are ways you can earn it back.”


  “I will do anything to earn my way,” Nuha said with eager eyes.


  Asher knew what she was thinking, but decided to use her eagerness in a different way. He glanced at Elara, the beautiful elf stirring from her slumber.


  “Mistress will need a proper licking to help her wake up. Since you were licking your fellow plaything, I believe you can do that for your mistress.”


  Nuha’s eyes took on a disappointed edge. “But master, I can suck your cock.”


  Asher nodded. “I know you can, but I want you to take care of the mistress. Can you do that for us? Can you take care of both of us?”


  Nuha’s eyes took on a lurid gleam. She stood up straighter, a sense of duty filling her eyes.


  “I be a good plaything,” the goblin said.


  “Good,” Asher smiled. “You’re allowed on the bed for this. Help the mistress, and we will reward you.”


  Nuha nodded. She moved from between Asher’s legs and crawled onto the bed. She went under the blanket, the lump moving between Elara’s parted legs.


  The mature elf was on her back, slowly stirring awake, when something warm touched her sensitive slit. Her eyes blinked wider, when warm bliss licked at her womanhood. When the tongue touched her pearl, she let out a heated gasp.


  Asher smiled at his lover, before turning his attention to Nadia. The woman was still on her knees, looking at him with bright eyes.


  “Stand up for me,” Asher smiled.


  Nadia nodded and stood up.


  “Remove your robe.”


  The woman shrugged her open robe from her shoulders. It puddled at her feet as she stood. The morning gloom painted her pale body in a sultry glow. Large, firm breasts defied gravity. A gleam between her thighs caught Asher’s attention. He reached to her, and let his fingers explore her.


  Nadia let out a shudder and a gasp. Skillful fingers ran along her pink folds. When a finger touched her engorged clit, she let out a trembling exhale.


  “You feel very wet this morning,” Asher said warmly.


  Nadia nodded as she fought the urge to moan.


  Asher’s gaze took on an almost fatherly charm.


  “My cock needs attention. Have a seat, facing me. I want to see you.”


  Nadia nodded as she stepped closer. Butterflies filled her stomach, as a tension grew along her body. She imagined the morning playing out differently. She saw herself on her knees, sucking his cock like a good girl. She didn’t expect him to skip such a lewd duty, to a more intimate one.


  Asher sat back a little, his cock standing straight up. It throbbed as Nadia moved onto the bed, her knees on the soft bedding. She took hold of his member, pressing the head to her quivering slit. Not wishing to disappoint, she sank down, slowly impaling herself on his rigid erection.


  Sensations exploded along her as every thick inch forced her inner world to accommodate her master. A small moan dripped as she wiggled a little to adjust to his size.


  Asher watched with a smile, moans growing louder behind him.


  “You feel so good, and so wet,” he said as he watched and felt her.


  Nadia squeezed him as her hands touched his shoulders. The sensations began to build as she fought herself for control. She began to lose the battle as her hips betrayed her, moving an inch, up and down.


  “Nice and slow. I like how you feel around my cock. You’re being very good.”


  “Thank you, master,” Nadia said with a sultry whisper.


  Nadia moved slowly as her eyes fluttered. Hands tensed on Asher’s shoulders. She held onto him for dear life as his member forced her to enjoy herself. Wetness beaded along her nipples, her urges pushing her body to the brink of ecstasy. Heat crawled up her pale skin, giving it a pink glow. Lustful scents bloomed as Nadia made longer strokes along the master's spear.


  “That’s it, keep taking slow, long strokes,” he said as he grabbed her ass cheek and squeezed it.


  Nadia whimpered as she began to lose herself. Each slide along his thick member broke down her spirit. The tingling along her body grew, as she felt more and more like a possession to him. The fantasy blended with reality, but his encouraging words stabbed at her with a sliver of embarrassment. As she humped his cock, she looked away with shy eyes.


  Asher lifted his hand and touched her chin. With a strong, but gentle grasp, he pulled her face toward him, ensuring she looked him in the eyes.


  “No need to be shy around me. I like you riding my cock. You’re making my morning a much better start to the day. You should be proud.”


  “Thank you, master,” Nadia huffed as the tension began to build along every muscle along her body.


  “You don’t have to thank me. You’re so good, I may have need of you,” Asher said as he brushed away a stray lock of brown hair from her cheek. “I want a pet who is eager to please, who enjoys coming like a happy, good girl.”


  “I can… be your… good girl,” Nadia said while fighting through the waves of pleasure crashing against her soul.


  “I know you can,” Asher said with a husky tone. “Just keep riding my cock like this, and I will fuck you like the good girl I know you can be.”


  The words and sensations lit a blaze so bright along Nadia’s soul, it enveloped her. The thin dam of control was shattered to dust, tidal waves slamming into her like a furious storm. Her whole body tensed before she let out a long, strangled moan. She tightened around Asher’s cock like a vice, before sinking down to the hilt. Her arms, shoulders, and thighs trembled as a series of orgasms blasted her nerves to glass.


  Asher held Nadia by the hips as she tried not to scream out her ecstasy. Her whole body trembled now, lost to a barrage of orgasms. It was so overwhelming, she could only sit on Asher’s throbbing cock, wetness dripping from their connection.


  “That’s my good girl,” Asher whispered to her. “Enjoy it. Enjoy the moment. And when you're done, keep riding my cock until I come.”


  Nadia fought through the waves of paradise, moving her hips again. She let out a long exhale, her eyes lost to a blissful dream. She increased the tempo, the motions helping her fight back to her mind and body. The tingling sensations remained as she moved with greater urgency.


  Asher watched with warm eyes, Nadia moving like an eager lover. Her hips slammed down on his thighs as she took every inch of his staff. The tension within himself began to grow, but he kept a tight rein on it. He let go of her hip, lifted his hand, and grabbed her bouncing, full breast. He brought her leaking nipple to his mouth, closing his lips around it. He gently sucked, and that caused Nadia to let out a loud whimper.


  Sensations exploded along the young woman. Her eyes rolled into her head as Asher’s strong lips, and strong cock, further inflamed her inner fire. The more he drank, the more her body betrayed her. Long moans spilled from her lips. Her tempo grew, eager to get to that special moment and place again. Heat poured off her body as sweat appeared. The moment was approaching and she moved harder to reach it.


  Asher enjoyed Nadia’s eagerness. He drank her milk as she made incoherent moans. Her moans, and Elara’s moans, formed a lewd symphony, bringing him closer to the point of no return.


  “I… can… be… a… good… girl,” Nadia moaned like a ghost in the dark.


  It was enough to send the young lord over the edge. His cock thickened, and Nadia moaned louder. A small moment later, Asher grunted as Nadia cried out.


  Dual orgasms assaulted the pair. Thick spurts of molten seed painted her inner valley, as a river of orgasms shattered what was left of her soul. Nadia embraced Asher’s head, keeping him to her nipple, as she milked his cock, and her own orgasms.


  Heated exhales filled the air between them. Asher licked at her nipple, as come leaked from their union.


  Nadia pulled back a little, lost to euphoric sensations.


  “You are my good girl,” Asher whispered.


  Nadia let out a dreamy gasp, lazily riding his still rigid manhood.


  Behind them, Elara’s hands bunched up blankets as a barrage of orgasms assaulted her. Nuha continued to lick at her mistress, her face buried between thick, creamy thighs.


  “Plaything… to me,” Elara huffed.


  Nuha lifted her head, the lower half of her green face drenched. She crawled up over her mistress. Elara embraced the goblin and turned onto her side. Nuha’s eyes widened as she was held to the elf’s bosom.


  “You were wonderful. I just want to hug you for a time, as I calm down,” Elara said with a breathy whisper.


  Nuha’s eyes trembled, a feeling of belonging wrapping around her spirit.


  Asher looked over his shoulder with a smile. He then turned his attention to Nadia, still riding his member.


  “There is a lot to do today,” Asher said loud enough for Elara to hear. “But you, my dear playthings, earned your comfort for the day. Take the day to relax, but if you have urges, come to anyone in the household. Speak of them, and either I will help you with such urges, or others will.”


  “Yes, master,” Nadia whispered.


  “Yes, master,” Nuha said from between Elara’s cleavage.


  ***


  Asher, Blyss, Elara, Amber, and Nyn, stood in the winery cellar. On nearby tables, were casks and wine bottles. The cellar was cool as they gathered around the spouts to the small vat. Pipes led down from the first floor, to the cellar, a drop of red dripping from the spout, and landing on the stone floor.


  “By Amber’s estimates, we should be able to fill twenty casks, and about ten wine bottles from the small vat,” Asher addressed everyone gathered.


  Heads nodded in agreement.


  Asher turned to the women gathered with serious eyes. “It won’t take long to fill the casks and wine bottles. It’s what’s next that will be the hard work.


  “Once the vat is empty, it will have to be scrubbed from the inside. There will be left over sludge that will have to be removed. We will also have to clean the pipes leading to each vat.


  “I will be in the small vat, helping to scrub it, but I will need one or two more volunteers to assist me.”


  Blyss raised her hand. The two elves and faun remained silent, and looked away.


  “Really?” Asher grinned.


  “It’s not that we don’t want to,” Elara said with diplomatic flair.


  “But it’s because we don’t want to,” Nyn followed up with a blank gaze.


  “It will be slippery in there. I won’t be able to keep my balance with my hooves,” Amber said with “don’t be mad at me” eyes.


  Asher chuckled as he shook his head.


  “Alright, it’s me and you,” Asher said as he smiled at the goblin.


  Blyss gave a firm nod. “We will show them what true bravery looks like.”


  “Yes, so brave,” Amber grinned.


  “I bask in your bravery,” Nyn said with blank eyes.


  “I will cheer you on for your act of bravery,” Elara said, fighting to not smile.


  Asher let out a hearty laugh.


  “Okay, let’s get to work,” the young lord ordered.


  Everyone began moving as one. Casks were picked up and lined up next to the wall by the spout. Nyn stood by the spout, ready. Asher brought over a cask and placed it under the spout. The dark-blue haired elf turned the simple lever.


  Red liquid poured from the spout, as the scent of strawberries flowed into the cellar.


  A sense of satisfaction filled the young Lord Blackwood as he watched the cask fill to the top. He picked it up and brought it over to a small, low stand. He placed it down. Amber put the wood cover on, as Elara brought down a mallet. After a few quick strikes, the cover was firmly in place. Blyss lifted the readied cask, nearly half her size, and waddled over to a thick rack. She placed it on the bottom rung, before making her way back, Elara and Amber already securing the top to another cask.


  Time spun on as Asher moved with extra excitement. He placed empty casks, and then helped Blyss with placing them on the rack. The strawberry wine flowed easily, filling each cask quickly.


  Guilt filled Amber’s eyes. The faun was quick to help Blyss as Asher aided with every step of the process. A working flow was established, everyone switching jobs where needed. After an hour, the twenty casks were filled. Amber, Elara, and Nyn began filling wine bottles, as Asher and Blyss climbed the cellar stairs.


  On the main floor, Brynda sat beside the small vat. Cleaning supplies, and buckets filled with water crowded beside her. The giantess looked up at the roof windows, each one open to let in a cool autumn breeze in. The front door was open as well, ensuring plenty of air circulated within the winery.


  Asher and Blyss appeared from the stairwell, and made their way over to the sitting giant.


  “Thank you, Brynda, for being our life line,” Asher said.


  Blyss looked up at Asher with concerned eyes.


  Asher turned to the goblin and looked down on her.


  “We each have to wear a wet rag tied over our mouths and nose. We will have to be in our small clothes as well. There will still be plenty of leftover sludge in there, so it will be slippery, but we also have to be careful about fumes. They may make us giddy, or pass out.


  “Brynda will be our life line. She can easily reach in and grab us if one, or both of us pass out. We simply have to work steadily, and quickly. We will need to take many breaks, just so we don’t pass out. It will be hard work, but we should be finished in a few hours.”


  “I’m ready,” the goblin said with a firm nod.


  “Alright. Strip down to small clothes, and we can begin,” Asher smiled.


  Blyss didn’t hesitate to undress. Leggings and shirt were nearly ripped off and thrown to the side. Her breasts were wrapped, and she wore linen shorts.


  Asher began undressing. He quickly noticed Brynda looking at him. The giantess continued to stare, a small pink hue touching her cheeks.


  For the young lord, he didn’t feel a drop of shame as he stepped out of his clothes and stood only in small clothes covering his manhood.


  Man, and goblin walked over to the supplies, picking up hard bristled brushes, and wet cloths.


  “Brynda, please start spilling buckets of water in as we scrub the vat.”


  The giantess nodded as she sat, pulling two full buckets of water closer to her.


  Asher turned to see the large portal window open, Blyss half in and her ass pointed at him. He rushed to her and put his hands under her flailing feet. Blyss used the moment to push herself in, turn while hanging onto the edge of the portal, and put her green feet on the slushy floor.


  Asher climbed in after her, and stepped down onto sludge.


  The smell was overpowering as the young lord tied a wet cloth over his nose and mouth. Blyss did the same. Once they were securely tied, it helped to reduce the stench a little, but not by much.


  The vat ceiling was low, with Asher hunched over. Piles of wet, jelly sludge were scattered around the metal vat. Some of it clung to the rounded walls, sliding down like lazy snails on a gloomy morning.


  “Let’s get to it,” Asher said as he knelt onto the sludge, and began scrubbing the inside wall.


  Blyss was short enough that she didn’t have to bend, or hunch down. She walked to an inner section, and began scrubbing.


  Brynda began lifting buckets or water from her sitting position, and began pouring into the portal. Clean well water sloshed the pinkish sludge, as Asher and Blyss continued to scrub everything away.


  In the cellar, Amber placed sludge-catching barrels under the spouts. She opened the spout, allowing the pinkish-reddish goop to pour into the barrel. Elara and Nyn talked to each other as they put the remaining strawberry wine bottles on specially designed, curved racks.


  Moments blended together as Asher scrubbed the metal walls and floor. He quickly grew used to the smell, even if it did make him a little dizzy. More water came splashing in, Asher quickly scrubbed the sludge, and had it wash down to the center drain. Blyss hummed a tune as she worked, ensuring she attacked every part of caked sludge she could find.


  At one point, the pair were side by side, scrubbing the floor. The goblin looked up at him with dreamy eyes.


  Asher looked at the goblin with a raised eyebrow.


  “Are you feeling sick?” he asked with a deadpan tone.


  Blyss’s eyes took on a furious gleam. She bent her elbows and coiled her legs. The goblin launched at him, her shoulder striking his side. Sludge and water caused Asher to slip sideways, landing on his side. A green hand was on him, pushing hard. Asher was on his back as the goblin landed on his stomach with most of her body weight.


  All the air within Asher’s lungs was forced out. He gasped for breath as Blyss smiled behind her masked mouth.


  Water splashed in through the portal. It spilled toward the pair as they looked into each other’s eyes.


  “You make me love sick,” Blyss said with furled brow.


  Asher looked at the goblin, as her brow, and eyes grew softer. She lowered her covered face close to his, her eyes filled with a hungry intensity.


  “I haven’t been giving you enough attention,” Asher stated.


  Blyss nodded.


  The young lord touched her hips.


  “I need to keep training the playthings this evening. You should join us.”


  Blyss settled down on Asher, her arms crossed on his chest, and eyes filled with a loving glow.


  “I will train them on how to suck your cock,” the goblin’s words coming out with a sultry whisper.


  “We must be positive with their training,” Asher added.


  Blyss nodded. “I will train them well, but there is something else I wish to tell you, Clan Father.”


  Asher listened.


  “Keefa has had bad dreams. She sees a woman in white, crying. She’s not sleeping well.”


  Blyss’s eyes filled with a lurid grin.


  “She must be distracted.”


  Asher nodded. “The bedroom will be crowded, but I think we can manage.”


  “Good,” Blyss said, and began moving her hips.


  Asher’s eyes half-closed, mentally wondering if they should be engaged in anything like this while in the vat, when two faces appeared at the portal.


  “They’re not even working anymore,” Amber grinned.


  “Is this the proper way to scrub a vat?” Elara said with her own wide grin.


  “Conversation break,” Asher laughed.


  Blyss smiled behind her cloth mask.


  “Well, when you’re finished with your break, and your scrubbing, we need to discuss a few things in the lab,” Amber said with an edge to her tone. “And I suggest you clean up first.”


  Asher lifted a hand and gave her a thumb’s up.


  Elara spoke up, “It looks like you’re almost done. I’ll make sure Paasha has a meal waiting for our two brave souls.”


  “Thanks,” Asher said as he was still pinned down by the goblin.


  “We’ll leave you both to it,” Elara said with a soothing voice before she and Amber stepped away.


  Blyss stayed on Asher, the goblin eyeing him with a loving gaze.


  “We should get back to work,” Asher said with a soft tone.


  Blyss nodded, but didn’t get up.


  “I command you to make me come many times this evening,” Blyss said casually.


  Asher nodded. “Of course, my beautiful chieftess.”


  The voluptuous goblin gave him a happy smile before slipping off him. She picked up her brush, and began scrubbing once again, humming a new tune.


  Asher sat up and watched her, his heart beating with loving purpose.




  Chapter 16


  A Private Chat


  Steam billowed out of the private washroom. A shadow loomed from the mists, before Asher stepped out, still drying his hair. Feeling clean and refreshed, the young lord smiled as he moved to a black robe on the bed.


  Scrubbing the small vat in the winery took longer than expected. Asher and Blyss worked harder, trying to get every drop of sludge off the floor and walls of the metal vat. With the constant influx of water from Brynda, the sludge was washed away, and the metal shined. When they were finished, the pair crawled out and simply laid on the stone floor, breathing in fresh air and trying to relax sore muscles. When they had enough rest, the goblin stood up, walked over to Asher, bent down to her knees, and invaded his mouth with her tongue.


  Asher kept smiling to himself as he thought fondly of the goblin. She had come a long way since her arrival. To himself, he didn’t hesitate knowing he loved her deeply, and only wanted to give her more of anything she wanted. Blyss didn’t want much, only his attention. It was something he was happy to give, especially when she demanded it.


  The towel fell to the floor. Asher picked up a black house robe, and put it on. He buttoned it closed, feeling relaxed. Thoughts shifted to Amber, and the evening to come. The demands in the farmhouse only seemed to grow, but for the former ranger, it was a welcoming demand. He had seen it many times with different relationships at the guild, during his time there. There was a fierce blaze of passionate fire and affection for couples, or more. But after a time, the flames waned a little. Other times, they were snuffed out, guildmates having messy breakups.


  After many years, Asher knew he didn’t want that for any of his relationships. Despite a full house with many beautiful women, he never felt a sense of boredom, or regret. Their family was a challenge he never thought to experience before, but now, he lived for every moment for it.


  Lord Blackwood turned from the bed, dressed in his robe. He pointed his bare feet to the bedroom door and walked toward it. His inner glow shifted to a place of lingering shadows, seeing the secret box on his desk. Images painted his mind of his uncle, and his secrets. A sliver of annoyance colored those shadows, wishing his uncle could simply tell him what needed to be kept hidden from the world. Instead, he kept to their code of honor of not pressing the matter. A memory did caress his thoughts, his uncle saying if Asher discovered the truth, he would tell him everything.


  The young lord shrugged to himself, knowing the mystery would have to wait. It was late afternoon, and he had to see Amber. They would speak in private before an evening of training would commence, and such an evening it would be. Elara would be there, with Nadia, and Nuha. Blyss was invited to join, as was Keefa. Asher’s thumb touched the black ring with the silver band on his ring finger. He was grateful for such a magical item, not just for helping with intimate desires and requests, but also for the higher forms of pleasure for everyone involved, including himself.


  Asher stepped out of the bedroom and made his way along the long corridor to the stairs.


  On the main floor, the smell of cooking food made his mouth water. There was a commotion in the kitchen, and Asher wandered over. When he stepped in, he found the kitchen full of bodies. Elara and Nyn sat at the kitchen table, talking to each other. At their feet, Nadia was by Elara’s feet, looking up at the elf with attentive eyes. Nuha was beside Nyn, her arms crossed on the elf’s leg, and looking up with dreamy eyes.


  Paasha, Blyss, and Keefa were cooking, and preparing for an early dinner. The goblins moved in step, Paasha giving orders and Blyss moving to take care of things for the motherly goblin. Keefa was stacking a small set of plates, ready to start heaping food onto them. The scent of meat, fresh bread, and cut fruits blended into a smell that caused Asher’s stomach to growl its discontent.


  Conversations stopped before many heads turned to the kitchen archway, Lord Blackwood standing there, wearing a black robe and a beaming smile.


  “Lover!” Elara grinned, but stayed seated. She put her hand on Nadia’s shoulder, giving it a loving squeeze. “We were just discussing tonight’s festivities. Our playthings are looking forward to it.”


  The mature elf’s oval eyes took on a mischievous gleam. “There was so much excitement about further training, I invited everyone to join us.”


  Asher didn’t even blink. Instead, his smile grew a little more at the thought of most of the household joining.


  Paasha spoke up as she continued to cook, “We make large meal for everyone. Keep strength up.”


  Asher nodded as his gaze fell to Nadia and Nuha. The woman and goblin looked at him with excited eyes. When he looked at everyone else, there was not only excitement in their eyes, but a charge in the air.


  “We thought, since we finished our work with the winery, we would celebrate,” Nyn added.


  “Everyone is in agreement for tonight?” Asher asked everyone in the room.


  Heads nodded in agreement.


