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      “Is that chicken or rat?” Dan asked the vendor, a broad-faced old woman wrapped in a mound of filthy rags.

      “Oh, chicken, sir,” the rag woman said with a grin that all but guaranteed he’d been drooling over barbecued rat. “Only the finest chicken.”

      Dan laughed. “Oh yeah? Where did you catch these prize chickens? In the sewer?”

      The rag woman wheezed laughter. “I’m sure I couldn’t say, sir. I don’t catch ‘em. I only cook ‘em up nice and tasty with my special sauce.”

      Dan liked the old woman’s wheezing laughter. He was about to crack on her special sauce, but a skinny man whose breath smelled of onions stepped close and pressed a knife point into Dan’s belly.

      At the same second, another knife point pricked his lower back.

      “Come with us,” Onion-breath said.

      The old woman scowled but said nothing, obviously afraid.

      Onion-breath was skinny with close-cropped, gray hair, salt-and-pepper stubble, and wild eyes. He wore leather armor under a dark cloak.

      Dan couldn’t see Onion-breath’s accomplice, who stayed behind him as they started walking down the alley.

      “Nice and easy,” Onion-breath said. “Tell us what we want to know, and we won’t poke holes in you.”

      “If what you want to know is where to find the best rat kabob in town,” Dan said, “I think we’re going in the wrong direction.”

      “Very funny,” Onion-breath said. “But Gruss isn’t in a joking mood.”

      To this point, Dan had assumed that this was a strong-arm robbery. With one word, Onion-breath had changed everything.

      Gruss.

      The mobster from Philly who’d been threatening Nadia and had a rep for chopping off body parts.

      Within Dan, anger rose like flames, rapidly consuming things like his sense of humor, patience, and better judgment. “Are you Gruss?”

      Onion-breath snorted. “Me, Gruss? Think I’d be down here with the filth, mucking around with scum like you if I was Gruss? Where’s Nadia?”

      “What’s he want from her?”

      “None of your business,” Onion-breath said with a nasty grin, “but whatever Gruss wants, he’ll take.”

      “She’s right over there,” Dan said, nodding across the street and making his move.

      He shoved his right hand across his body, batting away Onion-breath’s blade, and spun with the motion. Twisting around, he slammed his left elbow into the hooded head of the thug who’d been following silently behind him.

      The cloaked thief stumbled, and a dagger clattered to the cobblestones.

      Dan rolled with the attack, following the left elbow with a looping right hand that crashed into the side of the thief’s head and dropped the hooded figure to the ground.

      Dan wheeled, meaning to draw his sword, but Onion-breath lunged forward, thrusting his dagger at Dan’s chest.

      At the last second, Dan swiveled like a bullfighter. Instead of puncturing his heart, the blade sliced a burning line across his chest.

      Onion-breath was coming back around with the knife, so instead of drawing his sword, Dan threw a two-punch combination. The left was an awkward, swatting shot, and Onion-breath hunched into it, shrugging off the blow.

      The second punch, however, was a powerful right uppercut. Dan shifted his weight with the blow, driving the punch into Onion-breath’s tucked head. Dan’s knuckles slammed square into the man’s chin, and the jolt of impact buzzed up his wrist.

      Onion-breath’s head snapped up, his legs went to jelly, and he sat down hard on the cobblestones with a grunt. His blade clanked across the stones. Badly rocked, he leaned on one arm, shaking his head, cursing and spitting blood.

      Dan’s own blood was boiling now. Onion-breath had cut him, had tried to kill him, and was trying to kidnap one of Dan’s women.

      “Tell Gruss to forget about Nadia,” Dan said, “or I’m going to come for him.”

      “Fuck you, asshole,” Onion-breath said, but he wasn’t stupid enough to reach for the knife he’d dropped. He just sat there propped up on one arm, trying to act tough after having his ass handed to him. Probably dreaming about stabbing Dan in the back.

      “This is for cutting me,” Dan said, and stomped down on Onion-breath’s arm.

      There was a loud crack. Onion-breath wailed, clutching his broken arm and wallowing around on the cobbles.

      The other thief was struggling onto all fours, so Dan punted the hooded head.

      The unconscious thug rolled over, and Dan was surprised to see that his assailant was a woman. Her nose was broken, and she was snoring loudly the way some people do when you knock them out cold.

      First time I ever hit a woman, he thought. Then he shrugged. Her gender wouldn’t have mattered to his kidneys if she’d shanked him. She was just as bad as Onion-breath.