  “Amber said she wouldn’t join us. She is currently waiting in the cellar lab for you. She told me the bedroom would be a little too crowded. She will join us at another time,” Elara explained.


  Asher nodded.


  “We will eat, and then celebrate,” Blyss added with knowing eyes.


  “Amber and I will be back up to join everyone for dinner. It smells delicious,” Asher said as a full evening filled his thoughts.


  Asher tore himself away from his loving family, and made his way to the cellar door.


  Elara shifted her gaze down to Nadia, and squeezed the woman’s shoulder again.


  “We can talk further about our plans tomorrow. I think Lord Blackwood will have most of his attention on you, and Nuha.”


  Nadia nodded as her stomach swirled with excitement.


  The cellar door opened, and Asher stepped in. He made his way down the stairs. When he reached the bottom, the lab was filled with glowing lantern light. Most of the main work table was empty, save for Amber laying half on it. The faun was on her stomach, her hooves touching the floor. She was reading the Lac Codex, but that wasn’t what grabbed Asher’s attention. He quickly noticed her short green dress was hiked up a little, showing her ass and more.


  “I’m happy you joined me,” the faun said as she remained where she was.


  Asher stepped over to her. His hand reached out and grabbed her ass, giving it a firm squeeze. The faun looked over her shoulder with wicked eyes.


  “We should have our discussion first,” she said.


  Asher nodded and let go of her.


  Amber stood up, turned around, and jumped up, her butt landing on the table. Her hooved feet, and furry legs dangled as she picked up the codex and put it on her lap. Her wicked gaze turned serious as she looked Asher in the eyes.


  “I keep looking at our books. There is plenty of coin left, but at the rate we keep buying things, and improving the farm, the less we will have, even with regular outgoing shipments.”


  “How much do we have in our coffers?” Asher asked as he looked over to the corner of the lab, seeing a dozen small chests stacked upon one another.


  “We have about fifty thousand coin, and about ten thousand worth of gems. Society pays well, but I have read about farms that keep spending with reckless abandonment. That said, we do have plenty of coin to last many years, if we don’t make any more large purchases, but I know that’s not what you want to do, is it?”


  Asher gave the faun an understanding nod. Improving the farm and land had turned into something he enjoyed more than he imagined. He certainly didn’t want to stop just to save some coin. He had the presence of mind to know Amber was right. If they kept spending coin like it was water, the farm would be broke in a matter of a few years.


  “I assume you have ideas,” Asher said, knowing they had to stay ahead of this.


  The faun nodded, but her eyes took on a sad gleam.


  “I do, but before we speak on it, I do have some sad tidings.”


  Asher put his hand on hers, giving her a reassuring squeeze. “You know you can speak your mind about anything.”


  Amber gave a slow nod, and looked down. “I know. I adore our life together, and I don’t want you to take this wrong, but I may need a rest from producing milk. It’s not that I don’t want to anymore, but I find myself exhausted from time to time. Nyn has expressed the same as well. Elara, Paasha, and Blyss say they’re fine to continue, but with every farm, there must be an influx of visitors to produce different varieties of potions.


  “At the end of the month, Nyn, and myself, will not be taking the elixir. With time, my energy will return, and I will take the elixir once again. As for Nyn, she has expressed that she wants to keep writing, with little distraction. She is almost finished with her first book, but she has an idea for a second one. The muses have been speaking to her, and she doesn’t wish to slow her progress.”


  “I understand. And let it be of no concern with me. Take as much time as you like to rest.”


  Amber’s eyes lit up a little. “Thank you, Asher. I was a little concerned. When it comes to coin and milk, I’ve seen many good people shift to a darker side of themselves. But deep down, I always knew you were not one of them.”


  The faun leaned back on her hands, the Lac Codex still on her lap.


  “With that said, we will need others to pick up the work. I have been looking at the Lac Codex, and had an idea that may help with our shipments.”


  Amber opened the book and leafed through the pages. She reached the page she was looking for. She turned the book around and lifted it up for Asher to see.


  The two pages showed a drawing of a giant woman. She was standing with her fists on her hips, and heavy breasts. Alongside the illustration, there were paragraphs of different kinds of giants, the types of milk they produce, and the potions that can be crafted from them.


  Asher took hold of the book and lifted it up enough to read. His eyes moved from left to right, seeing the variety of potions that can be crafted. Each race produced milk that could be refined into two kinds of potion effects, but many of the giants listed had three kinds of potions that can be crafted.


  Amber’s hand curled over the page, her finger pointing to the Forest Giant information.


  “As you can see, forest giant’s milk can produce potions that grant giant strength, giant growth, and damage resistance.”


  Asher looked up from the book to meet Amber’s gaze. “If you’re implying, I should ask Brynda to help production, she has not given one clue that she is interested in anything beyond guarding the farm.”


  Amber nodded. “I know. It is not beyond those who work for the society to add to production. I know I had issues with the idea of it, before I met you. I changed my mind, and I thought, maybe you can help entice her to aid us in that way.”


  The faun took the book from Asher’s hands, closed it, and placed it on the table beside her.


  “I’ve already spoken with her a few times with idle conversation. The only thing I can understand from our small talks is that, aside from fighting, she is incredibly shy. It set my mind to wonder, and I concluded, once you and her know each other better, she may wish to aid the farm in that way.”


  Asher smirked at the faun. “You had this already worked out before I arrived. You simply want me to let go of the bowstring.”


  The faun let out a small laugh. “I would never endeavor to tell Lord Blackwood what kind of deals or business he must attend to, but I do hope some of my advice has some merit.


  “Lady Frost sent me a letter, informing me she will be here in two weeks with the contract for joining the society. I simply want us putting our best hoof, um, foot, forward.”


  “I understand, but you know it’s her choice. I will talk with her, when we have a chance, and see what the future may hold. As for joining the society, I’m looking forward to Lady Frost’s arrival.”


  Amber nodded with a smile. “This is all I ask. But onto what we were addressing earlier, another way to bring income in is to invest in the town, or businesses. It is not unheard of for milk farms to dabble in other ventures. Star Fall is a small town, without much opportunity, but we should see if there is a way to aid the town, and have coin flowing in from other sources.”


  A gleam touched Asher’s eye. “I have an idea or two. Selling wine will earn us some extra coin, but I want to see if we can sell it beyond the valley. We still don’t know how well it will taste, but I am praying to the gods of wine and debauchery it will taste outstanding, and tantalize the senses of many.”


  The faun nodded when she looked at Asher’s hand, seeing the black and silver band around his finger.


  “I know tonight will be a busy one for you, and most of the household, but I am happy to have seen you.”


  Asher caught her gaze, but let the moment simmer. “It saddened me that you would not be there tonight. Proper training is a family affair.”


  Amber’s cheeks took a pinkish hue as she kicked her legs. “In all honesty, I like having you to myself, or with another. I very much enjoy spending time with you, and Elara.


  “I know the training is important, but I don’t want to get lost in the crowd.”


  A mischievous gleam touched her eyes. “I command you to tell me about the ring on your finger.”


  The young lord lifted his hand, and looked at it while showing it to the faun.


  “This? It was a gift from one of my uncle’s friends. It’s enchanted.”


  “What does it do?” the faun asked with intense eyes.


  Asher’s eyes took on a confident shine. “Instead of telling you, I will simply show you.”


  Invisible mystical energy flooded the room, touching Amber’s senses. She felt it coalesce as a body came into being beside Asher. The faun’s eyes widened as she saw that there were now two Ashers, standing side by side.


  “Amber, please meet my shade. He is a magical projection of myself. We share the same mind, and feel everything at the same time.”


  Asher’s shade nodded. “I know you didn’t want to join us tonight, but that doesn’t mean we can’t have you all to ourselves.”


  Amber’s breathing quickened as heat crawled up her neck. She looked at the two Ashers with disbelieving eyes, but she couldn’t fight the instant swirl along her soul.


  “I… I can barely be with just you. But two of you? This has changed my thinking,” she said before a moan escaped her lips.


  Asher and his shade watched as Amber’s cheeks grew pinker. From the time they spent together, Asher knew the faun had a difficult time controlling her urges. She was a true example of her people, lost to the siren song of lust and passion. In recent months, it appeared that she found a comfortable place in their relationship, but now, things have changed in an unexpected way.


  “Lord Blackwoods, I… I can’t say no. I can never say no. Not to you. We share the same spirit. I… never knew a man so virile, and relaxed. Even now, I,” she trailed off as wet spots appeared along the green fabric over her nipples.


  The faun gasped for air as her eyes didn’t blink. Her thighs spread a little, beyond her control. She whimpered as her mind painted moments of lurid fantasies.


  The two Ashers stepped closer, eyeing her with a hunger of their own.


  “I have been wanting to hunt you again. The urge has been strong of late. Perhaps soon, we can carry on with a new hunt. But for now, I need my faun to be very good to me, and my shade. Do you think you can do that?”


  Amber trembled with desire as she looked at Asher and his shade up close. She drank in his scent, as a tingling filled her belly. Nipples ached as milk seeped into her dress top. A dizzy feeling filled her entire body, helpless to Lord Blackwood’s double presence.


  “I… wouldn’t dare stop you, my lord,” Amber said with a harsh whisper.


  “That’s our good faun,” Asher and his shade said in unison.


  Two pairs of hands lifted and reached for the trembling faun. Amber was frozen, unable, or unwilling to move. When four strong hands touched her, a moan dripped from parted lips. Her hands touched the table behind her, allowing both Ashers to fondle and grope her. Strong fingers moved along her body, gliding on smooth fabric, before touching her furry thighs.


  Amber looked down as the hands pulled her top down, and pulled her dress up. Wetness dripped from between parted thighs as fingers explored her. Milk leaked from now free breasts. Pink heat filled her cleavage as desire began to spin out of control.


  Doubled sensations ran up every nerve along Asher’s bodies. He looked down with demonic desire, needing more and more of the faun. With a meal, and a night ahead of him, he still could not deny loving lust’s gravity.


  “Tonight, will be a busy one, but I do want to enjoy you before the main course. I hope you reconsider. But if you don’t, I will leave you something to help you through the night.”


  Asher put one hand on Amber’s chest, while the other took hold of her shoulder. He gently laid her down on her back. Amber kept her head up as she looked at him with wild eyes, Asher fondling one of her leaking breasts. Her breathing quickened as Asher’s shade opened his robe, and shrugged it off his shoulders.


  The shade walked around the table to the other side. Amber tried to look at both the real Asher, and his shade. She spotted the shade’s growing erection, and she licked her lips.


  Asher let go of her breast and undid his robe. He shrugged it off, standing between the faun’s parted thighs with his own rising erection. He looked down on her, Amber’s green dress bunched around her waist, but the rest of her naked. His fingers touched her dripping slit, moving along pink folds before touching her throbbing pearl. A warm cry floated up, as she writhed to his touch.


  Amber’s head lolled back, and hung off the other side of the table. She blinked as she saw the shade’s thickening member, an exact copy of Blackwood’s manhood.


  “Try to relax as we fuck you,” Asher smiled.


  “Yes, Lord,” she couldn’t finish as a throbbing head touched her lips.


  Amber’s eyes filled with a dreamy haze as her tongue slipped out. She licked the head of the cock, as something big touched her quivering slit. Wetness flowed as she moved her hips, trying to entice him to take what he wanted.


  Asher looked down with hungry eyes, but enjoyed watching Amber squirm. When she let out a desperate whimper, he pressed his cockhead to her thin slit, and gently pushed in.


  Amber’s eyes and mouth widened. In that moment, the shade pushed against her lips and into her mouth. Veiny shafts penetrated her from both ends, and the faun’s eyes fluttered.


  Asher’s own eyes fluttered as he felt her tight slit, and her mouth, at the same time. Sensations rained down on his entire being as he, and his shade, sank deeper into the beautiful faun. Muffled moans filled her throat as her eyes rolled into her head. She squeezed his cock between her thighs, as she pressed her tongue to the shaft, wet inches moving back and forth along her lips.


  The moment took all three of them as Asher fell deeper into his new role of praise master.


  “I’m going to miss your tight cunt tonight. But I am glad to have you now. You look so beautiful my faun,” Asher said as his thrusts grew deeper.


  The shade grabbed at her heavy breasts, while pumping his cock into her mouth and throat. Milk spilled between his fingers as he massaged her sensitive breasts.


  “I will have to drink from your lovely tits a little more over the coming weeks. You taste like divinity itself. How I enjoy our morning rituals of you letting me suck on your nipples.”


  Amber’s entire body shuddered as the moment took a velvet hue.


  Asher placed his hand on her pelvis, and applied a little extra pressure as inches appeared and disappeared between them. The lord was hard as diamond, and by applying pressure, he could feel their connection was rubbing in a different way.


  Amber’s eyes fluttered closed as she was helpless to her lord’s demands. When he touched her pelvis, and pressed down a little, his cock rubbed against a spot that only flared her desire. A sultry heat enveloped every nerve, as a raging storm quickly approached, and brewed along her entire body.


  The shade’s thick cock stabbed into her throat a little deeper. Amber steadied herself, knowing Blackwood’s cock very well. Milk continued to leak down the sides of her breasts, and dripped onto the table top.


  Asher leaned over the faun from between her legs. He closed his lips around an erect nipple, sucking and licking at it.


  “You’re so good to me, taking both of us,” the shade said as a pressure began to grow.


  Amber lost all coherent thought as she was invaded from both sides.


  Asher spoke through his shade, as he sucked on her nipple, and his hips pushed deeper into her inner world.


  “You don’t have to say a word, but if you come, I will take that to mean you may join us later,” The shade said with a warm whisper.


  Muffled moans grew louder until her entire body shuddered violently. Asher was over her, his body holding her in place as she grabbed his back, her nails pushing at his skin, and keeping him to task. Her world squeezed him like a vice, when her body betrayed her. She shuddered as wetness squirted, drenching their connection.


  I don’t remember the last time she came so quickly, and so much.


  Inner explosions tore Amber’s soul to shreds as she was lost to divine bliss. She made strange muffled moans as she tumbled down a river of ecstasy. She continued to squeeze him and suck on the shade’s member, caught in a loop of pure bliss. It broke every part of her down, the faun trying to pick up the pieces, but they kept slipping away. She finally gave up. The tension left her body, and she sank down in warm waters, drowning in pleasure’s many kisses.


  Seeing and feeling the faun lost to such a strong barrage of orgasms, Asher and his shade lost what little control they had. Shafts thickened before grunts filled the air. Thick spurts of white seed pumped into her throat, and her inner world. The amount was obscene, and the faun drank it down like a hungry animal.


  Asher lifted his upper body and looked down on the faun, his strong hips still pushing his manhood deep. Amber whimpered with her mouth full, milking both cocks of every drop of seed.


  “My good faun. I expect to see you later,” Asher said as he looked down on her with loving affection.




  Chapter 17


  Teaching Lessons


  Spirits and wine flowed as laughter and conversation filled the dining room. Plates were mostly empty, as bellies were full. Smiles lined the table as a relaxed atmosphere took hold.


  Asher was lost to a dreamy haze as he smiled, caught in an engrossing conversation with Elara at his right. He sat at the head of the table, barely holding any control over his laughter.


  Elara looked at the laughing lord as she finished telling him, and many others at the table, a humorous story from her time working at the mage academy.


  “Many of us knew Professor Greenvine had an unusual attraction to fire elementals, but none of us expected what we saw when some of the professors barged through his door after hearing the screams. I still remember the smell of burnt flesh as Greenvine’s red robe was blackened, and there was a summoning circle on his office floor.”


  Asher, and to his left, Amber, were in tears. Lord Blackwood took a deep drink of spirits, simply to try and take a break from all the belly laughing.


  “Needless to say, it was never spoken, or mentioned again at the academy. But a friend of mine in the potion vault told me that the lewd professor bought a few fire-resistant potions not long after.”


  Asher wiped away a tear from the corner of his eye, and sipped his drink. Amber held her cup by both hands, guzzling down its contents with thirsty needs.


  The rest of the table was in a haze of conversation and smiles. The spirits and wine had their intended effect, loosening up bodies, especially after such a long two days of hard work.


  Not far from the corner of the table where Asher and Elara sat, Nadia and Nuha were on the floor, back to back. They looked up at the beautiful couple with smiles, eating the remainder of their food from their plates.


  Nadia’s eyes gleamed with velvet happiness. She listened to not only the story, but the connection the man and elf had. It played on like a continuous symphony of loving affection. She spotted the gentle touches of Asher’s hand caressing Elara’s hand. The lingering gaze and attention from the couple, engrossed in stories from long ago.


  Nuha’s warm smile and half-closed eyes remained on the Lord of Blackwood. His laughter was infectious, and her body shuddered from rising urges. The goblin was single-minded in what she desired, but a chaotic thought crawled into her mind.


  The goblin leaned her head closer to Nadia’s shoulder.


  “I want him to punish me,” Nuha whispered.


  Nadia was silent for a moment, before she nodded in solidarity.


  “What do you have in mind?” she whispered back to the goblin.


  The pair didn’t partake in any drinking of wine and spirits. It caused Nuha’s mind to work, and her devious smile grew a little wider.


  “I will make a demand. It be enough to anger him,” Nuha whispered as laughter continued in the background.


  “Should I accompany you, sister of chaos?” Nadia asked as her own urges began to well up.


  “No. I make sure he punish us both,” Nuha said with the barest of whispers.


  Nadia eyed Asher as he laughed and drank. Her heart swelled at the sight of him, wanting to be good for him. The positive words, and tender care caused an emptiness within her, yearning to be filled.


  “If you are scolded, be sure to tell him it was me,” Nadia whispered over her shoulder.


  Nuha nodded, before she stood up.


  Asher was so lost to Elara’s beauty, he didn’t notice as a goblin with short black hair approached. She stood at his side for several small moments, before Asher’s dulled senses registered her presence.


  The young lord turned to the tom-boyish goblin with a smile.


  “Plaything! Come to spend time with us?”


  Nuha kept a small, innocent smile as she looked at it.


  “Master, I want wine.”


  Asher didn’t hesitate as he stood up, reached over, and grabbed a wine bottle. He took hold of a cup, and poured it into it. When it was full, he sat down and held it before the goblin.


  “Drink up and enjoy,” Asher said.


  Nuha took hold of the cup. She lifted it to her lips and sipped it. Despite Asher watching her take a sip, the goblin turned her head enough to nod at Nadia.


  The moment was subtle, but Ashers’ senses perked up. He caught the exchange, and his mind instantly understood there was a plot of some sort happening before his eyes.


  They are plotting their own punishment. It appears they are starting the evening earlier than expected. Why shouldn’t I give them what they want? What we all want.


  Some eyes along the table turned and watched as things began to unfold.


  Nuha pulled the cup away from her lips, and looked at Asher with a nefarious gleam. She put the cup down on the edge of the table just enough for when she let go, the cup tilted.


  Time slowed down as Asher watched with blank eyes. The cup tilted and fell. Red wine splashed out as it fell a short distance. At that moment, Asher decided to play along, moving his thigh in the way of the falling cup and wine.


  Red wine splashed against, and soaked, into his black robe. The wood cup bounced off his leg and clattered on the floor, spilling the rest.


  “Master!” Nuha said as she grabbed a cloth napkin and rushed to dry his robe.


  The young lord watched with amused eyes as the goblin moved frantically to clean up the large wet spot on his covered thigh.


  Blyss slammed her hands on the table and stood up. “Nuha!” she shouted.


  Asher lifted his hand and Blyss turned her attention to him.


  “Blyss, it’s quite alright. Our plaything was simply trying to get my attention, weren’t you?”


  Nuha was silent, fighting the growing swirl of excitement in her belly. She continued to dry master’s robe, not looking up to meet his gaze.


  Asher’s eyes took on a cool confidence.


  “Plaything, answer me,” his voice came out with a demanding, yet, velvet edge.


  Nuha’s eyes took on a faraway gleam, the collar around her neck filling her with a commanding weight. Her hands slowed down as she slowly lifted her gaze to meet his.


  The mood kept its hazy charm as Asher’s mind worked.


  “Answer me,” Asher said again.


  The goblin nodded. “I want your attention. Nadia told me to do it.”


  Asher’s gaze shifted to Nadia’s plain gaze.


  They were both in on it. The plot thickens.


  “Elara, would you get our goblin plaything a chair.”


  Elara stood up and weaved, the spirits playing with her balance. She grabbed an empty chair and brought it over. She remained beside it, her hand holding the top of the chair, trying to remain steady.


  “Sit in the chair. Another cup of wine will be brought to you,” Asher said with smooth confidence.


  Nuha couldn’t fight Asher’s words, and the power of the collar. She moved to the chair, hopped onto it, and sat. Blyss was up, pouring wine into a cup. She put the bottle back on the table as she handed Nuha a full cup of wine.


  “Plaything, no matter what you see, or hear, I want you to sit and enjoy your wine,” Asher smiled, before his attention shifted to Nadia on her knees, beside her plate of food.


  “My cow plaything, crawl to me,” Asher said with an edge to his tone.


  Nadia moved onto all fours, crawling over to Asher.


  The young lord turned his chair while seated on it. He faced the incoming Nadia with a wicked gleam in his eyes.


  The book shop owner, now plaything, sensually crawled to Asher’s legs. She put her butt down, and bowed her head to him.


  “I’m sorry, master,” Nadia whispered as her heart hammered in her chest.


  Asher kept his hazy gaze on her, a mood sinking deeper into his spirit.


  “I fear, myself, and our entire family have been remiss in your lessons. But that is not an excuse. It speaks to me that you need harder, deeper lessons. If you wish to be part of our family, you must do good, be kind, and be patient.”


  Asher lifted his gaze and looked down the table at everyone gathered. Nyn, Paasha, Keefa, and Amber were all looking at him. The spirits and mood sank deeper into them as they all felt an electric charge in the air. Beside Asher, Nadia, and Nuha, Blyss and Elara stood with dreamy eyes.


  “I feel lessons need to be taught, by our entire family. Nyn, please bring everyone upstairs to the master bedroom. Elara, and Amber, stay with me as I prepare our playthings for what is to come.”


  Amber’s eyes widened as she sat, unsure why she had to stay there.


  Elara looked down on her lover with deep fascination. She noticed his demeanor changed, and a powerful confidence glowed with heat. It penetrated her spirit, and wrapped around it like a warm blanket.


  Nyn stood up from her chair, as did mostly everyone else. The elf led the way, with Blyss, Paasha and Keefa following. When they left the dining room, Asher turned his attention back to Nadia. A look of playful disappointment filled his eyes.


  “If you needed attention, you could have crawled over anytime you wished,” Asher said before turning his gaze to Nuha. “And you could have done the same, my little goblin plaything. No matter, I know what you desire, and for now, you will not have it. Instead, you will enjoy the cup of wine, as this plaything earns her place in my bed.”


  Asher turned his attention back to Nadia. He reached down and cupped her chin. He lifted her face and gaze to meet his, then he let go.


  “Undo my robe,” Asher commanded.


  Nadia did as she was told, and lifted her hands. She took hold of his robe, moving to covered buttons and undoing them one at a time, from the bottom up. When she undid a few, something moved, and began to rise. When she was nearly to his chest, something stood up, touching her covered breast.


  Heat poured from Nadia’s body as she fought down a gasp. It curled along her senses, feeling like she had to earn her place, and loving the moment of kinky torture.


  “You can stop and look down,” Asher said with a husky tone.


  Nadia’s gaze lowered to her master’s throbbing, erect manhood.


  “Undo the front of your robe,” Asher said with a commanding tone.


  Nadia nodded as she touched hidden buttons along her robe. With practiced ease, she undid every button. When she reached the last, the robe parted, and heavy breasts were now exposed. A tingling sensation curled along her nipples, and her stomach. Breathing grew deeper as she was exposed to her master. It was enough for her to sigh in defeat, as wetness dripped from between her thighs, and onto the floor.


  Asher turned his head and looked Nuha in the eyes. “Now, you both shall receive your lessons. Goblin plaything, you will watch as your fellow plaything sucks on my member, like the good cow she is.”


  Nuha’s eyes widened as the collar kept her submissive. She sipped her wine as she watched Nadia lick her lips.


  Nadia let out a breathy exhale as she leaned closer to the master's veiny shaft.


  Asher felt Nadia’s breath caress his cock, before her warm wet lips closed around the head. Her tongue ran and slathered along the tip as lips moved down his fleshy shaft.


  Elara watched, her eyes filled with dripping desire. She sat down in her chair again, seeing Nadia dutifully suck on Asher’s member. Her head bobbed with a steady rhythm and tempo.


  Asher leaned back in his chair, enjoying his plaything’s warm sucking. He shifted his head a little to the table, seeing Elara as he spoke to another.


  “Amber, I never heard confirmation of you joining us tonight. While I agree, your mouth was full, I would enjoy your presence. As you noticed, our playthings have not been properly taught their lessons. It may take our entire family to set them on the right path.”


  Amber could see only Nadia’s head bobbing in Asher’s lap. A subtle hint of his shaft would appear, before lips touched the hilt. Lurid scents drifted into her sensitive nose, and a tingling filled her entire body.


  “Must I decide now?” Amber said, falling into the part she carved out for herself in this play.


  “It wouldn’t be the same without you,” Asher said before turning his attention to the elf sitting to his right. “And you, my lady, what do you desire with tonight’s lessons?”


  Elara could hardly control her rising desires. They clawed further and further, up to the surface of her mind and body. Her eyes took on a wicked gleam, seeing her lover fall into his roles so easily, and with such confidence. It tickled her senses as her body responded with a burst of feverish heat along her pale skin.


  The mature elf looked down on Nadia as she continued to lovingly suck on Asher’s manhood.


  “I believe in our playthings. I want what we all want, for them to become part of us. But I do not deny my pleasure of watching you dominate them. Be kind, but firm, with your lessons.”


  Elara turned her attention to Amber. “Amber, my love, join my side as we watch the lessons at hand. I could use company during the festivities.”


  Amber blinked as her willpower weakened.


  “If you wish it, I will be there,” the faun said in defeat.


  “That’s our girl,” Asher said over his shoulder as pleasure ran up and down his cock.


  Elara shifted her gaze to Asher. She leaned her elbows on the table, visually drinking in her lover’s calm demeanor as Nadia continued to suck on him. Seeing the casual, and loving way of his words, tone, and demeanor, sent chills up and down her spine. Goosebumps lifted along her skin, seeing Asher enjoy Nadia’s lips wrapped around his manhood.


  Asher continued to relax in his chair as bliss ran up and down his cock. Feeling Nadia’s tongue slathering against his shaft only further inflamed his own lust. What happened earlier with Amber was merely an appetizer. An image of the faun on her back, her head hanging over one side of the table, as her thighs were spread on the other side, seed dripping from her, filled the young lord with a desire for more.


  The sounds of wet sucking continued. Nadia was lost in the moment, bliss curling her toes as she remained on her knees. Knowing she was being watched as she tried to please Asher caused a fever to take root. She upped the tempo, eager to amend her, and Nuha’s plan to anger the lord, and unleash himself on them. When he remained calm, detailing their current, small punishments, it set her whole spirit ablaze with dripping lust.


  “My good cow, I am already starting to feel better. You’re very good at apologizing,” Asher said with a warm edge.


  Nadia’s eyes rolled into her head at the sound of her master’s voice. Thighs trembled as she stayed to task.


  Nuha finished her wine. She licked her lips as she rubbed her slim thighs together. The insatiable hunger only grew as the wine dulled some of her other senses. She was never a drinker of spirits and wine, so their affect doubled as she weaved in her seat. Green eyelids half closed as her exhales dripped with needs.


  Asher felt the familiar push within his loins. Nadia’s steady tempo brought him closer. Inner demons licked their lips, knowing tonight would be a feast for the senses, with naked bodies, milk, moans, and deep, fulfilling desires.


  “Plaything, Master is coming. Drink down my seed, every drop, and I may be lenient on your lessons tonight.”


  Nadia upped the tempo a little more, her mouth and throat yearning for his seed. She looked up with innocent eyes as her mouth took thick inches between firm lips. She stared as Asher put his head back with eyes closed. He relaxed as his manhood thickened. A small grunt filled his throat, but he kept his lips closed.


  Nadia let out a muffled moan as thick spurts of come painted her throat. She quickly sucked it down, and was rewarded with more. Milk leaked from her naked nipples as she stayed to task. The haze of the moment curled along her senses as she sucked down her master’s seed. She milked his cock until the last drop touched her tongue, and slipped down her throat.


  A bloom of pleasure filled the young lord as he opened his eyes.


  “Good, my plaything. You may yet wash away my disappointment. Continue to be good, and all will be forgiven.”


  Asher slowly stood up, Nadia still sucking on his half-hard member.


  “My eager cow. It’s okay, you can let go. I will be fucking you and your cohort most of the night.”


  Nadia pulled away with a long drag along Asher’s cock, ending it with a gasp for breath.


  “Have some wine,” Asher said, taking a cup off the table and handing it to Nadia.


  The plaything drank some wine, but licked her lips, wanting more of master’s manhood.


  “To me,” Asher smiled. “The evening is young, and there is much to do.”


  Elara, Amber, Nadia, and Nuha, were to their feet. Nuha put her empty winecup on the table, as did Nadia.


  Asher led the way, his robe opened down the middle. His manhood swung to his movements, and gravity, leading the small group. Elara was to his side after a few steps, entwining her arm around his. Amber followed the couple, with Nadia and Nuha following with their heads bowed.


  The small group moved down the corridor, toward the stairs. Asher glanced past the stairs, seeing Fern up on her hindlegs, staring out a window into the deepening night. He thought to say something, but the uni-goat was so stubborn most of the time, she would ignore him anyway. So, he simply walked to the stairs, and climbed them, Elara still on his arm.


  The group made their way along the long corridor. When they reached the master bedroom, the door opened to a soothing warm glow.


  Four naked bodies occupied the large bed. Nyn was on her side, watching as Blyss sucked on Paasha’s nipple. The motherly goblin cooed as she held the beautiful chieftess to her with loving care. Keefa was sitting on her ankles, and watched the pair with dreamy eyes.


  Heads lifted and turned, seeing the small group enter. Smiles appeared, Blyss wiping a drop of milk from her lip.


  Nyn sat up, full heavy breasts defying gravity’s pull. She looked at Asher and Elara with a warm gaze, rivulets of milk streaking down flesh under her breasts.


  “We discussed and decided, clothes were optional,” Nyn said plainly.


  Blyss stood up on the bed, her hands cupping her own breasts as they leaked milk. “I couldn’t wait.”


  Asher smiled at the beautiful women on the bed.


  “Clothes are optional, but only off the bed. For now, the rule is, no clothes when on the bed,” he said and shrugged off his robe.


  The black robe fell to the floor, and puddled around his feat. The young lord walked toward the bed. When he reached it, it was Blyss’s hand that grabbed his, and pulled him in further.


  “We have time to enjoy ourselves,” Asher smiled as he crawled with the goblin to the center of the bed. “But lessons need to be attended to.”


  Blyss ignored him as she flopped onto her stomach, took his hanging member, and began licking the tip.


  Nadia and Nuha watched with wide eyes, the chamber filled with naked bodies, all clamoring for Asher.


  Keefa moved closer with hungry eyes. The blonde goblin took hold of the master's shaft and stroked him as Blyss licked at the tip.


  Elara turned to the pair of playthings with an amused smirk. “As you heard, undress. You have permission to be on the bed for the evening, and the rest of the night.”


  Nadia and Nuha disrobed, their clothes falling to their feet. They moved to the edge of the bed, watching as Blyss and Keefa pleasured their master. With timid movements, they climbed onto the bed and were on their knees, heads bowed, but gazes up, watching the lewd spectacle.


  Elara took Amber’s hand. She led her to the side of the bed, by the windows. She let go and took hold of a chair. She pulled it to the side of the bed, as Amber grabbed Asher’s desk chair, and pulled it closer. The pair settled into their seats, Asher’s strong back to them, with two goblins pleasuring him.


  Asher looked at his playthings with amused eyes. Despite their submissive behavior, he could tell a hunger grew deeper within them.


  “Clan Father?” Keefa said as she stroked him.


  Asher woke from his thoughts and looked down on the goblin with bright eyes.


  “Yes, my beautiful Keefa?”


  The blonde goblin stared up with yellow eyes, a pink coloring her pale green cheeks.


  “I need you,” she said simply.


  Asher reached down and touched her cheek with the back of his fingers. “Then you will have me, but first, we must teach our playthings lessons so they can be part of our family.”


  Keefa nodded as she continued to stroke him.


  “What should their lesson be?” Nyn asked.


  Asher looked down on Nadia. “These playthings require instruction on properly pleasing our family. We can start with a simple lesson for tonight, before we all enjoy ourselves.”


  Asher’s thumb ran along the ring on his finger. With a thought, mystical energy bloomed in the bedroom. It tingled along naked skin. A figure appeared on the bed, slowly taking on defining features. Blyss looked up as she sucked on the end of Asher’s cock. Elara and Amber smiled with knowing eyes.


  The figure took form, an exact copy of Asher. The shade looked down at the beautiful women on the bed, his cock already thickening.


  “Everyone, please meet my shade. He is a projection of me. What he sees, I see. What he feels, I feel. It is simply another version of me, but I control him because he is me.”


  “They already know. I told them,” Elara said with a sly tone.


  Asher turned his upper body and head to look at her. He gave her a loving smile as she winked at him. He then turned back to the women on the bed.


  “Blyss, lay down next to Nyn,” Asher ordered.


  The goblin let go of his cockhead, and gave it a quick lick. She then moved sheepishly to the head of the bed, and laid down beside the beautiful elf.


  Asher turned his attention to Nadia and Nuha.


  “Playthings, your lesson is simple. Please Mistress Nyn and Blyss with your mouths and tongues. If you please them, you will please me.”


  An urgency filled the pair as they looked over to the elf and goblin. Each one was on their back, thighs spread. Blyss rubbed her clit as she writhed with need. Nyn’s eyes were closed as she took hold of her own full breasts, and ran fingers over leaking nipples.


  The wine and spirits loosened inhibitions, Nyn caught in the moment like never before. The elf let out muffled sighs, her imagination playing scenes of when Asher often had his way. It fueled her ardor, and her muse as she rewrote scenes with depth, and heated desires.


  Blyss moaned, knowing after a time, her lover would shower her in his attention. It clawed at her, but the night was just beginning, and wet honey flowed from her slit, eager for release.


  Asher watched and smiled. Nuha moved to between Nyn’s thighs, as Nadia moved between Blyss’s thighs. The pair lowered their faces, and mouths, drinking in the scents of the beautiful women.


  Nuha’s eyes mostly closed as she dived in, licking at the elf like an animal in the wild.


  Nyn’s closed eyes trembled, pleasure blooming along her spirit.


  Nadia was on her stomach. She licked at the goblin, a moan spilling from her dark green lips.


  Asher and his shade stood on the bed, looking down on them with a fire in their eyes.


  “Do not hesitate to instruct, and praise them,” Asher said with a warm tone.


  Moans continued to sing as Nyn and Blyss writhed on their backs. Nyn could hardly contain herself, her body relaxing further to the eager to please goblin. Nuha’s tongue whipped and slathered against the elf’s pearl. The pulse within her grew as she tried to wrangle her thoughts.


  Blyss’s eyes were squeezed shut. Nadia was slower than her fellow plaything. She gently explored the goblin, taking her time to know every pink fold, and her engorged clit. The goblin tried to take control, to do as her lover said and praise the plaything, but the words didn’t form as her eyes fluttered.


  Asher and his shade looked down with voyeuristic eyes. The same feelings filled both of them, seeing the beautiful women turn like rutting animals on each other. The pair very much wanted to join them, seeing Nuha and Nadia’s bare asses up. Creamy wetness dripped from their slits. Demons screamed for more, but before they could take them, a mouth closed around the shade’s cock.


  Asher and his shade looked down on Paasha. The goblin had taken the shade’s cock in her mouth, as she was on her knees. Her eyes were closed as she sucked on thick inches.


  Asher looked down to his cock as a green hand continued with light stroking. He watched as Keefa looked up at him with innocent eyes, before her tongue slid out and licked the side of the shaft.


  “I need your cock, Clan Father,” the blonde goblin smiled before taking throbbing inches into her mouth and began to gently suck.


  Pleasure doubled as Asher and his shade enjoyed the goblin’s mouths, and watching the four women on the bed, writhing in pleasure.


  Elara watched with keen interest, seeing her lover enjoy himself. The spark within her grew into a small flame. She rubbed her thighs together as she sat, a thrill filling her body. An ache crawled along her nerves, looking forward to milking her lover when he was exhausted.


  Amber was lost to the lurid display. It curled along her mind and body like a waking dream. It was only hours before when she was laid on the table, Asher and his shade having their way with her. A sliver of guilt, and selfishness cut at her spirit. Sharing Asher was not beyond her. Her people shared their bodies with many, within a village, and with visitors. To live in a harem was normal, but her heart yearned for the young lord the most.


  Elara glanced over to her friend. “You want to join, or just want him?”


  The faun looked down as moans and gasps played on in the background.


  “Both,” Amber admitted. “I… only wanted him to fuck me. I didn’t expect to fall for him.”


  “I felt the same,” Elara smiled with understanding eyes. “I thought he was a handsome, young man. I thought we would have a passionate tryst, and I would be off, returning to my home, and my old life. But after a small amount of time, I fell for him, just as he has fallen for all of us.”


  The faun bit her lip in thought, before letting go of it. “I like seeing him happy. It makes me happy.”


  Elara nodded. “I do enjoy seeing him barely able to control himself.”


  The mature elf leaned back in her chair, her hips moving slightly. “Sometimes, I have to control myself. What we are doing now helps with that control. And when he is exhausted, I can’t help myself. I make him hard again, and he is mine, to do with as I wish.”


  Amber gave a slow nod. “I like when he bends me over, and fucks me. I like when he hunts for me, forcing himself on me when I’m caught. The orgasms break my spirit every time.”


  “A hunt sounds delicious,” Elara said with a wicked smirk. “It may be a play we all can explore in the near future, but for now, let’s get a little more comfortable, and undress. I can barely think, and I don’t want clothes on when he comes for us.”


  Amber nodded like one of the undead, using every drop of willpower to not join the orgy on the bed. She stood up on hooved feet, and took hold of her green dress.


  Elara stood up and began to undress as well.


  Clothes fell to the floor, until the elf and faun were naked. The pair sat in their chairs again, watching the play continue.


  Asher watched as the blonde goblin slobbered on his cock. She moved her head with vigor, trying to pull his soul through his manhood. Her tongue pressed along the shaft, tightening her mouth.


  The chains of control were snapping, one by one. Asher shifted his gaze between Keefa, and the women moaning on the bed. The scent of sex, and the movement of bodies caused his inner demons to thrash and hunger for more.


  Nyn cried out as her leg trembled. Nuha continued to slather at the elf’s nub, wetness surging as she lapped it up. Heat spread out along Nyn’s chest as she gasped for air like she was drowning. Nerves continued to flare as the goblin didn’t slow down. The elf opened her eyes and looked down as Nuha, licking at her like she could spend the entire night between her thighs.


  Nyn pressed her hand on the back of Nuha’s head, her pale fingers moving through short, black hair.


  “That’s it, my slutty plaything. Lick me until I come again,” Nyn said with a silky whisper.


  Asher’s eyes widened a little, the dark-blue-haired elf letting her inner self out a sliver more. It was too much, the last chain of control shattering to pieces. He looked at Keefa as she sucked on his member. He pulled out his cock, and stroked it before her eyes.


  The blonde goblin watched him as she opened her mouth. Inner demons roared as Asher let out a grunt, thick spurts of seed splashing against her cheek, and in her open mouth.


  Keefa looked up with trembling, bright eyes. She licked at her master’s seed, and even licked at the tip as Asher milked his manhood to her beautiful face.


  “Clan Father has blessed me,” Keefa said with a dreamy, faraway tone.


  Asher barely finished coming, when another surge of pleasure ran through him. He looked over to Paasha as she sucked on the shade’s cock, drinking down his mystical come.


  Clarity filled Asher’s mind, but only for a moment. The inner demons licked their lips, wanting more. Thick cocks didn’t wilt as Asher and his shade looked down on the pair of playthings.


  Asher sank down to his knees as Keefa licked come off her own lips.


  “I must tend to our playthings, but I will need you, right after,” Asher said as he touched the blond goblin’s cheek.


  Keefa touched her hands to his, rubbing her cheek against his palm.


  “I stay all night,” she whispered with loving eyes.


  Asher smiled as he let go of her cheek, and crawled closer to Nadia’s ass. Sensual honey dripped from her as she was engrossed in pleasing Blyss. Asher was close enough to take in her scent. One of his hands grabbed his still hard cock, the other was on Nadia’s hip.


  The plaything stayed to task, when she felt Asher’s strong hand. The fluttering excitement within her grew. The feeling of being his possession bloomed into a burning need, when something big pushed at her slit. Her eyes fluttered as he parted her inner world an inch at a time. A muffled moan flowed up as she continued to munch on Blyss. The plaything pushed at the invading force, veiny inches sinking deeper into her, until she reached the hilt.


  Nadia’s body betrayed her as she moved to his slow thrusts. The sound of skin on skin grew, her nerves tightening to the breaking point.


  Nuha let out her own moan as the shade sank its thick cock into her. It was enough for her to lift her head as a heated moan fell from her lips. Nyn was breathing hard, lost to the magical explosions of orgasms.


  Nuha looked over her shoulder, seeing the exact version of her master, fucking her harder and harder. She leaned into his thrusts, power coming off his body and cascading along hers. Her moans turned animalistic as she barely could control herself.


  Blyss watched as Nadia continued to munch on her as Asher pumped his cock into her. The goblin glowed with heat and pleasure. She spotted Paasha on her knees, and Keefa between them with her legs spread. The blonde goblin was moaning as Paasha rubbed her clit in slow circles.


  “You’re doing very well,” Asher said as he pushed deep into Nadia.


  Nadia’s glasses slid down her face, as her eyes slid up into her head. The mood and sensations overwhelmed her. She lifted her head as white touched the edges of her gaze. Nerves coiled tight as the inner pulse along her body threatened to tear her to pieces.


  Asher leaned over as he continued to drive himself to the hilt, again and again.


  “You belong to me, to do as I will. I will fuck your cunt as I see fit, but for this moment, I only want to hear you say, you’re a good girl. Say it, and mean it.”


  Nadia’s eyes widened as a tsunami wave of pleasure threatened to sweep her away forever.


  “I’m a good girl,” Nadia moaned.


  “Louder,” Asher said with a commanding tone.


  “I’m… a… GOOD GIRL!” Nadia shouted with every drop of her soul.