      People crowded around, buzzing nervously. Gruss’s thugs obviously terrorized Calder Way.

      “That was a mistake,” the broad-faced rag woman said, shambling into view.

      “I’m chock-full of mistakes,” Dan said. “You don’t believe me, just ask my wife.”

      Then, sick of Onion-breath’s whining, he kicked the thief in the head and put him to sleep.

      The rag woman shook her head. “Gruss will have your hands for that, maybe your head.”

      “He’s welcome to try,” Dan said. “Tell him I live at-”

      “Hey!” Nadia said, breaking through the throng with a panicked look on her beautiful face.

      In her tight black bodysuit and hooded black cloak, Nadia definitely blended in with the Calder Way crowd better than Dan’s blond-haired grey elf wife, Holly, who followed right behind her, carrying a sack of provisions.

      Holly’s purple eyes narrowed, scanning the crowd.

      “Oh no,” Nadia said, grabbing his arm and pulling him through the crowd and away from the scene. “What have you done?”

      “Knocked out a couple of assholes who wanted to take you to Gruss.”

      Nadia groaned a string of curses and led them onto a well-lit street.

      “What’s the big deal?”

      “Forget it,” Nadia said. Practically jogging now, she kept looking back over her shoulder. “We’re leaving town. Not tomorrow. Right now.”

      “It’s too late in the day,” Holly said. “We would have to stay the night in the forest. Remember my mother’s warning?”

      Of course Dan remembered. Some mysterious monster had been eating anyone stupid enough to travel through Rothrock Forest at night.

      “I don’t care if a frigging dragon is waiting for us,” Nadia said. “It’s still safer than staying here.”
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      Dan smiled, drawing his lungs full of the cold, fresh air blowing up out of the pines.

      The countryside surrounding Penn State was breathtakingly gorgeous, especially with the autumn foliage burning orange and red with the changing of the leaves. To either side of the road, the forest spoke in birdsong and the scrabbling chatter of squirrels.

      They wound downhill into a dim forest of old timber and clumped fern. Here and there among the columnar trunks, lichen-spotted boulders sat like forgotten godlings.

      Dan breathed in the good, earthy smell of moss and loam. The forest made him feel alive and fueled his inner barbarian. He was tired of town. Tired of people and noise and drama. Suddenly, even the road felt like a leash. He wanted to plunge away into the forest and live.

      Later, perhaps.

      For now, they were traveling to Holly’s grove.

      With every passing mile, Holly had grown quieter. As a druid who had grown up nearby, she loved these woods, but she had a lot on her mind. She was bringing her parents two surprises: her human husband and the decapitated head of her grandmother.

      Nadia’s bright green eyes darted back and forth, scanning the brush and briars and gloomy woods. She kept turning and tilting her head, obviously registering forest noises that Dan couldn’t even hear. When breezes sighed past, her nose lifted and bobbed, reading the wind through flared nostrils.

      As their shadows lengthened, they left the road. Within the forest, dusk had already fallen. They wanted to set up camp before darkness made gathering firewood a colossal pain in the ass.

      Following the fold of the land, they discovered a small stream burbling among the oaks and evergreens. Dan found a patch of level ground softened by pine needles, spread a tarp over a low branch, and spiked the lower edges to the ground.

      Holly unrolled a thin, elven-made mattress the color of mid-summer sunflowers. The mattress adjusted to the ground, flowing over a tree root and thickening to counteract the slight slope where Holly’s feet would rest.

      Nadia rolled her eyes. “Elves.”

      Holly laughed. “Jealous?”

      “Hardly,” Nadia said. “If I’m uncomfortable, I’ll sleep on your husband.”

      “Our husband,” Holly said with a grin.

      “Your husband, my plaything,” Nadia said, and gave Dan’s crotch a squeeze. “Besides, I’m not sure that I’ll sleep. This moon has me hornier than a herd of unicorns.”

      “Works for me,” Dan said. “Fresh air puts me in the mood.”

      “Everything puts you in the mood,” Nadia said. “That’s why I allow you to serve me, concubine.”

      Dan laughed and gave her A+ ass a slap.

      Nadia feigned shock and started wrestling with him.

      “Hold on, you two animals,” Holly said. “Let me set our perimeter defense. Sex will be more enjoyable if we don’t get eaten.”

      “That’s not what you said last night,” Dan joked.