  The wave crested over her soul, before it came crashing down. Nadia’s entire body tensed as toes curled. Nerves flared into explosions. Her inner world tightened around her master’s cock. A deluge of love squirted as strange moans dripped from Nadia’s lips.


  “Thank you… master,” Nadia barely whispered before her upper body collapsed.


  Asher held her by her hips, as he repeatedly thrusted. The way she squeezed him was like she was hanging on for dear life. Seeing her fall between Blyss’s thighs, but keeping her ass up for him to keep fucking her caused his own willpower to crack.


  With a deep push, molten white seed painted her inner world. Pleasure ran up his body as he pumped into her. The plaything milked his cock as her eyes fluttered.


  Asher’s entire body brimmed with energy as he slowed his thrusts, honey and come dripping from their connection.


  Nuha bit the blanket as an orgasm shattered her senses. She let out animalistic growls as ecstasy exploded along her nerves. The shade pulled out its cock, stroking it. A blink later, white spurts of come painted the goblin’s back and ass.


  Bodies huffed as Asher looked at the scene of the sensual massacre. Bodies laid about, covered in sweat. Chests heaved as milk dripped from swollen nipples. Flesh gleamed in the low light. Time stood still as a moment of respite filled his eyes.


  “There is still more training and lessons,” Asher whispered as his demons cried out for more.


  ***


  Darkest night filled the world beyond the bedroom windows.


  Asher laid on his back, catching his breath as Elara and Amber licked at his standing cock. On his right, and left, passed out bodies surrounded him, except for one blond goblin.


  Keefa watched with mesmerized eyes, seeing Mistress, and the faun, licking at Clan Father’s thick staff. Come dripped from her slit, her eyes filled with dreamy eagerness.


  Asher tried to collect his thoughts as a soreness distracted him. Hours of moments played on in his mind. The playthings worked hard as Asher grew more and more distracted by beautiful bodies. They sucked, or bounced on his manhood, while he sucked on firm breasts. The constant rising of his urges were further fueled by mystical milk. Goblin milk caused him to become ravenous for more intimate connections, while elf milk replenished his energy. Amber’s milk healed his abused body and manhood, pushing him beyond his boundaries many times.


  The lovemaking grew to such a fevered pitch, Asher could no longer keep his control over his shade. The mystical projection of himself faded away during the acts. The young lord huffed as more bodies rushed to him, kissing, and licking at him with reckless abandonment.


  Smaller moments glowed in his mind’s eye, seeing, and feeling Nadia and Nuha being good playthings. They only begged with their eyes, and remained patient if Asher was engaged with others. When he was finished, he called one, or both over, to lick his cock clean while raining down praise on them. The two playthings nearly glowed from the praise, until they passed out from exhaustion.


  Asher’s own exhaustion whispered sweet release. Inner demons sated, he could barely believe how hard he was as Elara and Amber looked at him like a pair of succubi. When he thought the night was nearly over, the elf and faun came for him. There were no words said as they took advantage of his weakened state. They touched, and pawed at him. They licked at his body as he moaned. They pulled Keefa closer, the three of them taking turns on his standing member. It all fell into a blissful blur, but for a long time, he did not come.


  The torture continued for his manhood refused to wilt. Elara whispered sweetly in his ear, telling him to stay hard as Keefa bounced on his cock, moaning. After what seemed a long time, he finally came. The goblin cried out as thick, milky come dripped from their connection. Keefa moved slower, milking her Clan Father’s cock.


  Asher snapped back to the moment as Elara laid down next to him, as Amber sucked on his member.


  “My handsome morsel. I think you’ve reached your limit,” she said with a sultry wickedness.


  “I… didn’t know there was a limit,” Asher said, his mind in shambles.


  Elara pressed her large breasts to him as she brought her lips close to his ear. “You do know, these moments will only make you hornier for more. Much to my joy.”


  Amber whimpered with need as she sat up and crawled over the young lord’s hips. Wetness dripped on his standing member before the faun impaled herself on him. She sank down slowly, enjoying the feel before reaching the hilt.


  Keefa was on her knees, rubbing her clit to the sight before her.


  “I know, and I look forward to unleashing myself on you, many times,” Asher whispered while groping her large, leaking breast.


  Elara’s eyes fluttered as she snuggled closer, their bodies touching. Body heat continued to glow as naked bodies filled the large bed.


  “My wicked, handsome morsel,” the elf said with a sultry edge.


  “I’m coming,” Amber moaned as she upped the tempo of her bouncing.


  Asher and Elara looked at the faun as she grew closer to climax.


  “We are building something wonderful,” Asher said with a moment of clarity.


  Elara looked at him with warm, loving eyes.


  Asher turned his attention to the beautiful elf.


  “I adore our growing family. I adore you. I never dreamed of being this happy. I never knew it was possible, until I met you.”


  A tear appeared in the corner of Elara’s eye. “My beloved, you don’t know how much that means to me.”


  Asher smiled at the beautiful elf. He lifted a thumb and wiped away the tear as it trailed down her cheek.


  “We will take care of our family. We will lead them, honor them, and love them,” Asher whispered.


  Amber looked down on the couple as she bounced on Asher’s member. Her heart beat as a strong pulse filled every fiber of her being.


  “I love you both. I love our family,” the faun said before tears streaked down her cheeks.


  “We love you too,” Asher and Elara said in unison, with loving smiles.


  Amber let out a moaning wail as magical explosions and emotions ripped her to shreds. She fell forward, onto Asher’s chest, sobbing through moans. Pleasure cascaded over her soul, as man and elf touched her with loving care.


  “We have to take care of them, all of them,” Asher whispered as he ran his hands through Amber’s reddish-brown hair.


  “Yes, we do,” Elara said as she rubbed the faun’s back.


  Keefa crawled closer with dreamy eyes.


  “Our clan strong. Our love stronger,” she said with affection in her voice.


  ***


  Dim light glowed from a lantern over the hearth. The common room was filled with shifting shadows, and a black goat with a golden horn, sleeping on the couch.


  Fern twitched in a troubled sleep. Her ear flicked to the side, and she opened her eyes. The uni-goat lifted her head and looked around.


  The common room was silent, and dark.


  Fern stood up, and gently moved to the floor. She walked over to the wide window, brushing the curtain aside with her horn. She hopped up on her hind legs, and looked out at the darkness of midnight.


  Nothing moved except for dark trees with the small breeze.


  The uni-goat stared for a long time. When the world beyond the farmhouse remained silent, she stepped down, and trotted back to the couch. She hopped up and settled down.


  Something tickled her senses, but it began to fade. She put her head down, and closed her eyes. Sleep and dreams came for her, easing her back to the dreamscape.


  Behind the couch, a spectral figure gazed down upon the blank goat with the golden horn. Blank eyes didn’t blink as it watched Fern’s chest rise and fall to a gentle sleep.
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The figure remained for a moment. It stared with long dead eyes at the uni-goat, before it faded away.




  Chapter 18


  Autumn’s Embrace


  Many days floated by as autumn arrived. Green leaves were replaced by many red, yellow, and orange colors, shortly before they began to fall. The morning mists remained longer with each passing day, often lingering well past noon, before the sun warmed the valley up enough to burn it away.


  The ground was covered in leaves, the blustery winds coming down the mountains surrounding the valley, scattering them everywhere. The air grew cooler, as the world braced for the coming winter.


  Asher hefted his axe, before bringing it hard sideways against a tree along the western woods. Each morning, he got up, picked up his axe, and made his way off the property to the edge of the thick woods. He then proceeded to chop down a tree every day. With each tree that fell, he would wrap chains and leather around the end, wrap the leather straps around his shoulders, and arms. With pure strength, he pulled the felled tree back the short distance to the estate, and his workshop. There, he would prepare, chop, and make two piles of wood. One was firewood, the other was wood for the new study. 


  The young lord stayed to task, striking against the tree, shards of wood breaking away with each impact. His mind worked, as did his body. Winter was a long, cold time, here in Mist Valley. Most homes were filled with heat crystals, but Asher knew, the colder the valley became, the quicker those crystals would wear away. To ensure there was plenty of heat in the home, there would be enough firewood to keep them cozy throughout the harsh winter. But this wasn’t the only thing on the young lord’s mind.


  Happy thoughts played on in the back of his mind. Moments were captured in soothing glory. Life on the farm had fallen into blissful mediocrity. Mornings were spent chopping wood, as the rest of the household continued with chores.


  When morning chores were finished, Nyn left the farmhouse, making her way to her private cottage to write. She mentioned on a few occasions that the book was nearly finished, but she wanted to look over the manuscript for errors, and ensure the plot was sound. The household would not see her until late evening, the elf sauntering in shortly after mealtime.


  Elara and Nadia grew closer over the days, and nights. It wasn’t odd for Asher to catch them in the middle of the act, or simply sitting in the library, Elara on a chair, and Nadia on the floor, leaning on the mature elf’s leg. Their conversations were cut short when Asher appeared, but quickly resumed after some training sessions.


  Asher noticed a few times where the elf and plaything went into town to pick up supplies at the General Goods store. Nadia would keep her collar on, but kept the hood of her robe over her head, to aid with hiding her collar. As Elara told Asher, the townsfolk never seemed to notice, or say anything odd. Their visits were short, the pair often returning home with sacks of supplies.


  Afternoons were spent in the lab. Asher and Amber worked on potions, or spoke on plans for the winter. With heavy snows expected to come, there would be no pick-ups from the society. The cold weather would be too difficult to navigate, and would put Samuel at risk if he tried to brave it. Whatever potions they brewed would have to wait for Spring, but there were still a few months before winter’s embrace.


  Asher often enjoyed time in the cellar lab, for a different reason. Amber was close to him, speaking sweetly, and often touching his hand, or standing close. Sometimes, she simply hugged him, and he wrapped his arms around her, keeping her close. She listened to his heartbeat, and he held her like he was protecting her from the world. When they parted, they went back to work, rarely speaking of those moments.


  The young lord continued to hack at a tree, hearing the familiar cracking as it was ready to fall. His thoughts played on, his early afternoons, and late evenings, often spent in the new Study. Nuha was the perfect assistant, eager to learn, and helpful without being told. She continued to wear the collar, but Asher didn’t command her while they worked, letting her be herself as they installed shelves, or sanded down wood.


  The goblin was becoming more in his eyes, and heart. Everyone under their roof filled many special places in Asher’s heart. It blended into a warm soup, one he sipped on regularly, from a stolen kiss here, to a loving tryst there. But the attention didn’t go unnoticed from the rest of the clan. Blyss led the charge last night, the goblins capturing their lord in the master bedroom, and torturing him with intimate acts. Asher smiled to himself as even Keefa shouted a war cry of lust as she launched onto him, pulling at his clothes. Laughter turned to moans as Asher and the goblins enjoyed private time with their clan father, and chief.


  The cracking grew louder. Asher woke from his thoughts, and stepped to the side as the tree tilted. A louder crack echoed through the woods, before the tree fell with a thundering crash.


  The young lord rested by sitting on the felled tree, whispering his thanks to the spirits of the woods, and the tree itself.


  As he sat, his mind wandered to recent visits to town, and small moments during the evenings. Asher enjoyed going into the town to pick up his own supplies. Sometimes he stopped by the Drunken Seahorse, seeing a bright smile form across Bolla’s lips. The bartender and owner of the tavern was quick to serve him a drink as they fell to idle conversation. Sometimes, Asher’s eyes would wander to Reeta, as she cleaned tables.


  The slythan woman had taken a job at the tavern and inn. She had a room upstairs, and worked to pass the time, but a sadness seemed to fill her eyes. When it was discovered the Windswells were brutal masters over their staff, and it came out during the Summer Dusk Banquet, the party ended with a bloody Lord Windswell, and the truth spilling out to everyone in town. Lady Sandra Windswell was stripped of her role as mayor, and shortly after the slythans and townsfolk left her estate, she and her husband left their home, and the valley, without a word.


  Asher and the town escorted the slythans to the Wild Gate, but as the slythans left, Reeta proclaimed she would stay behind as a sentry, ensuring the Windswells, or anyone else, didn’t go looking for their people. To Asher, it was brave for Reeta to take on such a duty, but he could see it in her eyes, she was unhappy remaining in the valley. She held the title of Stewardess, and it was clear to the young lord, cleaning tables was far beneath her previous status.


  No one in town treated her any less. She was welcomed with smiles, and quick hugs. Everyone knew what she was doing, and they supported her, but as Asher saw the half-slythan around town, an unhappy gloom filled her eyes.


  Bolla would lean over the bar, whispering into Asher’s ear on a few visits, wishing there was something more she could do for her.


  After a few visits, and some beer, the dwarf whispered to Lord Blackwood that she was running for mayor, against her will. The dwarf laughed loudly before telling Asher about how many wished Dina would run for mayor, but the artisan crushed those thoughts. Her work was demanding enough at times, and she favored a long rest, especially after all the excitement for more than half a year.


  When no one else stepped forward, Maggie Raveneye mentioned Bolla as mayor, and the town lit up at the prospect, much to Bolla’s dismay. The dwarf spent some of their time complaining that she only wanted to run her tavern in peace. When Asher encouraged her to take the role of mayor once, she took away his beer. He knew then to not say anything on visits, and keep it light, which Bolla enjoyed greatly. There would be a vote coming soon, but since she was running unopposed, she was sure to win in a landslide.


  Bolla gave Asher a few sheepish looks after telling him she may be the new mayor. It was enough for her to change the subject, mentioning that some of her regulars had spotted the Shadow Rider galloping through town in the middle of night. Asher listened intently as the bartender and owner told him small stories of what she heard over drinks.


  The gentle chirps of birdsong woke Asher from his thoughts. He stood up and walked over to the leather harness and chains. He stepped back to the felled tree, wrapping chains and leather around the end, ready to bring more wood home.


  When the tree was secure, he put on the harness. With a small grunt, he pulled the tree over rough terrain to the dirt road.


  It wasn’t a long journey back to the estate. As he pulled the thick tree, he looked ahead and spotted a large wagon, with men and women unloading large items. A happy smile filled Asher’s features as he slightly picked up the pace. Strong shoulders flexed as he dragged the downed tree to the open gate.


  Amber and Paasha were on the porch, directing the people on where to take the items. When the faun and goblin saw Asher, Amber waved as Paasha smiled.


  People moved out of the way as Asher dragged the felled tree. A few of them put some stuff back down on the wagon and helped push it onto the estate. When the tree was beside the western part of the main farmhouse, Asher let out a sigh of relief, and gave the people helping him his thanks. He quickly removed the harness and walked back to the front with the men who aided him.


  Amber was waiting with bright eyes, and hands clasped at her chin.


  “The furniture for your Study has arrived!” she said with small, excited jumps.


  Paasha continued to direct the men and women. Asher rushed to four men carrying a very large, wrapped piece. He added his hands and strength to the item, helping to bring it inside.


  The common room furniture was previously pushed aside as people brought the items in. They walked down the main corridor and turned to the brand-new Study. Once inside, some items were still in crates, or wrapped with blankets. Asher knew the large item they were carrying was his new desk. He verbally directed them to place it down at the opposite end of the doorway.


  The large item was placed down. Hands grabbed at the blankets and began pulling them off.


  Asher stood with excited eyes. The Study was a personal project that he, and Nuha, had worked on together. A bookshelf was built into one wall. The floor was cleaned up, and a window was open, letting in the cool breeze.


  When the last blanket was pulled away, Asher walked closer and looked down on it.


  The desk was made of sturdy, treated, mahogany wood. It had many symbolic, and rune-like carvings along it. The top was smooth, and shined in the light. Asher made his way around to see six drawers, three on each side.


  Amber walked closer to the desk and put her hand on the smooth top.


  “It’s beautiful,” she said with excited eyes.


  Asher nodded as he continued to drink it in.


  More items were brought in, and placed down. A strange chair was unwrapped in the center of the room. Asher stepped around the desk and looked it over. As he was told, it was a new kind of chair. It had rollers on each leg, with a brass covering over half of each ball. The chair could roll around, without having to be picked up. There was a locking mechanism underneath, if whoever sits in it can lock it into place, or keep it unlocked. The wood was sturdy, and treated, matching the desk. It had a cushioned, leather seat, something Asher had never seen outside of a royal chamber of wealthy castles.


  “Amber, please give a generous tip to everyone who delivered the items,” Asher said as he continued to look around at his new stuff.


  The faun nodded, turned, and left with a happy jump.


  The room cleared out of people. Paasha gave Asher a loving glance, before she left him to enjoy his new items. Asher moved to an open crate, and began pulling stuff out.


  After an hour, new thick curtains billowed from the open window. Special, long burning, oil lanterns were placed in different areas, and one was placed on his desk. A nice coffee table was placed in the center, with a single seat, and a small, double seated leather couch next to it. A wood cabinet was against the wall, next to the desk. Asher continued to glance at it, knowing he would fill it with spirits and glasses.


  When the sunlight dimmed beyond the window, and the air grew cooler, Asher looked at his private Study with pride.


  A knock at the door woke him from the moment. He turned and smiled at Elara.


  “May I come in?” she smiled as she held a weathered, wood box in her hands.


  “Of course,” Asher said as he rushed to her and took the box from her hands.


  Lord Blackwood brought the box over to his desk, and set it down. He saw that it was the box his uncle had hidden in the wall.


  “I looked at the contents, like you asked. But first, how do you feel about your new Study?”


  Asher turned and leaned against the edge of the desk with a happy grin.


  “It’s coming together. I must admit, I never thought I would have a room like this. I like my workshop, but here, I can truly keep to my thoughts.”


  Elara walked over, and leaned against the desk right next to her lover. She leaned against his arm, looking at him with happy eyes.


  “The desk does seem very sturdy,” she said with a smile.


  The pair looked at each other for a small moment, before they started laughing.


  “Are you sure you don’t have demon blood as part of your heritage?” Asher chuckled as his laughter died down.


  Elara shrugged. “Maybe. Or maybe, I just like being free.”


  Asher grinned, and nodded.


  The elf snuggled to his arm, before she sat up and looked over her shoulder, at the wood box.


  “I found some interesting things about the letters,” she began.


  Asher turned to the mature elf, half sitting on the desk. “I’m all yours.”


  “I know,” Elara smiled before she opened the box.


  The elf quickly pulled out a letter, and opened it. She placed it down between them so they could both look at it. She tapped a finger on a name.


  “I know you know some elven. You are correct, Vana does mean beauty, but what I want to show you is not the translation, but what I noticed from the letters.”


  Elara moved her finger to the body of the letter, running the tip along the small curves of a few words.


  “I spent much of my time in the mage academy, reviewing letters, schedules, and important meetings. I’ve seen so many that at a glance, I can tell someone’s status just from their handwriting. All manner of elves came to the academy, from the lowborn, to those of royal blood.


  “I see here, the author tried to disguise their penmanship. The words and letters are written with smaller accents, and wisps, but I can tell, Vana was of royal blood.”


  The realization struck the young lord like a hammer.


  “My uncle was having a secret affair with someone from elven royalty.”


  Elara nodded. “The Druris Empire is known to be a strong ally, and believer of helping most races. But I can say without a doubt, what lurks under the golden appearance is much different.


  “True royal blood does not mingle with what many in those circles say without words, the lesser races. Even if a baron, or countess, were to be seen, much less, engaged in a love affair with any member of a lesser race, they would lose any good standing within their circles, and their status.


  “It would be a social death at first, followed by many more eyes on them, dismantling their power, and land ownership, piece by piece.


  “The royal bloodlines care not if others partake in mingling with the other races, but long-standing bloodlines and families would find the practice deplorable.”


  “My uncle is still trying to protect this Vana, even in death,” Asher said with a faraway gaze.


  Elara put her hand on his, giving it a loving squeeze. Asher came back from his thoughts, looking at the beautiful elf at his side.


  “From everything you have told me about him, this shouldn’t be a surprise. He was an incredible man, and had an incredible life.”


  Asher smirked. “It doesn’t surprise me. But now I am unsure what to do with this information. I have no desire to expose secrets that may cast a dark light on his life. He is well-remembered and loved by many. It would not help the Blackwood name to continue searching.”


  Elara squeezed his hand. “Then don’t continue with the search. Let those secrets sleep for all eternity. You and I are the only ones who know about these letters. I can keep a secret. I will not speak of it to anyone, other than you, if needed.”


  Asher’s eyes gleamed with affection. “Thank you, for keeping such a secret between us.”


  The beautiful elf kept her smile.


  “Let’s sit on your new couch. I have something to discuss with you.”


  Asher blinked as Elara held his hand and stood up. He joined her as they walked over to the new leather couch. They sat down, half-facing each other, and still holding each other’s hand.


  “I have some tidings I want you to hear. I’m very excited, and I want to share it with you, if you’re willing?”


  The young lord looked at the beautiful elf with warm, loving eyes.


  “As you know, I am always willing to hear anything you have to say. Tell me what’s on your mind, I’m all yours,” Asher said with attentive eyes.




  Chapter 19


  Books & Goats


  The air coming through the window grew a little colder. Elara shivered as she glanced at the window. It was early, but the autumn breezes were cooler with each passing day.


  Asher glanced down at Elara’s arm, seeing goosebumps. He quickly rose, moved to the window, and shut it. The flowing cold air vanished as the young lord made his way back to the small couch. He sat down with attentive eyes, eager to hear Elara’s news.


  Pink ran up Elara’s neck, as a sudden shyness overcame her.