      “Oh, just like that, Dan,” Nadia mocked. “Eat me, eat me all up.”

      Now it was Holly’s turn to roll her eyes. She took out a sprig of mistletoe, moved it up and down as if writing invisible words in the air, and whispered a stream of Elvish words.

      Then she gave a coughing bark.

      Several seconds later, vegetation on the other side of the creek rustled. A red fox stepped out of the ferns, padded across the stream, and sat before Holly.

      “Well,” Holly said, squatting down and petting the fox, “aren’t you a pretty girl?”

      The fox’s tail brushed back and forth like that of a happy dog. Then, noticing Dan and Nadia, the fox jerked away and whimpered with fear.

      The thing’s afraid of Nadia, Dan realized. Afraid of her wolf.

      Still whimpering, the fox rolled onto her back, submitting to Nadia, who crossed her arms and stared down apathetically.

      “It’s okay,” Holly told the fox. “She won’t hurt you. This is what I want you to do.”

      Still stroking the fox, Holly spoke in growls and yips and soft whimpers. When Holly finished, the fox popped up, trotted back across the stream, and disappeared into the brush.

      “She’ll stay close and let us know if anything dangerous comes near,” Holly said.

      The girls gathered firewood while Dan pulled stones from the stream and made a fire circle. By the time they had a fire started, night had come to the forest. With darkness came cool, damp air and deeper stillness broken by the sad, soft hooting of distant owls.

      They ate, passed a flask of wine, and talked of the days ahead. The next day, they would arrive at Holly’s grove, which was magically hidden from the world.

      “Yeah,” Nadia said, “and your guards kill any strangers who enter the grove, right?”

      Holly smiled uncomfortably. “Once I make it clear that you’re my guests, everything should be fine.”

      Dan turned to Nadia with a grin. “Hear that? Everything should be fine. I feel better. Don’t you feel better?”

      “In case these elves kill first and ask questions later,” Nadia said, standing and grabbing his hand, “I’m going to get some use out of you, barbarian. Want to tag team him, elf?”

      Holly set her food aside. She’d barely touched the meal. Probably nervous about tomorrow, Dan figured.

      “Sounds good,” Holly said. “After tonight, I’m going to be out of commission for a while.”

      Female grey elves were fertile for only a few weeks out of each year. Unfortunately, Holly’s time of year was almost upon them. After tonight, she couldn’t have sex for pretty much a month.

      Dan knew that Holly wanted to have his kids but not for a long time. First, she wanted to finish college, sort out her future, and advance her druidic training. Besides, she would live 2000 years. Why rush into parenthood?

      The girls stripped, gorgeous in the flickering light. Their nipples tightened in response to the cold air, and gooseflesh pebbled their pale skin.

      Rock hard at the sight of them, Dan shed his clothes. The cold air felt good on his naked body.

      Nadia’s eyes gleamed. “I’m going to eat you up.”

      She dropped to her knees on the pine needles and took him in her mouth. There was no warm up. She sucked and pumped him, slurping hungrily.

      Holly popped onto her tiptoes, gave him a quick kiss, then knelt on the ground.

      Dan expected his lovely wife to slide in and work alongside Nadia. Instead, she slid behind Nadia, grabbed a handful of chestnut hair, and pulled Nadia’s head back.

      Dan popped free of Nadia’s mouth. Cold air tingled along his wet length.

      Holly leaned forward, pressing her incredible breasts into the smooth ivory flesh of Nadia’s muscular back.

      Nadia strained against Holly’s grip, her open mouth and tongue reaching for Dan’s member, which stood hard and shining with saliva, inches from her face.

      Holly leaned close to Nadia’s ear. “Suck our husband well, second wife, and maybe I’ll let him fuck you.”

      “Your husband,” Nadia said, her eyes staring hungrily at Dan’s manhood. “Not mine.”

      Holly reached around, smoothed a hand up Nadia’s taut stomach, and cupped her breast.

      Nadia gasped.

      Sometimes, in the throes of passion, the two women would kiss playfully, but this was the first time that Holly, who was definitely the driver of such activities, had ever groped Nadia in such an overtly sexual manner.

      “Hands off, elf,” Nadia said, but even as she said these words, her own hand closed over Holly’s and pressed it into her breast.

      Dan watched in amazement, excitement swelling within him as Holly squeezed Nadia’s nipple.

      Nadia’s eyes fluttered, and a soft moan escaped her.

      Then Holly shoved Nadia’s head forward, and Dan felt her mouth close over him again.

      Nadia sucked him greedily and pumped his shaft with one hand. With her other hand, she reached back, trying to touch Holly, but Holly batted the blindly groping hand away.

      “You may only touch first wife if first wife invites you,” Holly said, running a hand down Nadia’s back and rubbing her beautiful ass.

      Nadia grumbled something unintelligible as she sucked Dan.

      Smiling wickedly, Holly said, “But first wife can do anything she wants to you.”

      Holly slid her hand down Nadia’s ass and between her legs.

      Nadia stiffened. Her emerald-green eyes opened wide with surprise. Then her eyelids fluttered, and she moaned around Dan’s girth as Holly’s hand worked back and forth.

      Dan couldn’t see exactly what his elven wife was doing down there, but every motion of Holly’s hand made a wet squishing  sound between Nadia’s legs.

      Nadia whimpered and trembled, pushing her hips back into Holly’s probing fingers. Thirty seconds later, Nadia’s head rolled back. Dan popped free of her mouth, and Nadia cried out with pleasure, her entire body jerking with a powerful orgasm.

      Standing above his two women, Dan almost popped off just from watching and hearing her climax.

      Holly beckoned for him to switch places with her. “Your second wife is in heat, husband,” she said. “She needs you to fuck her harder than ever before. Again and again and again.”

      Dan swiveled around behind Nadia, whose lovely ass pointed up at him, giving him a perfect view of her swollen, glistening slit.

      Holly gave him a kiss. Her twinkling eyes stared into his as she walked to where he had been standing. Once more, she grabbed Nadia’s hair. “Up on all fours,” she commanded.

      Nadia complied, still trembling, and laughed. “Evil elf.”

      “That’s enough out of you, second wife,” Holly said. She stood, naked and beautiful, her eyes and pale skin gleaming in the firelight, with her legs spread and her sex inches from Nadia’s face.

      Nadia’s lips spread open, and her pink tongue emerged, stretching out toward the space between Holly’s legs.

      Holly pressed a hand into the brunette’s head, stopping her. “Have you ever tasted a woman?”

      Pushing against Holly’s hand, straining forward with her tongue, Nadia groaned in the negative.

      No, she hadn’t. But it was clear that she wanted to now. Wanted to very, very much.

      Dan had never been so turned on. He didn’t know how much longer he could wait before plunging into Nadia, who was shaking harder now. A line of wetness ran like a tear down the inside of one thigh, glistening in the firelight.

      The sight of her arousal almost pushed Dan over the edge, but he held back, doing his best to play Holly’s game. She loved it when Dan dominated her but also enjoyed taking control sometimes.

      “Tonight,” Holly told Nadia, “you will taste a woman for the first time.”

      “Yes,” Nadia gasped, and a shudder went through her body.

      “But you have not yet earned the privilege to taste the first wife,” Holly said, a wickedly mischievous smile lighting her pretty face. She held out her fingers, which still glimmered with the wetness of Nadia’s essence. “You will nonetheless taste your first woman tonight. Suck your juices from my fingers. Make them clean so that I can pleasure myself as our husband takes you from behind.”

      Holly made eye contact with Dan, then held his gaze as Nadia’s mouth closed over her fingers.

      Dan stroked himself and stared back at Holly. In his peripheral, he could see Nadia’s head bobbing up and down as she sucked Holly’s fingers. Nadia slurped and moaned and smacked her lips. Holly had taken advantage of Nadia’s lust and was humiliating her, opening whole new realms of pleasure.

      Holly pulled her fingers from Nadia’s mouth.

      Nadia lurched forward with her head, trying to press her mouth between Holly’s legs, but again the elf stopped her. “No,” Holly said. “Brace yourself for the hardest fucking of your life. And watch me pleasure myself while our husband uses you.”

      Blocking Nadia with one hand, Holly began to masturbate with the fingers that Nadia had sucked clean.

      Nadia whimpered, begging for Holly to let her lick her, but Holly was merciless. “Now, husband,” Holly said, “fuck our wife. Fuck her hard.”

      Dan didn’t have to be told twice. He dropped to his knees behind Nadia, spread her legs, and plunged forward, sinking his entire length into her tight, warm wetness.

      Nadia cried out with surprise and pleasure.

      Dan ravaged her, squeezing her hips as he pummeled her with deep thrusts.