  “I want to preface this with ensuring you know, I adore our life together. It has opened my eyes to new possibilities, and lent a new courage I never knew I had.


  “As you know, my life was a little dull before we met. Coming here has changed many things, about all of us. Nyn is writing her stories. Amber is working with you and the Opal Society with crafting potions. Blyss is a clan chieftess, and her fellow goblins are becoming more our family every day.”


  The mature elf looked down, her eyes taking on a sliver of shadows.


  “Here, I am seen as the mistress of our home. It is a title I take seriously, but I do want a little more.”


  She lifted her gaze to meet Asher’s eyes. “I love our life. I love us. That is why I hope you don’t take this as an insult to what we are building here together.”


  Asher kept his expression neutral, not letting his mind wander to worse-case scenarios.


  Elara let out a sigh. “I have spent some time speaking with Nadia, and with Bolla, in town. We all agreed, the town is small, but it could use a little change. Bolla says she is the only place in town for many to come and drink. She is not hurting for coin, and she hears the occasional conversation where townsfolk wished there were more options to drink, and eat.


  “Nadia says the Book Guild sees its share of visitors. They stay for a time, or buy books to take home. She admits, her clumsiness often puts people on edge, so they never stay long in her shop. Which led me to an idea.”


  Elara’s eyes gleamed with excitement as she continued, “Inspiration struck, and I set about coming up with an idea that would benefit everyone here in the valley.


  “What Star Fall needs is a bookshop, that serves wine, and vapas.”


  “Vapas?” Asher blinked. “Isn’t that elven for a small plate of food?”


  Elara nodded. “I came up with the idea when we were in town. There is a place for sale, not too far east into town. It would be a healthy distance away from the Book Guild, and the Drunken Seahorse. And, since we are brewing wine, and wish to sell it, the shop will be a great place to showcase it.”


  “Is it wise to sell two of the very things others are selling? Wouldn’t it take business away from them?”


  Elara gave him an impish smile. “I already thought about that. I, in no way, wish to alienate so many people we hold dear, that is why I made an arrangement with Nadia, and Bolla. We would be silent partners to each other’s businesses.


  “I would have to purchase any wines directly from Bolla, as she would function as our distributor, with a healthy discount, and I drive business her way. The shop would only deal in wine, as Bolla would still deal with beer, spirits, and to a lesser degree, wine.


  “Nadia mentioned to me that she has difficulty driving business to her shop, so my shop would carry some books, but I would direct them to her shop for more books.


  “The layout of the shop will be relaxed, and spacious. It will have plenty of seating, and shelves. It will have a kitchen in the back, and some private nooks in the main room. I wanted it to be a place where visitors can read in peace, and enjoy a glass of wine with their book.”


  “I even thought of a name, The Wine Library,” the elf said with excited eyes.


  “It sounds incredible,” Asher said, being supportive.


  Elara nodded. “I had some coin from my previous life in the empire. Enough to get this venture off the ground. With Nadia and Bolla’s help, I will be able to work with Dina, and Stukard for re-designing the shop, and acquiring the furniture.”


  The beautiful elf looked down with sad eyes. “I know I could have simply come to you to help invest in it, but I wanted something to call my own.”


  Asher took her hands into his. Elara watched as he lifted her hands to his lips, and kissed the back of each one. He then rubbed her hands with his fingers as he looked at her with loving eyes.


  “I’m in no way insulted by your choices. In fact, I only wish to be as supportive as you allow me to be.


  “Dina and Amber have each told me I should invest in the town as a whole. I have no desire to put my name on anything other than this estate. The only thing I can offer to you is my unwavering support, and if you wish it, allow me to be a silent partner.”


  Elara’s eyes widened a little.


  Asher continued, “We both know, unexpected costs come up, even here on the farm. If you are going to showcase our wines, it seems fair that I invest in your venture. I would simply be handing over coin to aid in your business. I will not speak on anything else. This will be all yours, as you see fit.”


  Elara’s eyes trembled as a wet gleam filled them.


  “My love, it makes me very happy to hear you say those words,” trying to blink away tears.


  Asher squeezed her hands. “Elara, when you first arrived, I knew we were destined for more. I held my tongue, fearful my words would curse what was blooming between us. I am very happy that what we have has only grown deeper with time. We both have learned a lot in the seasons we have been here.”


  The young lord took the elf’s hand, and placed it against his chest, over his heart.


  “I know I’m not a romantic poet, but know this, my heart beats for you.”


  Elara’s eyes trembled, before they slid into a wicked gaze.


  “I’m going to need you to fuck me extra hard tonight.”


  Asher let out a loud, belly laugh. He squeezed her hand as he continued to laugh, his broad shoulders bouncing a little.


  The mature elf smiled as she enjoyed his nearly uncontrollable laughter. Love filled her eyes as her lover settled down, light chuckles in his throat.


  “Romance is different for everyone,” Elara said with a whimsical tone. “For us, fucking me as you call me your cow, makes me very wet.”


  Asher grinned. “The mere sight of you makes me hard. Never mind the touch of your skin, or your large tits.”


  The mature elf let out a small gasp. “If you keep talking like that, I will have to get on my knees, my handsome morsel.”


  Asher leaned in a little, a dark madness in his eyes.


  “If we keep talking like this, you’re going to walk funny as you leave the Study,” he said with a wink.


  “You fucking demon,” Elara said as pink touched her chest, neck, and cheeks.


  “You fucking beautiful cow,” Asher growled as he grabbed her arm, and pulled her closer.


  Lips touched as tongues invaded mouths. Body heat glowed as the couple grabbed at each other, pulling at each other’s clothes.


  Just as things were going to escalate, the door to the Study opened with a creak.


  Asher and Elara stopped mid-pull of clothes, and turned their gazes to the doorway, a black goat with a golden horn stood there, watching them with blank eyes.


  “Fern, we're busy,” Asher said with an annoyed edge.


  The uni-goat didn’t move. She simply stared at them, frozen like a statue.


  “Is something wrong?” Elara asked the uni-goat.


  Asher let go of Elara and sat back with annoyed eyes.


  “Something is always wrong with goats. Even if she is a uni-goat, she still acts like the ones I raised on my parent’s farm. They are stubborn, difficult to manage, and show up when you least expect them.”


  “Don’t say such things. She can hear you.”


  Asher chuckled. “She’s part of our family, and I will protect her with every drop of my being, but that kind of love does not tame intrusive, stubborn goats. I’ll admit, she’s a little more intelligent than any goat I’ve had the displeasure to be around before, but she acts like a person, instead of what she is.”


  Elara smiled as she looked at Asher. “I had no idea goats caused you so much trouble.”


  Asher shrugged. “I admit, it’s very strange, but I have a history with them. With my ranger training, you develop an affinity with animals of all kinds. My father taught me the ways on the farm. It’s less of a mystical connection, and more of understanding animals, and how to read them.


  “Animals are just like people. They have their moods, good days, and bad days. Some are simple, while others are complex. You learn how to handle, and build relationships with them. However, in my short twenty-eight winters, I have never been able to form any kind of relationship with goats, as proof with the golden-horned princess there.


  “She has poked me with that horn at the worst times. She likes to play only when I’m busy. And when I show her affection, she walks away like she can’t be bothered. A cat is less aloof than Fern.”


  Elara giggled as she watched Asher’s annoyed gaze.


  “I have never seen you like this before. You’re always so calm and collected.”


  Asher laughed. “For the most part, I am. But even I have trouble with some things. I hope you don’t think ill of my honesty?”


  Elara touched his hand. “Never. It only adds flavors to you. It seems we continue to learn more about each other, every day.”


  “I hope we continue to learn more about each other until the end of our ending days.”


  Elara smiled warmly, when she felt fur touch her leg. The elf and man looked down to see Fern right before them. The side of her rump touched Elara’s leg, but her head was by Asher. Eyes looked up at the former ranger, her golden horn gleaming in the light.


  Asher looked down on the black uni-goat, and his heart sagged in his chest. For the first time in his life, he felt a tenuous connection to the uni-goat. He could see it in her eyes, an edge of concern, and a shadow of fear. He had seen it before in other animals, but never truly with Fern. She was spooked, and stared at the young lord with a hint of fear.


  The young lord leaned forward a little, scratching at the thick fur along her neck. Fern closed her eyes and leaned into his scratches, not making a sound.


  Elara looked at Asher, seeing the small connection between them.


  “What is it?”


  Asher was silent for a moment, scratching at the uni-goat’s neck.


  “I’m not sure. She seems like she’s scared, or unnerved. It feels like she needed some assurance. She’s never been like this before with me.”


  “Maybe she’s going through something. Is there a potion to speak with animals?”


  Asher looked at Fern, she was still leaning into his scratches. She rested her chin on his thigh, her eyes still closed.


  “If there is, we haven’t brewed it yet. I will have to check the codex, but until we have the right visitor, Fern’s thoughts will remain a mystery.”


  Keefa appeared at the door. The blonde goblin looked in to see the couple and the black uni-goat. She walked in with timid steps, and a small smile across her lips.


  “There you are!” the goblin said.


  Asher and Elara smiled as Keefa walked up to Fern and gave her a hug around the neck.


  “I have a cup of wine, if you want some,” the goblin said to the uni-goat.


  Asher and Elara both lifted an eyebrow.


  “Keefa, are you giving Fern wine?” Asher asked.


  The goblin blinked, looking at them like she just woke from a dream.


  “Wine? No. I don’t know why I say that? I have water for her. She likes fresh water,” the goblin explained with confused eyes.


  Asher and Elara glanced at each other, before returning their gazes to the goblin and uni-goat.


  “Come along. I have water for you,” the goblin said with a soothing tone.


  Keefa gently pulled at a tuft of black hair. Fern opened her eyes and followed the goblin to the door. Before they exited the room, Fern looked over her shoulder and stared at Asher for a moment. She then walked out, following Keefa.


  “I think I need to stay inside more, just to keep an eye on things,” Asher said as he scratched the back of his head.


  Elara took his hand, and stood up. Asher stood up with her, the couple still holding hands.


  “Let’s get a meal. I’m sure all that moving furniture made you hungry. It made me hungry simply watching you,” she laughed.


  “Good idea. And, you can watch me lift things as much as you want.”


  “Be still my heart,” Elara smiled before she leaned into his arm and shoulder.


  The couple walked side by side, out of the Study.


  The door to the room stayed open. The curtains billowed a little, despite the window being firmly closed.


  A faint figure stood in the middle of the Study, staring at the open doorway. A gentle weeping floated into the air, before the figure faded away.


  The curtains grew still once more, the sun bathing the world beyond in brilliant light.




  Chapter 20


  The Shadows Cometh


  The sun touched the horizon, easing into the cold evening. A murder of crows flapped into the air, calling to each other in preparation for the long night ahead. The wind was crisp, flowing through tree branches, taking dying leaves with them. Small spirals of leaves whipped through the trees, before settling on the forest floor with the rest of their fallen brethren.


  Inside the farmhouse, warmth flowed from the hearth, and the heat crystals placed throughout the interior. The gentle humming from Paasha, with the scent of cooking food, added to the relaxed atmosphere of the warm home.


  Elara and Amber sat in the library, engrossed in conversation with open books on their laps, and half-full wine glasses on the table between them.


  Blyss and Keefa were in the common room, smiles painting their lips as fingers dug into the tufts of uni-goat hair along the neck. Fern’s eyes were closed as she enjoyed the attention from the pair of goblins. The heat from the hearth came out in waves, relaxing all three as they enjoyed each other’s company.


  On the stairs, Asher climbed them one by one. Inner thoughts swirled about several prospects coming in the near future. The thought of Elara opening her own wine and book shop filled Asher with protective purpose. The shop would be all hers, but he knew deep down, he would do anything to help her achieve her dream. The longer he thought about it, the more he wanted to aid everyone under their roof to succeed with their dreams. Farm life was enjoyable, but there was always more to experience. Seeing them succeed brought a greater sense of love, the young lord knowing their lives were further entwined.


  Faint memories caressed Asher’s thoughts as he reached the top of the stairs. A small part of him missed his guild, and his friends. Seeing Lisbeth lifted his spirit. Knowing she had left the guild to build her own kingdom, was a relief, and a dash of sorrow. They had been best of friends for many years, surviving life and death situations. Intimate moments curled along his mind and heart, knowing she was ambitious, and would do well on her own. It didn’t ease the fact he would miss her, and hoped they would meet again in the near future.


  Asher walked along the corridor, while looking down with faraway eyes. His heart beat with affection for nearly everyone who resided here. The goblins were quickly becoming family. Elara and Nyn made this place their home. Amber confessed her feelings, and he knew her stay here was a lifetime appointment. It was a thought that soothed him, because he felt deeply for everyone.


  The only person who still felt like a stranger was Brynda. The giant spent most of her time outside, or in her new room in Farmhouse West. She picked up her food, and sat in the grass, eating, and looking at the western woods. It didn’t sit well with the former ranger, and he tried to think of ways to include her more. Amber's words remained with him, knowing they had to expand to collecting different kinds of milk for different potions. He also wondered if they would receive any new guests during the rest of autumn, or the long winter.


  Asher woke from his thoughts when he caught something at the edge of his vision. He glanced to the side, seeing a hint of movement, and it was gone.


  He reached the doorway where he had seen something, and glanced in. The bedroom was empty.


  Asher rubbed his jaw, a strange feeling coming over him that he saw a sad face, peering out from the empty room he was looking into.


  Shrugging to himself, he quickly dismissed it, and made his way toward the master bedroom. When he reached it, he opened it to see a woman and goblin on the floor bedding, facing each other. They were in the middle of talking quietly, when they saw Asher at the doorway. The pair scrambled up and were on their knees, heads bowed.


  Asher smiled as he stepped in. He made his way to the foot of his bed, and sat down.


  “Come to me, my pets,” Asher said warmly.


  Two pairs of eyes widened. A sense of satisfaction flowed into them as they crawled over. Nadia draped her arms on one of Asher’s legs, while Nuha did the same with the other. They looked up at him with adoring eyes, as he touched their cheeks at the same time.


  “I want you both to speak freely. How are you both?”


  “We are good, Master,” Nadia said with loving affection.


  “I’m happy,” Nuha said with a toothy grin.


  Asher nodded. “I’m happy for both of you. It pleases me to see you both smiling. Everything we have done together, has been for your benefit. The household is happy, and speaks highly of you two.”


  The young lord turned his attention to Nadia. “Mistress told me about your conversations.”


  Nadia nodded, keeping her smile. “Mistress is very happy, and I’m happy to aid her in a partnership. Even if I was not your plaything, we still would have created such a partnership. It will be nice to help another who is not only my mistress, but a friend.”


  Asher’s eyes took on a warm gleam. He could see it, in Nadia’s eyes. She was truly happy. It was beyond normal, mundane happiness. She was excited about life, and her place in it. As far as Asher could tell, this is the first time she ever truly felt like she belonged, and it bathed her whole spirit in light.


  “Master?” Nuha said as she looked up with loving eyes. “When play finished, you can treat me as you do now. It will make me very happy.”


  Asher nodded at the goblin. “We will discuss it after the month is finished. For now, I enjoy the company of you both.”


  Nadia and Nuha glanced at each other with smiles, before looking up at Asher with innocent gazes.


  “We love your company,” Nadia said with a slow blink of her eyes.


  “We take care of master,” Nuha said with a wicked grin.


  Asher kept his smile as he made a slow nod.


  “You both make me very happy,” the young lord said as his inner demons licked their lips.


  ***


  A quill moved in a delicate hand. It rose up and the tip dipped in a nearby inkwell. It then moved to an open book, before it pressed down, and left behind stylized words in black ink. A lone candle illuminated the desk as the elf continued to scribe her thoughts.


  Nyn didn’t blink as she continued to write. The elf was mesmerized with her work, writing out a paragraph as the feathery part of her quill moved like a dancer above the page.


  The cottage was still warm from the day. It was a single, large room, complete with a desk, chair, iron stove, and comfortable bed. Shelves were built into one wall, another comfortable chair beside it, so the elf could take breaks from her writing and simply sit, and be with her thoughts.


  From the moment the cottage was finished, Nyn fell in love with it. It had become her home away from home, a place where she could focus, without distractions. The farmhouse was filled with all kinds of activity, and it slowed down her progress at times. Now, she could work in peace, letting her imagination seep into every written word.


  Fall flowers were bundled in a few standing vases, giving the small cottage a little extra charm. Their scents drifted on the air, Nyn moving her quill to her thoughts.


  When the sun set beyond the valley, mountains, and horizon, Nyn wrote out the words, “The End,” in a stylized black.


  The elf’s face was a blank mask, but her heart could not lie. It beat with excitement as she looked down at the drying ink in the candlelight. The book was her first attempt at fulfilling a dream she’d long had, and now, it was finished.


  With the ink dry, she turned the pages, eyeing the many words written, telling a lurid story of two elves falling for a human man.


  “Write what you know,” Nyn whispered to herself, a mantra to her spirit.


  Thoughts deepened as she looked forward to writing more books. But for now, her excitement sang like a siren on the rocks.


  Nyn closed the book, and stood up. She looked out the window on the opposite side of her desk. Inky shadows grew thicker as the daylight quickly faded into night. It didn’t dampen her excitement at all. An image filled her mind, bringing the book to her lovers, eager for them to read at least a few pages. It would be enough to celebrate with full glasses of wine, and some earned private time with the pair.


  The elf picked up her book and held it to her chest. She turned and walked toward the door of the cottage. She picked up her cloak from a peg by the door, and put it around her shoulders. She put the hood over her head, and held the book to her chest once again. She opened the door and stepped into the evening air.


  A cold wind whipped at her, and her cloak. It billowed as the chill tried to sink into her clothes and skin. But the cold wind would not dull her excitement. She was eager to walk past the grapevines, and into her warm home, to show her family.


  Stars blinked into existence along the celestial heavens. Nyn reached the field of grapevines. Without a second thought, she stepped into the field, walking between two rows of vines. The wind weakened a little, as she made her way through the field. Smoky breath expelled from parted lips. The night was going to be a cold one, Nyn looking forward to sleeping with warm bodies next to her.


  When Nyn emerged from the other side of the vine field, her oval eyes widened as she slowed her step. Like a turn of a screw, the elf’s excitement chilled into surprise, and fear.


  A cold wind whipped across the estate once again. Lights glowed within the farmhouse windows. Smoke rose up from the chimney. A silence blanketed the area, but Nyn took a step back, as black skeletons dotted the Blackwood estate.


  Nyn was silent as a tomb, seeing black, skeletal bodies in different areas. She spotted a few beside the workshop, and another group by the winery. Lone skeletons shuffled along, one by the sitting pond, and two on the patio. As far as she could see, there were these odd skeletons, black as pitch, like they rose from the ashes of a bonfire, long ago.


  An incantation filled her mind. Cold air flowed from a hand, while her other hand held the precious manuscript to her chest.


  Nyn glanced around, counting as many as two dozen black skeletons dispersed along the property. She wondered if there were more.


  A hand touched her shoulder. The elf spun around, ready to belt out the trigger word to her spell, when a large hand clamped onto the lower half of her face.


  Brynda was crouched down among the grapevines. Despite her nine-foot-tall size, she made herself small, and nearly blended in the inky shadows. She looked Nyn in the eyes with a telling gaze.


  Nyn let the spell fizzle. Brynda took her hand away and gestured with her head to the main field in the center of the estate.


  “I was coming for you, once they started to crawl over the fences,” the giant whispered.


  “We have to let everyone know what is happening,” Nyn whispered as she glanced around.


  Brynda gave a slow nod.


  “When the moment appears, run to the house. Alert everyone inside, but do not come back out.”


  Nyn eyed the crouching giant. “What about you?” She whispered.


  The red-headed giant reached over her shoulders. She pulled a pair of broadswords, one in each hand. She held them at her side, as she was down on one knee before the elf.


  “Do not concern yourself with me. Just run to the house, and fear not, I will not let any of them touch you, Lady Inkpond.”


  The giant woman turned on a heel as she brought up her leg. Nyn watched as the giant woman broke into a thundering charge. She barreled between rows of vines, before charging out into the field. She lifted her broadswords over her head, and clanged them together, loud enough to wake the dead.


  “Here! I’m here!” the giant roared, as she continued to clang her swords together.


  Nyn watched in stunned amazement as black skulls turned toward the noise and running giant. Skeletal bodies turned next, and they lurched with urgency. Skeletal hands reached out, seeing the living giant, their dead souls hungry for the life in her veins.


  ***


  Asher’s head snapped up at the sounds of clanging swords, and shouting. Nadia and Nuha looked up at him in confusion as he leapt to his feet, and rushed to the side of the bed.


  The young lord reached under the side of the bed, took hold of something, and pulled it out. He quickly strapped the belt around his waist, an arcane dagger sheathed at his hip.


  Asher stood tall and listened, hearing Brynda’s shouts, and the clanging of her sword. He turned his attention back to Nadia and Nuha, a look of knowing in his eyes.


  “Gather with everyone else, and shelter in the home,” Asher directed as he strode for the bedroom door, not waiting for a response.


  Nadia and Nuha were on their feet. The pair followed Asher, but he was already running for the stairs.


  Asher leapt down the stairs, and landed on the main floor. He charged into the common room, seeing Blyss, Keefa, and Fern, standing by the hearth. The uni-goat belted out a scream as she tried to herd the goblins away.


  “Blyss, alert the household, and keep everyone inside. If anything gets past me, get everyone to the cellar, and lock the door,” Asher barked as he stepped to the hearth mantle.


  The young lord’s hand whipped up and grabbed the arcane bow off the mantle. He then moved to the side of the hearth, picked up a quiver of arrows, and slung it over his shoulder. He could hear the two goblins and uni-goat charge into the kitchen, Paasha asking what was happening. Without another word, he made his way to the kitchen door as Blyss explained what Asher just said.


  The kitchen door opened into the cold, evening air. Asher stepped out with Frost-Fire up, and pulled an arrow from the quiver. He nocked the arrow as he glanced around, absorbing the situation.


  Black skeletons dotted the estate, many of them converging on Brynda. The giant roared as she clanged her swords.


  Time slowed down as the lumbering black skeletons broke into run. They moved deadly silent, many of them charging the giant in the center of the estate.


  Instinct took over as the arrow and bow string pulled back. Asher picked a pair of skeletons darting for Brynda. He centered his gaze, and arrowpoint on the pair.


  “Fire,” Asher whispered before he let go of the bowstring.


  The arcane bow glowed with mystical runes. The sound of a snapping bowstring touched the cold air, the arrow already launched. The simple arrow gleamed with magical power before it burst into flames.


  The black skeletons charged with indifference to the world around them. They saw a living creature, and they wanted to feed. Light touched their black bones, before a flaming arrow streaked toward them. The flaming arrow hit one skeleton on the spine, and exploded into shards of fire. The skeleton beside the first one was shattered to bits from the small explosion.


  Brynda lowered her center of gravity, swords in hands. She caught the sight of exploding flames shattering a pair of skeletons. She shifted her gaze to Asher, the young lord already nocking another arrow and taking aim.


  Several black skeletons leapt at the giant. Brynda’s arms swung in quick blurs. Broadswords sliced through skeletal bodies, shattering them into a hail of bones. When they hit the ground, they slowly vanished from sight.


  Brynda swung her large swords in quick arcs, shattering a skeleton with each blow. She became a whirling dervish, her blades cutting down the skeletons as they approached her.


  Several more of the black skeletons turned, and charged the man with the bow. An arrow launched, and turned into a bolt of fire before slamming into one of the skeletons, and shattering it to pieces.


  Inside the house, Blyss tried to gather everyone. Elara and Amber rushed into the kitchen as Blyss tried to move everyone out of the kitchen, to the cellar door.


  Fern turned her horned head to Keefa. The blonde goblin’s eyes dripped with sorrow. She fell to her knees on the kitchen floor, and let out an uncontrollable sobbing. Tears dripped from her large, oval eyes, a terrible weight pressing down on her soul.


  “Keefa?” Blyss said as she turned to see the goblin.


  Keefa looked up with wide eyes, tears streaking down her green cheeks.


  “My lover… he comes for me,” Keefa said in perfect common before she wailed in sadness.


  Outside, Asher stepped with confident determination. He kept his gaze trained on the skeletons, and on Brynda. The giant was keeping the skeletons at bay, but he knew, at any moment, she was going to be out-numbered. No matter how skilled a fighter she may be, Asher knew from experience, skill quickly loses to sheer numbers.


  Small fires danced in the grassy field as Asher drew back another arrow.


  Six skeletons charged the lone man with the arcane bow. Asher glanced around, timing his shots as he began walking. He drank in Brynda as she moved like a titan, smashing skeletons into bones before they faded away. The moment fell into heartbeats as Asher let out a slow exhale.


  “Ice,” Asher said as he exhaled and released.


  The arrow shot across the field, taking on a cold, misty glow.


  Brynda swung at three skeletons, when an arrow struck one from the side. Ice shards stabbed outward as the arrow continued through the remaining two. All three skeletons exploded into boney shards as ice shattered them to pieces. Brynda glanced at Asher, and her eyes narrowed as she saw that he used his shot to help her, instead of himself.


  Lord Blackwood remained calm as the three skeletons were nearly on him. Instead of his hand pulling another arrow, he held the bow in one hand, and pulled his arcane dagger from his belt. The glowing blade slipped from the leather sheath as black, boney hands reached for him.


  Asher lowered his center of gravity, before he leapt, and whipped his body around. The end of the arcane bow smacked a black skull off its neck, sending it flying. The arcane dagger sliced across, shattering two rib cages. Bones faded away as they fell. Three more skeletons were inches from grabbing the young man, when the bow came hard across heads, shattering, and knocking skulls into the air.


  Asher stood tall as bones crumbled down around him, and faded away to the cold wind.


  A haunting screech filled the night air. Asher turned to see a black horse with a rider, leap over the fence and charge the Lord of Blackwood.


  Brynda smashed two skeletons with her swords as she charged toward Asher, and the approaching rider.


  Asher coolly sheathed his dagger and lifted his bow. He pulled an arrow and nocked it. He centered his gaze down the length of the arrow as the rider in black charged toward him, a demonic fire in the horse’s eyes. Time slowed down as Asher took aim.


  “Fire,” the lord said and released.


  The moment the arrow cleared the bow, it burst into fire. It streaked toward the incoming rider. When it was over the horse’s head, aiming for the rider’s heart, a black, gloved hand whipped up and caught the arrow by the shaft.


  Asher’s eyes widened a hair as the fire arrow dimmed, and the flames were snuffed out. The rider threw the arrow aside as his horse continued to barrel toward him.


  It was in that moment that Asher drank in the details of the Shadow Rider. A black sack covered their head, with only a single hole for one, dead eye to look out. They were dressed in black, leather armor. A sword was sheathed at his hip, but even those details could not compare to the dripping aura of death surrounding the rider. Wisps of darkness trailed from him as he drew his sword. The pale, dead eye didn’t blink as it stared down the Lord of Blackwood. The very presence of the rider seemed to draw life into it, like a malevolent pit.


  The rider’s sword gleamed in the flickering firelight illuminating the field.


  Asher darted into a run, running diagonally toward, and away from the rider. He drew an arrow, and nocked it. The rider’s horse turned, trying to run him down. The Shadow Rider, and Asher, were nearly to each other.


  “Ice,” Asher whispered, and released.


  The arrow shot across the small distance, striking the rider in the chest as he swung his sword. Asher dove for the side, the rider’s blade missing his leg by several inches. Asher’s shoulder hit the cold, hard ground, rolling his body and leaping back to his feet. He turned to see ice shards stabbing through the rider’s chest, and out his back.


  A small sense of victory bled away from the young lord as the rider leapt up onto his saddle with both boots. He then launched into the air, sword still in hand.


  Asher backed up as the Shadow Rider landed on the grassy floor. The rider started walking with a relaxed gait, sword gleaming with supernatural power.


  Asher’s hand moved in a blur, pulling arrows, nocking them, and releasing them, while whispering the icy, and fiery commands. Arrows burst into flames, or icy mists. They shot across the small distance, a blade rising, and turning sideways. With perfect precision, the rider used the flat side of his sword to deflect incoming magically charged arrows.


  Brynda was nearly to the rider, charging from behind, when the rider’s horse reached her and reared up on its hind legs. Hooves kicked out as the giant parried each one. Supernatural strength pushed at her, each hoof striking like a boulder, forcing the giant to step back.


  Asher reached for his last arrow, the rider was nearly to him.


  I can’t fight him without a sword. I need to end this quick!


  The Shadow Rider raised their sword as Asher let go of the arrow in the quiver. He ducked, and rolled forward, his hand reaching for his sheathed dagger. The rider’s blade sliced across, missing the young man by inches. Asher drew his dagger and drove the enchanted blade into the rider’s stomach. With a twist, the young lord hoped it was enough.


  Asher looked up to see a pale eye looking down on him. A gloved fist drew across, and slammed into Asher’s cheek hard. The young lord was flung ten feet, before landing on his back.


  Stars filled his eyes as he tried to blink them away. The ghost’s power was enough to daze the lord, but even with the stars fading, something odd circled above the estate.


  Asher continued to blink, seeing a winged humanoid flying in circles high above. Large, round eyes stared down, as black, feathery wings were outstretched. The thing didn’t make a sound as it circled above, but its unblinking gaze was taking in every aspect of the battle.


  The Shadow Rider stood over him, looking down with its pale eye. It lifted its sword, and brought it down. Asher rolled away as the blade struck the ground.


  Asher scrambled to his feet as the rider stalked toward him, sword at the ready. He planned out his attack, when there was movement to his left. The young lord backed up as he glanced again.


  From the road, a humanoid creature leapt over the fence. It had pointed ears, a small snout, and a large, bushy tail. It crossed the distance in a blink, reaching the front door. With a small roar, it slammed into the front door, Asher picking up the sound of breaking wood.


  Inside the common room, Elara was picking up Keefa. The goblin had a blank look in her gaze, her head tilted to the side, like she wasn’t home anymore. Amber was by the cellar door, yelling at everyone to get downstairs, when the front door exploded inwards.


  Elara held Keefa as she turned and looked in horror.


  A dark red humanoid lurched toward them. Its pointed ears were back, as a snarl dripped from its snout. Teeth gleamed in the hearth light, as furry, clawed hands flexed. It stalked forward, a look of madness and rage filling its piercing gaze.


  “Get downstairs!” Blyss shouted as she grabbed a chair and charged the furry beast.


  “No!” Elara shouted as the goblin leapt into the air, holding the chair, and screaming in defiance.


  The monster made a fist before it slammed it into Blyss’s stomach. The goblin’s eyes opened wide as her momentum shifted. Before she could fly backwards, a furry fist swung sideways, hitting the goblin, and sending her careening into the wall to the right. Wood cracked as the goblin struck it, and fell, the chair clattering on the floor.


  Elara’s hands shot up, the blonde elf still holding the dazed Keefa. Incantations rattled off, but the humanoid beast leapt across the common room in a flash. A clawed hand slammed into Elara’s throat, disrupting the spell, and causing it to fizzle. Elara grunted as she dropped Keefa. The beast growled as it lifted Elara up by her throat.


  The kitchen door opened as there was a shout. The beast turned its head to see Nyn standing at the doorway, shards of mystical ice blasting out from her hand. The elf stared at the beast with hard eyes as a stream of ice struck the side of them.


  A strange yelp filled the common room. The beast stumbled back as ice stabbed into its side. A furry hand grabbed the chair Blyss just had, and whipped it at the kitchen doorway.


  Nyn stepped back outside, and dove to the side, as wood shattered on the edge of the doorframe, spitting out shards of wood outside.


  Paasha grabbed Keefa, dragging her away from the battle. Elara was dazed on the floor, trying to regain her senses. Amber stared in horror as the furry monster turned their attention toward her.


  A shadow appeared over the humanoid beast’s shoulder. It barely had time to react as Blyss was on its back. The goblin held a madness in her eyes as she bared her teeth. Her head shot down, biting on an ear, and pulling with all her might.


  The beast whipped around as it yelped in pain. Blyss chewed as she pulled. Blood touched her tongue, and the goblin bit harder.


  A clawed hand reached around, and grabbed the goblin by the neck. Blyss let go of the ear as pain squeezed on her neck. She let out a shout as she was whipped around and thrown.


  Blyss struck the wall, cracking it. She slumped to the floor, next to Elara. The elf and goblin tried to move, but their bodies weren’t responding.


  The red, furry beast stalked toward them. A madness filled its eyes, clawed hands flexing.


  From the kitchen Paasha darted out with a frying pan. The goblin shouted defiantly as Amber charged from the cellar door. Goblin and faun moved in front of Elara and Blyss, frying pan and fists at the ready.


  The furry beast snarled, when the sounds of hooves silenced it.


  Fern darted out and stood between everyone, and the furry beast. She screamed as she waved her golden horn at the intruder.


  Elara blinked away the dazed confusion. She saw Paasha, Amber, and especially Fern, standing in the way of the beast. But her mind could barely understand what was happening, as the beast’s eyes softened. It looked down on the black uni-goat with tender eyes, but only for a moment.


  Fern screamed bloody murder as she threatened to impale the monster with her golden horn.


  The furry red beast, shot forward, and scooped up the black uni-goat.


  Blyss opened her eyes to see Fern screaming as the monster turned, and darted for the broken doorway.


  “Fern,” the goblin whispered as she forced herself to stand, and stumbled after her friend.


  Outside, when Asher heard screams, the world around him became crystal clear. The Shadow Rider had its sword raised, ready to bring it down. Asher lifted his bow just as the sword came down. Sparks flew into Asher’s features as he parried the blow. His other hand was already moving by drawing his dagger again.


  The Shadow Rider lifted their sword to bring it down again, when Asher launched at the rider in black. The dagger glowed before it sliced through the neck of the rider. Asher’s shoulder struck the chest of the man in black, their head separating from their neck, and body falling backwards.


  Asher didn’t wait for the body to fall as he drew his last arrow, nocked it, and pulled back the bowstring. He turned to see a furry humanoid dart out of the front of the house, making for the fence and road.


  The young lord aimed as he readied to let loose. When he had the monster’s back in his sights, he was letting go as claws racked across his back. The arrow shot forth as the word “ice” followed. The arrow turned into a misty glow before it sank into the monster’s shoulder, and shards of ice stabbed out, covered in blood.


  Asher swung his bow around, striking a feathered humanoid as they tried to claw at him again.


  Brynda slashed with both of her broadswords at the rearing stallion, slicing the black steed in half. The demonic horse let out a screech before turning into black mists.


  The giant turned to see a large, feathered humanoid, slashing feet claws against Asher. She broke into a charge.


  Asher slashed with his dagger, and swung his bow, but feathered wings, screeches, and claws battered his senses. Pain lanced across his chest, and stomach. Asher roared as he stabbed upwards with his arcane dagger. The blade penetrated a wing, and the monster screeched.


  A wing flashed, striking Asher across the chest, and sent him crashing to his back. The young lord blinked in pain as the owl-like humanoid screeched and looked down on him with sad eyes. It flapped its wings, getting higher.


  Brynda reached Asher and the owl monster. She leapt into the air, swinging her broadswords. They missed by several inches as the owl creature flew higher into the air. With a powerful flap of its arms, it soared upwards and away, blood dripping from one of its wings.


  Asher turned onto his stomach. He watched as Fern screamed in the furry humanoid’s arms. All he could truly see of her was her golden horn. When he tried to get up, pain crawled along his chest.


  Blyss stumbled onto the porch. The last thing the goblin saw was the humanoid beast vanishing into the night, and the last of Fern’s screams faded to silence.




  Chapter 21


  The Dark Hunt


  “You can’t go out there,” Elara said with worried eyes.


  Asher finished drinking his second healing potion, as he sat on the couch. He put the vial down on the table as he looked around at the trashed common room.


  A cold wind blasted in from the destroyed entrance to their home. Only the couch seemed unscathed from the attack, Blyss, and Keefa sitting next to the former ranger. Blyss stared at nothing, as Keefa kept shaking the cobwebs from her mind.


  Nyn, Elara, Paasha, Amber, Nadia, and Nuha, were standing before the three on the couch.


  “We don’t even know why this happened? Going after Fern in the dark of night will get you killed,” Elara said, her voice cracking at the last word.


  “They wanted Fern,” Blyss said with sadness to her tone.


  “Why would they want her?” Elara asked.


  “A uni-goat is very valuable,” Amber said with tired eyes. “Their horn is highly prized, and their meat is said to cure all manner of diseases.”


  “They’re going to eat her?” Blyss said with wide eyes.


  Asher touched the goblin’s hand, giving it a loving squeeze.


  “No one is going to eat her. I swear to the Divine Mother, we will get her back,” Asher said, and then stood up.


  Everyone watched as he walked toward the hallway, and opened a closet door. He pulled out leather armor, a cloak, and a sheathed short sword. He walked back into the common room, his chest itchy, but the wounds finally closed. He then began putting on his leather armor.


  “Asher, please don’t go out there. We can notify the town, and gather a search party,” Elara said with worry in her tone.


  Asher strapped on the leather armor, before putting on the belt with the short sword. He attached the sheath with his arcane dagger next. The cloak was over his shoulders, hood over his head. He made his way to the closet again, pulling out another quiver with thirty arrows. He slid the quiver strap over his chest, before walking into the common room again.


  Asher picked up his arcane bow, and held it as he looked at all the women before him.


  “Fern is family, and I will not sit on my hands while she is in danger. I’ve tracked and hunted during night’s embrace before. I can find her, and save her.


  “The valley is surrounded by sheer mountains. I think the wolf, and the owl creatures were working together, which means they may have to find a way to retreat from here. That will take time, especially since I wounded both of them.


  “The longer it takes to find them, the farther they will be. They looked like feral beastkin, but I won’t know for sure until I slay them.”


  “What about the rider?” Elara asked.


  “I will have to leave it to you to look into it, for now. My uncle’s journal of the valley had a few pages on the Shadow Rider, and his legend. I may have missed something. Look it over, and see if you find anything I missed.”


  Elara’s eyes trembled as she stared at her beloved.


  Asher closed the distance, and embraced her. Elara’s lip quivered before she hugged him back.


  “I know you’re scared. I’m scared too, but I can’t leave her out there to some cruel fate.”


  Elara nodded as she snuggled his neck.


  “I know. I want you both back, alive, and well,” Elara whispered, her heart breaking.


  Asher pulled back with a loving gaze. “Of course, Lady Blackwood.”


  Normally, Elara’s heart would have fluttered at the title, but this time, a dismal darkness pulled at her, and the moment.


  Asher turned from the beautiful elf to see Blyss standing before him.


  “I’m coming with you,” the goblin said sternly.


  “No, you’re not,” Asher said with his own degree of loving sternness. “I need you here, protecting our family. Besides, I travel faster on my own. I need your strength, and leadership here.”


  Blyss looked up with rage in her eyes, before they wilted in defeat. Her large green eras sagged, as she looked away.


  “I will bring her back,” Asher said before stepping past her.


  “Take these,” Amber said as she rushed to his side with several potions.


  Asher took three potions, and slid them into his belt pouches.


  “Thank you,” the lord said as he turned away.


  Everyone gathered watched as Asher made for the open doorway. Elara’s heart leapt in her chest, fighting every urge to take hold of him, and never let go.


  The night was cold as Asher walked across the porch, and down onto the grassy ground. A giant woman stood by the front gate, broadsword handles stabbing up from behind each of her shoulders.


  “You’re staying here. Defend the farm,” Asher ordered.


  “You will need me,” Brynda said sternly.


  “I know I will, but my family needs you more. You fought well out there. I trust you to watch over those who are precious to me, yourself included.”


  Brynda parted her lips in surprise, but no words came out.


  Asher approached the gate and looked up at the nine-foot-tall woman.


  “We have no idea if more of those black skeletons, or the Shadow Rider, will return. The undead don’t simply show up at random places, or attack the living without cause. They wanted something, and were willing to fight to get it.


  “Stay here and protect the farm. That is a command.”


  Brynda’s eyes narrowed. “You’re being a fool to go after them at night.”


  Asher nodded with a smile. “Yes, I am, but that doesn’t change anything.”


  The ranger put a hand on the gate, and leapt over. He landed silently, before walking toward the primal darkness of the valley.


  Brynda watched him go, seeing the Lord of Blackwood fade into the darkness, and was gone.


  “Good hunting,” the giant said and nodded with respect.


  ***


  A primal darkness swamped the forest. The wind caused branches to reach out at a cloaked figure, moving silently through the woods.


  Starlight gleamed across the sky, a celestial mural to the deities across Valoria. Their dim light illuminated the heavens, but did little to light the way of the figure moving like a silent ghost.


  The chill began to seep into Asher’s fingers. The former ranger hunkered down by a large tree. He held his fingers an inch from his lips, blowing warm air on them. When they warmed up a little, he put his hands under his armpits, further warming them.


  Despite his eyes adjusting to the night, the area around him was filled with swaths of shadowy darkness. There was little to see, forcing Asher to use his other senses. Experience filled his mind as he sniffed at the air. The faint scent of blood and fur was still there, despite the cold darkness.


  Remembering how the former ranger struck the fleeing humanoid with an ice arrow, the shards would have penetrated deep. Deep enough for a wound to bleed for some time. Even if they had regeneration, Asher knew, regeneration only truly worked when a creature was resting. Since they captured Fern, it would take a while before they made it back to some kind of shelter, or camp. Time was ticking, and Asher knew, the longer he was out here, the greater the chance of losing the scent, and the trail.


  Fingers warm, Asher pulled his hands away from his armpits and made his way through the dark. Hands out from his sides, he touched trees on either side of him as he made his way through the dark woods.


  A finger touched something wet. Asher brought it close to his nose and took a quick sniff. The stench of blood was unmistakable. He continued deeper into the primal night.


  Time lost all meaning as the Lord of Blackwood stepped deeper into the forest. The small signs of a trail began to fade away. Drops of blood were few, and farther apart. The scent was getting weaker, and the former ranger feared he may be losing this hunt.


  A distant sound alerted his ears. Asher laid down on the uneven ground, pressing his ear to the dirt. There, he grew still, and silent. He listened with every part of his body, not just his ear. When a vibration touched him, he mentally marked the direction.


  Up on his feet again, Asher drew his arcane dagger. He brought it sideways to his mouth, and bit down on the flat sides. An arcane glow appeared for an instant, before it faded away. Asher then unslung his bow, and pulled an arrow from the quiver over his shoulder.


  The cloaked man moved with skilled precision. Each step was calculated, and silent. He moved slowly through the black woods, ears listening in the direction of the vibrations. When he heard voices, he crouched down, and moved slowly through the brush, toward it.


  A light glowed in the distance. Asher followed it, making his way closer.


  A distance away, Fern was backed to a tree, her head low, and her golden horn pointed out. Standing before her, in the small firelight, a fox humanoid, and an owl humanoid, stood. Fur and feathers covered their bodies. The fox’s bushy tail swished to the side, its hard gaze on the uni-goat. The owl humanoid looked down with wide, concerned eyes. Hands clutched at each other as feathery wings were folded to its shoulders, like a cape.


  Fern let out an annoyed bleat.


  The fox humanoid let out a low growl, before some fur pulled back. Muscles rippled before they grew smaller. Pointed ears remained as the snout pulled back and melted into a human-like face. Red and white fur ran down the woman’s body as she stood straighter. A vexed expression filled her features.


  “I still can’t believe you followed one of your books to one of these farms,” the woman with fox ears said with an edge of disgust.


  Fern stamped a hoof, her horn still pointed at the pair.


  The fox woman stared at the uni-goat for a moment, before she sank down to her knees. She reached over to her wounded shoulder, rubbing it as it slowly closed. Dripping blood slowed as the wound became less angry.


  Fern’s annoyed gaze weakened.


  The fox woman let out a tired sigh.


  “We’ve been camping in these woods for weeks. The cold was making it harder and harder to stay here. We would have rescued you sooner, if you left the house. We didn’t want to come in after you, because we didn’t know if the people there captured you, or were friends of yours.”


  Fern stamped her hoof again.


  The fox-woman looked at the uni-goat with weary eyes.


  “Alma, change your shape so we can talk.”


  Fern remained defiant.


  The owl humanoid began to change her shape. Feathers and muscles rippled before they shrank. A curved beak melted into her face, re-forming into a mouth. White and black feathers remained in her long hair. Yellow halos surrounded pupils, a pale woman staring down at the uni-goat. Feathers covered the woman like a single suit.
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“Alma, we missed you so much,” the feathered woman said with sad eyes.


  Fern lowered her head. Defeat filled her eyes, before her body began to shift.


  Asher watched from his hidden location, beyond the light of the small fire. He stared in disbelief as Fern rose up on her hind-legs, and her shape began to change.


  Black fur pulled back to reveal brown skin along her thighs. Her front hooves shifted into rudimentary hands. They then changed into full, working hands. Her legs remained goat-like, similar to Amber’s legs, but changed slightly to help her with her new stance. Her snout melted into her changing features, reforming into a brown-skinned, beautiful face. The golden horn remained, stabbing out from her forehead. Long, black hair framed her features, as fur covered her chest and stomach, like a single piece of clothing. Naked cleavage shone in the small firelight.
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Fern let out a low gasp, as she finished shape changing. She had a medium height, only an inch shorter than Amber.


  “How could you say that when everyone ignored my warnings,” Fern said as she crossed her arms.


  The fox woman lowered her gaze. “If you must hear it, you were right. We were wrong for listening to the others. The location was so remote, we didn’t think the elves would find us.”


  Fern glared at the pair. “But they found us.”


  The fox and owl woman glanced at each other, and then away.


  “We barely escaped with our lives,” the owl woman said in a low tone.


  “We lost… so many,” the fox woman said in defeat. “When they came during the night, they slaughtered many of us. Verda and I searched for you before we managed to escape”


  Fern’s expression softened. She looked down in sorrow.


  “I flew away, taking Kimi with me,” Verda said with a small voice.


  Kimi lifted her gaze to the goat woman. “Not before both of us took several arrows. We barely survived.


  “We were on the run for a long time. It took months before we stopped looking over our shoulders.


  “Afterwards, we found our way to a wild gate. It took us longer to figure it out where you might be, but once we knew the time, and date of the farm location, we only had to wait.”


  Verda nodded. “We arrived here, and moved away from the gate, so we could set up camp. It took us a day to find the farm.”


  Kimi’s eyes took on a tired gleam. “But we were not going to just rush in. We watched the farm for any hint of you. When Verda caught sight of your golden horn in the window, we knew we found you. We simply had to wait for the right time to break you out.”


  Fern parted her lips to speak, when a cloaked figure stepped out of the darkness, bow in hand, and arrow nocked.


  Verda looked over with wild eyes, and let out a small screech. Kimi crouched down, claws stabbing out from her fingertips.


  Asher aimed at the pair, when Fern appeared in front of the owl and fox women, her hands out. She looked into the young lord’s eyes with protective power.


  “Asher, lower your bow,” she said firmly.


  “Fern, I need an explanation before I lower it,” Asher said with a steely tone.


  The woman with the golden horn lowered her arms, and her head to Asher.


  “My name is Alma Pureglow. Behind me is Kimi Red, and Verda Grayclaw. They are my friends, from another life.”


  “Friends?” Asher nearly spit. “They hurt Elara and Blyss. They kidnapped you.”


  “We only wanted to save Alma,” Kimi growled.


  Alma looked over her shoulder with annoyed eyes. “I’ll explain it to Lord Blackwood. He is a good man, and he saved me after I came through the wild gate.”


  Alma turned and looked up into Asher’s focused gaze.


  “Please, lower your bow. I’ll explain everything.”


  Asher hesitated. The anger remained as he looked at the two women behind the uni-goat he once knew as Fern. Reality cracked, the young lord wondering what else was a lie. He didn’t take it kindly, but as he looked at Alma’s eyes, his anger cooled, and he lowered his bow.


  “Sit by the fire,” Alma said with an edge of tenderness.


  Asher stepped closer to the campfire, Alma at his side. Kimi and Verda stepped around the fire, and sat down. They kept their gazes on the man in their camp. Kimi looked at him with suspicious eyes, while Verda gave him a simple smile.
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When all four settled down, Alma turned slightly to Asher and began speaking.


  “As you have noticed, we are all beast-shifters.”


  Asher looked at Alma with hard eyes. Beast-shifters are beings afflicted with lycanthropy. When a person is infected, they turn into a beast, sometimes not of the same beast-shifter that infected them. The disease is a scourge across Valoria, with most captured beast-shifters being put to death by fire. The disease was most pronounced when there was a full moon. It caused a madness to take root, the afflicted unable to control themselves during a full moon.


  The former ranger reached behind and rubbed his back, where Verda’s claws raked at him.


  “You have nothing to fear. We are second generation beast-shifters. We are not infected with lycanthropy, and only have the benefits of changing our shapes. You have not contracted the disease. No one has in your home.”


  Alma’s expression softened, her voice taking on an understanding tone.


  “Many of us, who are second generation beast-shifters, don’t have a home to call our own. At times, groups of us tend to find each other. We live in secret because of similar reactions, like the one you just showed us.”


  “Lycanthropy is a serious disease. I’ve encountered small towns destroyed by such an affliction. Entire families are either dead, or running through the woods, infected and unchecked from the disease.”


  “I’m sure you’ve killed enough of them in your travels, adventurer,” Kimi said with a scathing tone.


  Alma gave Kimi a hard stare. “Kimi, you’re not being helpful. Shut it, or I’ll shut it for you.”


  Kimi looked away, dejected.


  Alma returned her gaze to Asher, the softness in her expression and tone returning.


  “A large number of our kind managed to get in contact with each other over a few years. I was much younger, hiding who I was for a long time. It was nice to know other shifters. We sent each other letters, or met in towns during our travels.


  “After a time, our group had grown to nearly fifty members. We often discussed starting our own town. After another year, we pooled our resources and set about looking for a location to create a town settlement.”


  Alma looked down. “It was a wonderful idea, at the time. We were so scattered, and wished to live our lives in peace. We all knew the pain of isolation, hiding ourselves from the world. We wanted a place to be ourselves, without judgment.”


  Alma lifted her gaze to Asher’s eyes. “That is when we began searching. I was happy with the idea of creating our own town, but finding a location was harder than we all thought.


  “The east is filled with untamed wilderness. Most of the west coast of the continent has been settled to a degree. We kept searching, until one of us brought up the Nether Forests.”


  Asher lifted an eyebrow. “The Nether Forests? Those forests are east of the Druris Empire. Those forests are sacred to the elves.”


  Alama nodded with sadness in her eyes. “We knew the eastern side of the forests were uninhabited. Many in our group thought it would be the perfect place to set up a town, as long as we stayed to the far east, closer to the Cursed Wilderness.”


  Knowledge and experience filled Asher’s mind. The Cursed Wilderness are wild lands that spanned for over a thousand miles. The land is ancient, wild, and dangerous, filled with all manner of monsters and ruins from before the World Quake. There were a dozen times he, and his fellow guildies, had to embark into the Cursed Wilderness. Dark moments haunted him of odd, brutal monsters, fighting for their lives, and a sense of dread that could never be tamed.


  “I was against it,” Alma said. “I knew the elves could be trouble. They say they are here for all the races of Valoria, but everyone knows it is a propaganda lie.


  “Despite my apprehension, I could not resist a chance to be with my people. So, I packed up my life, and made the journey to the Nether Forests.


  “It was a long journey, and when I arrived, some homes were already being constructed. I was excited, because our shared dream was coming true. For a few short weeks, we felt like an actual community.”


  Alma leaned back onto her hands with annoyed eyes. “My excitement began to wane after a few months. The leaders were blind to the threat that loomed over our heads. I tried to live a normal life. I made friendships with many of our folk, Kimi and Verda became my best friends. We lived in the same small house, excited to be with our people. But I couldn’t fight this dark shadow that clung to my thoughts.


  “Some of our townsfolk mentioned seeing figures in the forest, especially at night. The rumors were enough for me to reconsider staying there.”


  Alma smiled brightly, showing her teeth. “As you may have guessed, I have always been a reader of the famed Black Books. I had no idea if they were actually true, or not, but I did wonder many times.


  “On one of my walks through the forest, I came across three old standing stones, in the middle of nowhere. I knew what it was. When I went back to town, to tell everyone my discovery, I was dismissed before I could get a word in, the town leaders already speaking of expansion. Word of our town had spread to secret circles, and more shifters were on their way to live in our little town.


  “I won’t lie. It angered me. Everyone preached about mutual respect and understanding, but I began seeing the cracks. Power had already corrupted our leadership, and I had enough.”


  “They meant well,” Kimi blurted out.


  Alma shot her a look. “You’re still blind to them, after what happened?”


  Kimi gave a hard nod. “We were building something great. It was never meant to be easy.”


  Alma shrugged. “I care not for good intentions. All of our voices were meant to be heard. The leaders only wanted to hear their own voices, and that is why the elves attacked us.”


  Asher’s eyes widened a hair.


  Alma let out a long sigh. “They came in the darkest of night, silent as ghosts. I don’t know the full extent of what happened, but I awoke to screams. When I darted out of my home, I saw fires burning away at homes as elves dressed in black leather slew those who ran, and set ablaze everything else.


  “In all the smoke and confusion, I ran. I darted into the forest, and made my way to the wild gate. I didn’t wait for a specific time, or location. I simply leapt in, and appeared in another forest.”


  Alma blinked. “I had nothing, but I remembered that the wild gates can go to many locations across Valoria, and even other worlds. So, to ensure I had a better chance at surviving, I went through the wild gates a dozen times over a few weeks. I only had to survive on ferns and grass, so that part was easy. I stayed in my uni-goat form so I had a better chance of blending in when I arrived at a new location. I could do nothing to hide my horn.


  “The last time I went through a gate, I arrived here.”


  Asher eyed Alma. “And that is why I found you by the mountain lake, standing on a rock.”


  Alma nodded. “I was hopelessly lost. I found a small lake. I was thirsty and drank. It was the purest water I ever had, and I drank my full. That was when the osan came for me. I scrambled onto a tall rock, the creature trying to climb and get me. I cried out, hoping someone would hear me. That was when you and Amber arrived.”


  “So, you lived in secret, never showing us your true form,” Asher said with a dark tone.


  Alma gave the young lord a wry smile. “Why would I? I saw your reaction when I told you we were beast-shifters. If I revealed myself, you may have acted differently. I decided it was best to remain in my beast form, most of the time.”


  “Most of the time?”


  Alma grinned. “When everyone was asleep, I often changed into my humanoid form. With so many people under one roof, I knew a bottle of wine, or some bread and cheese, would not be missed. I even forgot to put stuff away, and I was worried I would be caught, but Paasha didn’t seem to care. She simply cleaned up.”


  Asher shook his head. “I felt something was amiss at times. I thought it was my imagination.”


  “You’re a hard man to fool, at times. But after many months, I fell in love with everyone back home, including you. I’ve seen you fight, and protect your family, and homestead. I’ve seen the affection, and love from everyone there. You have only everyone’s best interests at heart. That is why I didn’t leave.


  “I could have gone back to the wild gate, and left for greener pastures. I didn’t because every day I was there, it felt more and more like home.”


  “At least you found a home,” Kimi said with a snide tone.


  Alma and Asher looked at the fox woman.


  Kimi eyed them with an annoyed gaze. “Verda and I didn’t have a wild gate to travel through. We tried to find you in the chaos, until I took an arrow in the back. Verda changed her form, grabbed me, and flew us out of there.


  “We had to survive in the forests for two months, before we finally found civilization. After we re-adjusted, we went out looking for others who may have escaped. It was difficult. We thought you may have died during the attack.


  “Since we didn’t have much to go on, I remembered those books you liked. I found and read one book you mentioned many times at home, and gave it a read on our journey. When I figured out the book had passages in code, it took a little time to discover the secret wild gates, and locations.”


  Kimi’s eyes gleamed wet. “I had no idea if you survived or not. We took a hopeless chance to find a wild gate, and travel to locations, in hopes of finding you. We found four milk farms, but not you. The people there were generous, and offered us a place to stay, in exchange for milking us. We thanked them, but I was disgusted in private.”


  “They were very nice people. I liked them,” Verda said with bright eyes, and a kind smile.


  Kimi let out a flustered exhale. “You like everything.”


  “There’s a lot to like,” Verda blinked.


  Kimi rolled her eyes before she continued, “When we arrived at his valley, we found your farm.”


  “I saw Alma’s horn in the window,” Verda said with a cheery smile.


  “You have watched my lands ever since,” Asher said.


  Kimi nodded. “We waited for Alma to come out, so we could reveal ourselves, but she never did.”


  “I had no idea it was actually you two. I was afraid it might be others, hunting me. I don’t have great night vision, so I couldn’t tell it was you flying overhead, Verda.”


  “It’s okay. All is forgiven,” Verda smiled.


  “Verda! All is not forgiven! She abandoned us. We didn’t abandon her.”


  Alma looked at Kimi with sorrow in her eyes. “There was no way I could have found you both during the attack. What happened to our community still haunts me. That is why I was so afraid to reveal myself.


  “Kimi, Verda, I’m sorry.”


  Verda nodded. Kimi looked at Alma in disbelief.


  “You never say you're sorry for anything,” Kimi said in a low voice.


  “It only means I’m speaking the truth. Don’t expect to hear it again,” Alma said with a wink.


  Kimi gave a weak, sad smile, before she looked down.


  A silence fell over the four sitting around the campfire.


  Verda scratched at the feathers blended with the hair on her head.


  “Do we just leave? I don’t know what to do next,” the owl shifter shrugged.


  Asher couldn’t fight his gruff chuckle.


  Alma looked at Asher with sad eyes. “I suppose, from all my lying, I should leave with my friends?”


  Asher eyed the woman with the golden horn. The evening was far from a simple reunion. Black skeletons, a Shadow Rider, and two shifters made the evening much more exciting than it needed to be, in Asher’s mind. It clawed at his reasoning, most of the situation a misunderstanding, to a degree.


  When the young lord eyed the trio of shifters, his mouth winced with a decision that was already made in his heart.


  “Kimi and Verda, you’re welcome to stay at the estate, at least until you figure out what you’re going to do next,” Asher said before turning his attention to Alma, but he remained silent.


  Alma looked away as firelight and shadows painted her light brown features.


  “I suppose I should prepare for my departure as well.”


  “Why?” Asher blinked. “I doubt Blyss, Keefa, and everyone else will want you to leave. Neither do I.”


  Alma looked at Asher with a wicked smirk.


  “Despite your tough exterior, you’re a softie, Lord Blackwood.”


  Asher tilted his head forward and shook it left to right.


  “Don’t tell everyone. It will ruin my standing with the community,” Asher winked.


  Standing up, Asher looked at the three women.


  “The nights are getting colder. Best we get moving, so we can enjoy a warm home and some rest,” Asher said as firelight painted his features.




  Chapter 22


  Spirit Walk with Me


  Asher walked up the steps and onto the porch. He spotted a thick blanket hanging in place of the door that was destroyed. He glanced back at Kimi, the woman with fox ears giving him a sheepish shrug.


  The young lord sighed as he brushed away the blanket, and stepped into the house.


  Warm light and heat greeted him. He smiled as Elara stood up from her chair first, followed by everyone else in the common room. They stared silently, waiting to hear any news concerning Fern. Blyss looked at Asher with dark eyes, assuming the worst.


  “I found Fern,” Asher said.


  Eyes brightened, and smiles bloomed across the common room.


  “But she is not who we thought she was,” Asher said as he drew aside the blanket.


  Alma walked in with a shy smile. She looked everyone in the eyes, before settling her gaze on Blyss’s wide eyes.


  “Yes everyone, it’s me. Thank you for the name Fern, but my real name is Alma Pureglow,” she said with a small bow.


  She took over holding the blanket, allowing Kimi and Verda to step in.


  “Beast-shifters?” Nyn said as she eyed the woman with fox ears, and the other one with feathers in her hair.


  “Should they be here?” Amber said with alarm.


  The blanket fell into place as Asher walked into the middle of the common room.


  “There is much to explain,” he said, before he, and Alma explained everything.


  Everyone listened as Asher, Alma, Kimi, and Verda, took turns explaining the history, and events that led to the confrontation tonight. Expressions changed little as more and more were revealed. By the end of it, bodies sat back in chairs, and the couch, only the crackling of the hearth filling the room as they digested everything said.


  Asher turned his attention to the three shifters. “Alma, why don’t you show our new guests to Farmhouse West. There are rooms with fresh linen, and comfortable beds.”


  He then turned his attention to Blyss. “Please go with them, and make sure they are comfortable.”


  Blyss gave a vigorous nod. She walked up to Alma’s side, with stars in her eyes. The uni-goat woman put her hand on Blyss’s shoulder, keeping her close as they walked toward the doorway with the thick blanket hanging over it. Verda looked down on Blyss with bright eyes, and a ridiculously happy smile, as all four of them stepped beyond the blanket, and out into the night.


  Asher turned to the rest of the household before him. “They may be staying with us for a few nights, until they figure out what they are going to do next.”


  Elara nodded as she looked at her lover, “At least one problem has been solved. Now for the other. While you were rescuing Fern, I mean, Alma, we came up with a solution to the Shadow Rider, and the spirit haunting our home.”


  “I seen her, in dreams, and walking our home. She is lost,” Keefa said.


  Amber spoke up, “We think the Shadow Rider was looking for his lost love here, in this house.”


  Nadia started to speak, “I’ve read many books on the dead and supernatural, especially pertaining to the legends of Mist Valley. The Shadow Rider, and his beloved, are lost spirits with unfinished business. If we help them, they will move on to new realms.”


  Nadia picked up a book and stepped closer to Asher, showing him a page. “Your uncle was on the right track. I poured over his entries, and what I gathered was, he was trying to find the bones of the rider, and his beloved. He planned to burn them together, to release their bonds from this realm.”


  “What he didn’t account for was how he would actually find their bones. That’s where we all came up with an idea of how to locate them,” Elara said with serious eyes.


  “The Spirit Walk potion,” Amber said. “If you spirit walk here, you will be able to speak with the Lady in White. Keefa says she is still here, in our home.”


  “Spirit walk?” Asher said, scratching at his temple.


  Elara nodded. “You’re the only one with experience with it. We thought you would be the best choice to perform it.


  “We thought to try it as you were gone, but we didn’t know if the Rider would return. We still have a few hours before daybreak, if we want to try.”


  Asher looked at them with understanding, yet, tired eyes.


  “Let’s get this done. Afterwards, I want a long rest, for all of us.”


  Heads nodded in agreement, as Amber lifted a potion vial into view.


  ***


  The library was filled with bodies. Elara, Nyn, Amber, Paasha, and Keefa stood around Asher as he sat in a chair, in the middle of the room.


  Asher held the potion vial in his hand as he looked at the women surrounding him.


  “Hopefully, it shouldn’t take too long to find the spirit, and speak with her,” Asher said as he lifted the vial to look at it.


  Inside the glass potion vial, a black liquid sloshed around.


  “We’ll be here. If anything happens, we’ll wake you from it,” said Elara as a tension filled her eyes.


  Asher shifted his gaze to the beautiful elf. “All will be well,” he said, and uncorked the vial.


  Everyone watched as Asher tilted his head back, the vial’s open rim to his lips. He drank the dark liquid, remembering the foul taste as it went down his throat. When he was finished, the vial was taken from his hand.


  The lord sat back in his chair. He admired the beautiful faces of the women gathered. The lights grew dimmer. Faces melted away as a shadowy darkness clouded his sight.


  Time lost all meaning, before the darkness slipped away, revealing the library once again. Asher’s eyes squinted, the walls taking on a wavy appearance. Mists ran along the floor, swallowing his feet and ankles. Shadows curled along walls like black flames. Gravity seemed to shift, like the deck of a pirate ship. A cold seeped into the young man’s mind, before he heard a weeping moan.


  Asher stood up, trying to keep his balance. He made his way out of the library, and into the corridor. He continued to walk, holding onto the walls to keep his balance. When he reached the common room, he saw a woman in white, standing by the window. Her hands were clasped and down. Her head was tilted forward. Asher stepped in further to see the side of her face. A lone tear streaked down her pale cheek.


  Asher approached the woman in white. When he was beside her, she didn’t look toward him. Instead, she stared out into the black night, not a star in the sky.


  “Beloved,” she moaned.


  “Was your beloved, the rider in black?” Asher asked, his words coming out in a whisper.


  The spirit let out another weeping moan.


  “I want to help you. All of us here, in this house, want to help you,” Asher explained.


  The spirit wept, not uttering a word.


  “Clan father?”


  Asher turned his head in surprise, Keefa standing next to him in the spirit realm.


  The goblin looked at him with deep sadness.


  “I feel her. I feel you,” the goblin whispered.


  Asher reached over and touched the goblin’s shoulder, giving it a reassuring squeeze. He then turned to the lady in white.


  The spirit had turned, and looked down on the blonde goblin. She knelt before the goblin, staring at her with dark eyes.


  “Clan Father speaks truth. We help,” Keefa whispered.


  The lady in white lifted a pale hand. She extended one finger, before pressing the tip to Keefa’s green forehead. The goblin’s eyes crossed as she looked at the finger. Suddenly energy poured into her open mind. Keefa trembled as images flashed.


  “Keefa?” Asher said with alarm.


  The lady in white pulled back her finger, and turned away.


  Keefa’s eyes rolled into her head for a moment. Asher took hold of her, unsure what was happening. Then, her eyes rolled back into place.


  “She showed me her grave,” the goblin whispered.


  Asher let out an exhale of relief.


  Outside, a horse neighed in the small distance.


  Asher turned his head to the window, seeing a rider in black, on his demonic stallion.


  “I have a feeling, he can’t get in here, and she can’t get out,” Asher mentioned.


  Keefa nodded. “She drawn to Fern’s horn. It trapped her in our home.”


  Asher nodded.


  “If you can wake up, do so. I’m going to see the rider,” Asher said as he turned toward the front door, and walked toward it.


  Keefa stared at him for a moment, before she faded away.


  Asher opened the door and stepped onto the rippling porch. Shadows waved like black tentacles. The rider in black was seated on his horse, looking down on Asher with one pale eye.


  The young lord stepped off the porch and approached the rider and his steed. The horse let out a thick exhale, smoke rising from its mouth and nostrils.


  “We want to help you and your beloved rest in peace. Help us, and you will be reunited with her. I swear it on my honor.”


  The rider stared at Asher for a long moment, his pale eye not blinking. He then lifted a gloved hand, and pointed at Asher’s head.


  Something invisible stabbed into Asher’s mind. His eyes rolled into his head, as images rammed into his thoughts. Scattered moments played on, of three thick trees, a small pile of stones, an arcane carving on a tree, and leaves blowing in the wind. When the images finished, Asher stumbled back, his mind filled with cold fire.


  “Three days,” the rider said in a dark, foreboding voice.


  “It will be done by tomorrow night,” Asher said, understanding the spirit’s meaning of having three days to finish the task.


  The rider pulled slightly on the reins. The horse turned, and walked off. Asher watched as shadows consumed the Shadow Rider and his steed. They faded from sight as the black night swallowed them whole.


  Asher opened his eyes to a small commotion. He sat up to see Nyn and Paasha holding up a dazed Keefa. Elara and Amber were by his side.


  “You were out of it for over an hour. The moment the potion took effect, Keefa collapsed,” Amber explained.


  Asher nodded as he looked at the goblin. Keefa looked at him, and smiled. He returned her smile before shifting his attention to Elara. The elf looked down on him with worried eyes.


  “Keefa has the location of the Lady in White’s resting place, and I have the location of the Shadow Rider’s burial.


  “Tomorrow morning, we have a lot to do,” Asher said as the images remained carved into his mind.




  Chapter 23


  Dead Rest


  Morning mists thinned across the forested valley. White tendrils pulled back, and vanished as sunlight warmed the frigid air. Birds sang to the new day, celebrating the golden light.


  Keefa walked past trees with determined eyes. Behind her, a giant woman followed, as did a blue-haired elf, and a motherly green goblin. Brynda glanced around for any threats, but all she could hear were the birds enjoying the morning. Nyn followed, her eyes blank, but her heart beating strong in her chest. Paasha strolled behind the group, soaking in the beautiful forest scents and sights around her.


  The blonde goblin held a shovel with two hands. It was like a blunted spear when compared to her height, but the weight didn’t slow her down. She pressed on until she reached a small clearing, deep in the western wood.


  A cracked tombstone stabbed up from the ground. A chunk of it had broken away, lying next to it. Keefa approached and looked down. The words were worn away from the elements. All that was left was the cracked stone.


  Nyn moved to Keefa’s side. She knelt to the tombstone, and ran her fingers along the worn surface. Sensitive fingers passed over barely noticeable grooves. In her mind, words began to form.


  “Here lies Emelia Black. May she find peace from a broken heart,” Nyn recited.


  “She lay here,” Keefa said with knowing eyes. “She waited for her lover. She was in valley to marry him, when the enemy came. They burned the bodies of soldiers. When they found her, they hung her from tree. She wept, only wanting her beloved.”


  Brynda moved to the goblin, and the elf's side, shovel in hand.


  “Let us dig,” the blonde goblin said, before she stabbed the shovel point into the cold, wet ground.


  ***


  Asher followed his instincts and the images in his mind. The forest began to blend with dark bark, bent branches, and colorful leaves. Boots stepped on curling leaves, small crunches rising. The air held an autumn scent, the forest readying itself for its long, winter sleep.


  Elara followed the young lord, shovel in hand. Behind her, Blyss, and Amber walked along, taking in the colorful forest.


  Amber spoke up as she hopped over a stray stone, “Do you think the black skeletons were the soldiers whose bodies were burned?”


  Asher gave a slow nod. “It makes sense. I’ve dealt with ethereal skeletons in my travels. They often crawl dungeons, enslaved to some lich, or demonic entity. Fire has always been the best solution to handling them.”


  Heads nodded in agreement.


  “It doesn’t seem right to leave Nadia and Nuha behind,” Elara mentioned as she marched on.


  “It was their choice,” Asher said as he pushed away a low branch. “Nuha wanted to set up the fire pit, and Nadia wanted to help her. The pair have grown very close.”


  “I believe we’ve all grown even closer,” Elara said.


  Asher looked over his shoulder, at the mature elf. She gave him a loving wink.


  “What are we to do with Alma, Kimi, and Verda?” Amber asked.


  Asher looked ahead, his heart heavy.


  “They need time to decide what they are going to do. I don’t know what Alma is going to do, but I miss Fern already.”


  “Me too,” Blyss said with sad eyes.


  “Everything that happened last night told me they have nowhere to go. If they did, they wouldn’t have spent so much time looking for a friend that may have not survived,” Elara mentioned.


  Asher continued to walk as memories pulled at him of his guild.


  “Much like the guild I served in, there were many members who had nothing, or nowhere to go. We became a family, of sorts, fighting for each other, and celebrating our victories.


  “I’m not going to push them out. Sometimes, tired souls need any port in the storm before they regain their bearings. As for Alma, she’s already part of our family, but I won’t stop her if she decides to leave with Kimi and Verda.”


  “Instead of the estate being a milk farm, maybe we should call it an orphanage?” Elara said with a small giggle.


  Asher let out a gruff chuckle. This new life played to his soul. It revealed just how broken the world was, and it took people like him, and his new family, to understand that there was still a lot more healing needed for Valoria.


  If we help the rider and his beloved, it might be a small step closer to helping heal the pain and torment of the world?


  Asher smiled at the thought.


  A familiar feeling fell over the young lord, enough so that he slowed to a stop. The rest of the group slowed down and looked at him.


  The trees fit a pattern across Asher’s mind. He took a few more steps forward, until he stood between three thick trees. He quickly glanced around, seeing old, strong trees. An arcane holy symbol was carved into a tree, most of the bark already grown over it into a permanent marking.


  Asher shifted his gaze to the middle of the clearing. A rug of leaves blanketed the area, but in the middle, the leaves were piled a little higher. The young lord stepped closer and kicked the leaves away, revealing a few stones stacked into a small pyramid. Asher knelt to it, as everyone gathered around him.


  Asher placed his hand on the top stone, barely able to make out a single name, “Jonathan Black.”


  The former ranger stood up as he looked down with knowing eyes.


  “This is it. It looks like a potter’s grave, but they managed to carve his name into a stone to mark it.”


  Asher lifted his shovel and stabbed it into the ground.


  “Let’s get him up. We have a pair of lovers to reunite,” Asher said as he scooped up a pile of wet dirt, and tossed it aside.


  ***


  The sun slid across the sky in a slow arc. The cool air grew colder as evening approached, but life on the Blackwood estate was not going to let the elements weaken their resolve.


  A stone pit stood not far from the covered patio and sitting pond. Thick logs of wood filled the center of the pit. Kindling was placed at the base of the logs in the pit, a woman and goblin standing before it and admiring their work.


  As the light weakened the closer the sun slid toward the horizon, large plates of food were carried out and placed on the patio table. Thick blankets were laid over chairs, in case the chill was too much to endure. Bottles of spirits and wines were interspaced between covered plates of food.


  Beside the cold fire pit, two sacks lay. From the opening of one of them, a bone stuck out, white as the driven snow.


  Asher moved with everyone else, preparing the evening festivities. Lanterns were lit and hung as the sun sank lower in the sky. Alma was in her humanoid form, running to others, and eager to help with a smile.


  Kimi and Verda watched for a time, before Verda let out a squawk, and rushed in to help. Kimi watched with annoyed eyes as Verda picked up a plate of covered food from Keefa. The goblin thanked her, but the owl shifter shook her head with a big smile. When the plate was put down on the table, Verda grinned from ear to ear at the blonde goblin.


  Keefa looked at the happy owl shifter, and saw her surface thoughts.


  “You can hug me,” the blonde goblin said, knowing the owl shifter enjoyed being around small people, and thought she was irresistibly cute.


  Verda was elated as she knelt and hugged the goblin to her, humming a beautiful tune in her throat.


  Asher looked over with a smile.


  Kimi rolled her eyes before stepping over to Nyn, to see if she needed help with anything.


  When the sun touched the horizon, the patio was prepared, as well as the fire pit.


  Asher walked over to the pit, and knelt to one knee. He took out pieces of flint and stone. He struck them together with measured skill, sparks flying onto the kindling. After a few strikes, the kindling caught, and smoke began to snake upwards.


  It didn’t take long for the sparks to grow into a blaze. Light and heat billowed as everyone stood around it.


  When the last rays of sunlight vanished from the sky, Asher walked over to the two sacks, and picked them up. He walked back to the side of the blazing fire pit. He handed a sack of bones to Keefa, while he held the other sack. Everyone else gathered, and bowed their heads in respect for the dead.


  Asher held up his sack of bones.


  “Jonathan and Emelia, we hope the cleansing fire will release you from this realm, so you find each other in the next,” Lord Blackwood said, before tossing his sack of bones onto the blazing fire.


  Keefa nodded and tossed her sack of bones on the fire, next to Asher’s burning sack.


  Gray smoke curled as the sacks caught on fire. Soon, bones were revealed as the sacks turned to ash. The blaze was so powerful, the bones were engulfed, burning away into smoke.


  Daylight died across the heavens as the stars blinked to life. A thick plume of smoke rose into the air, the evening growing colder. Elara stepped to Asher’s side, and he put his arm around her slender shoulders. The couple stared at the burning pyre, their own love glowing between them.


  Nyn looked up at the plume of smoke, and allowed a small, rare smile.


  “They’re here,” the elf said as she looked up.


  Everyone looked up at the column of smoke. Asher and Elara held each other as they, and everyone else, witnessed two glowing spirits, hovering by the smoke. The two spirits were dressed in their finest clothes. The man reached out his hand, the lady in white reaching out to take his. The pair looked at each other with loving eyes and smiles, before they embraced.


  Elara held onto Asher a little tighter, as he held onto her. She looked into his handsome features, seeing the wonder of the moment filling his eyes. He then turned to her, loving affection dripping from those same eyes.


  Asher’s heart beat steady as he gazed upon Elara’s beauty. He held her closer as they looked up at the floating spirits again.


  The ghosts of Jonathan and Emelia Black held each other, a backdrop of stars illuminating them. A gentle sigh fell from their lips, a relief to their long, lonely torment. With the fading light of their spiritual bodies, they vanished into the night.


  Asher looked over to everyone gathered. Firelight painted their happy features. Keefa sobbed as Blyss tried to comfort her.


  “Let us celebrate two spirits reuniting by eating and drinking the night away!” Asher said with kind confidence.


  Heads nodded in somber agreement. Bodies moved toward the covered patio with a lightness to their spirits, as smoke curled into the clear night sky.




  Chapter 24


  A Light from the Past


  Asher’s arm moved in quick, steady pushes along a piece of refined wood. The sandpaper smoothed out the rough edges of the wood, the young lord enjoying the simple work.


  The workshop doors were opened, allowing a cold breeze to flow through. Beyond the open doors, Autumn’s influence began to wane, leaving a few colored leaves on naked trees. The valley grew colder, reaching past the midpoint of the season.


  Asher’s mind wandered to recent events over the last two weeks since releasing the spirits trapped in the valley.


  Bolla Brewblade won unopposed in the mayoral election of Star Fall, and Mist Valley. With a begrudged smile, the dwarf accepted her position as mayor in the heart of the town center. She gave a simple speech of seeking fairness among the community, and growing it a little at a time, for all their benefits. After she was finished, she proclaimed free drinks at her bar and tavern, much to the town’s surprised joy.


  Asher barely remembered the night, as did most of the town. All he could remember were plenty of drinks, and lots of laughter. Elara was at his side, as were the rest of the households on the estate. The ceilings were tall enough for Brynda to enjoy herself, drinking from an oversized barrel mug.


  The whole town seemed to truly welcome Asher and his people. Many of the townsfolk bent his ear as he gave them a drunken smile. His family dispersed through the crowd, townsfolk eager to know them, and his family eager to know them a little more. Even Kimi and Verda enjoyed the celebration, flanking Alma’s sides. The trio talked much over the last few weeks, but that night, there was a small-town magic in their eyes, a feeling of acceptance, even with their animal features, and Alma’s golden horn.


  The goblins roared with laughter as they drank their fill, and beyond. A few hours later, passed out goblins were picked up and placed on bench seats, next to the giant, except for Blyss, who watched over them with a drink in her hands.


  Nyn spoke with numerous townsfolk at the celebration, telling them she was a writer. At least a dozen townsfolk were curious about her new book, and made her promise to share it with the town, before she shared it with the rest of Valoria.


  Asher blinked as he remembered Elara, snuggling to him every chance she could as the celebration went on until morning.


  Life on the farm returned to relative normalcy. The wines continued to age. Dina herself, and a few artisans, repaired the doors to Farmhouse East. Kimi, Verda, and Alma, took up residence in Farmhouse West, under the watchful eyes of Brynda. There was little to no talk of any mysterious shadow rider sightings. The valley felt calmer than it had in a long time. Even Asher’s taurnar neighbor waved to him while the young lord was on his own porch, taking in the morning. When Asher waved back, Jarrag gave him a nod of respect, before vanishing into his own home.


  The time came when Amber and Nyn didn’t take the elixir. Asher respected their decision to take a break, but that didn’t mean their affections, and times together, were less important. The bonds between the lord and his growing family only grew stronger.


  Asher’s mind lingered on Elara. The beautiful elf had several meetings with Nadia and Bolla. The trio were working out further details, details she happily shared with him when she came back home. Her shop plan was coming together, and by spring, it would be ready for all in town to enjoy.


  Asher’s mind switched to Nuha and Nadia. Their play over the last few weeks was decadent, and illuminating. When the time of the contract lapsed, it was Nadia who shed tears. She had grown so close to everyone in the household, she didn’t wish to leave. Nuha tried to pressure her to stay, but it was ultimately decided by Asher and Elara, Nadia was welcomed here anytime she wished. Everyone had grown fond of her, and for Nadia, she found the family she always searched for.


  Nyn combed over every word of her finished book. She informed Asher, when it was ready, he would be the first to read it. The Lord of Blackwood looked forward to reading her completed work.


  As the days grew shorter, the nights longer and colder, Asher and his family stocked the farmhouse for the coming winter. Grapevines were wrapped in cloth, to help protect them from the frigid cold to come. A wall of firewood lined the side of the farmhouse. Heat crystals released their warmth throughout the home. They were nearly ready for the long, cold winter on the horizon.


  Asher woke from his thoughts, seeing the block of wood was sanded down to his liking. He put down the sandpaper, and lifted the long block to investigate it. After a little more shaping, it would be ready to fix one of the broken wood rails to the western fence.


  When he put it down, a dark shape appeared at the workshop doorway.


  Asher lifted his gaze to the figure, and he smiled.


  Claudia Frost stood, with a rolled-up parchment in her hand. She was dressed in a fine, black robe, eyeing the young lord and his work.


  “I must apologize for the delay. I was part of a project for the society, and it slowed my schedule.”


  Asher nodded as he came around the table. He walked over to Claudia, and gave her a small bow.


  “The time has arrived,” Asher said as he stood up.


  Claudia nodded and smiled.


  “Many within the society are interested in you joining it, and continuing your uncle’s legacy. Once we make it official, you may have much more correspondence with those within the society, eager to know you a little more. Take it as a compliment, joining us to aid in stabilizing Valoria for generations to come.”


  Asher nodded and looked down at the rolled-up parchment. “So, shall we do this here, or perhaps in my new Study?”


  Claudia’s eyes gleamed with enthusiasm. “The new Study, of course. I would like to see it, and perhaps, we can talk about the future a little more.”


  “Yes, of course,” Asher smiled as he pointed his open hand to the house. “Shall we?”


  Claudia nodded, as they stepped out together.


  A sudden excitement filled Asher’s stomach. He was truly going to continue his uncle’s legacy as he entered a deeper world of the Opal Society.


  When the pair were nearly to the kitchen door of the farmhouse, something caught the corner of Asher’s gaze. He turned his head to see a woman, standing on the dirt road before the estate. She wore a deep purple robe, but her hair was thick, luxurious, wavy, and curly at the ends.


  Time stopped as Asher felt she was oddly familiar.


  Claudia turned to Asher, and followed his gaze to the woman standing beyond the fence of the property.


  “Something amiss?” Claudia asked.


  “I’m not sure. But please, make yourself at home. I should be in shortly,” Asher said before walking south, to the fence and road.


  Claudia eyed him for a moment, before making her way inside.


  With every step, a growing familiarity filled him. The woman stood, with a kind, excited smile. She was a mature, older woman, but her face sparkled like it was covered in tiny gems, even at a small distance. Her eyes were oval shaped, much like an elf. Her ears were slightly less pointed, and curved a little more at the tips. Her robe barely covered her deep cleavage as it was put on display.


  Strange memories whispered across the young lord’s mind as he approached with a questioning gaze. When he reached the fence, he stared at the woman as she stared at him with bright, golden eyes.


  “I can see the family resemblance,” the woman said as she smiled.


  “Please forgive me, but do I know you?” Asher asked.


  The sparkling woman gave a half-nod.


  “He may have mentioned me to you, but he told me much about you,” the woman said with a warm smile.


  Asher was at a loss as to who the woman was, until it hit him like a boulder to the head. Memories clamored to his surface thoughts, a vision playing out of a ship at night, and three women speaking with Uncle Aric, before pain and violence erupted. The women were on a small boat, fleeing the capsizing ship, but their true love sprouted wings and took off, to fight sea serpents, and ensure their safe escape.


  The woman seemed to glow in the afternoon light, before transparent fae wings unfolded and fluttered behind her.
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“I’m Tessa Tanglemist. Aric Blackwood was my beloved. We were to be wed, before his untimely death.”


  Asher’s eyes widened. “You were there, the night he was murdered.”


  Tessa’s gaze dimmed at the memory. “Yes, I was. His passing still haunts me, but after I heard his favorite nephew was taking over his estate, I had to come back, just to see for myself.”


  Asher bowed. “Please forgive my words. I am… simply surprised.”


  Tessa giggled, covering her mouth.


  “All is well. Fear not, I have seen my share of pain, and loss. Your uncle had a way to help me forget the pain of the world. Yes, despite what is often said about my kind, even fae can know the unpleasant sting of sorrow.


  “But that is all in the past, and we are here, in the moment.”


  Asher remembered his manners. “Lady Tanglemist, please, come in. My home is your home.”


  “Thank you, Lord Blackwood. But please, call me Tessa. I was never one for pompous titles.”


  Lord Blackwood smiled. “Neither am I, for the most part. Please, call me Asher.”


  Tessa stepped closer to the fence. She lifted her hand and touched Asher’s cheek, her eyes lost in some distant memory.


  “Asher. Such a handsome name for a handsome young man. I’m sure we both have questions. Questions I am happy to answer, over several glasses of wine.”


  For some reason, Asher gazed upon Tessa with hazy eyes. Her scent touched his nose, and curled along his spirit. He felt her pulse, like an intimate, primal rhythm. He then pulled his cheek away from her touch, heat filling his features.


  “Please, come in,” Asher said with warm eyes.


  “Thank you, Asher. I look forward to stories, keeping the spirit of your uncle alive and well,” Tessa said with a loving smile.


  ~Fin~
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