      Nadia yelped each time he filled her, but she met his thrusts with her own, the whole time staring straight ahead, watching Holly masturbate feverishly inches from her mouth.

      A minute later, Holly shuddered and spewed elvish vows as a strong climax took her. Her back arched, lifting her perfect breasts as her blond head rolled back, and Dan could see veins in her pale neck, which glowed like moonlight above the shadowy recesses of her collarbones.

      Dan kept pumping away, his own climax building rapidly from watching his beautiful wife orgasm.

      Nadia thrust back into him harder than ever, growling as her own passion built.

      Grabbing Nadia’s hair, Holly twisted her head sideways and up, so Dan, slamming away, could see the side of the brunette’s face.

      “Taste your sister-wife,” Holly breathed, and slid her wet fingers into Nadia’s mouth.

      Nadia moaned with ecstasy, sucking so hard that her cheeks went hollow. Instantly, she bucked with orgasm, her cries of passion muffled by Holly’s fingers, which she continued to suck even as her whole body convulsed.

      The sights and sounds and sensations were too much. Dan roared and exploded, pumping his seed deep inside the beautiful, broken brunette.

      Nadia fell forward, rolled onto her back, and pressed a hand between her legs. Still pulsing with climax, she panted, “Evil. Fucking. Elf.”

      “You loved it,” Holly laughed. “And I’m glad you finally loosened up. Now we can have some real fun.” She smiled at Dan and curled her finger in a come-hither gesture. “My turn, husband…”
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      Nadia waited in the darkness until Dan and Holly had fallen asleep. The soft, slow rhythm of their breathing was music to her ears, but she had to get up, had to move, had to run.

      Dan stirred but didn’t wake as Nadia untangled herself from her lovers’ arms and legs.

      Their night had been wild and amazing and a little scary at times as she surrendered to pleasures she’d never before experienced or even desired. For a moment, she stared down at Dan and Holly. She could still taste and smell them. Part of her wanted to crawl back in the tent and wake them.

      But no.

      Not now.

      Now, at last, Nadia was going to run.

      The wilderness had been calling to her in every passing breeze since she was twelve years old.

      Her first period had been shocking. As a girl in foster care, she’d entered womanhood feeling isolated, frightened, and confused.

      Then, three nights later under a full moon, she changed again, undergoing a transformation far more terrifying than menstruation. She’d been sitting on the roof outside her bedroom window, hugging her knees to her chest and rocking back and forth, feeling sad and lonely and powerless.

      Then, she shifted.

      Three nights after becoming a woman, she had become a werewolf. And no matter what Dan and Holly might think, the wolf in Nadia was just as real as the woman.

      Thankfully, she could control her wolf most of the time. On nights like this, however, here in the wilderness with the moon swelling toward fullness overhead, remaining in human form took every ounce of willpower.

      Willpower and fear.

      She knew Dan and Holly loved her, but she still feared that their feelings would change if they ever saw her shift.

      Several times during the evening’s incredible sex marathon, with mischievous Holly grabbing hold of Nadia’s moon-and-forest-inflamed lust and twisting her into cruelly pleasurable new experiences, Nadia had nearly lost control.

      Fueled by wild sex, the wolf had risen within her. In those moments, she battled her own mind because the wolf was her, and she was the wolf. Strong and insistent and seductive, the wolf demanded that she share her true nature and shift into her fused half-human/half-wolf form, and the notion filled Nadia with desire and terror.

      Once, sandwiched between Dan and Holly, she had cried out, climaxing, and she’d actually begun to shift. Panicking, she had reined in the transformation before her lovers noticed.

      That had been close. And horrifying. And very, very difficult to stop. Because part of Nadia wanted to shift in front of Dan and Holly. Part of her wanted to trust their assurances and share her whole self with them.

      But she was afraid. Part of her was still a lonely little girl, trapped in foster care, hoping to find her true family and scared to death of doing something that would force her to start over again.

      So she had waited to shift. Waited and waited and waited.

      She slipped from the tent, wriggled out of her clothing, and padded barefoot to the edge of the stream. Shafts of moonlight fell through gaps in the canopy overhead, shining brightly upon the shallow water of the stream.

      As Nadia stared down at the shimmering moonlight, an urgent excitement rose in her. She descended the bank and entered the stream. The ankle-deep water was ice cold, and goose bumps covered her naked body. Her nipples ached, hard as dagger tips.

      Bright moonlight, broken by branches overhead, dappled her nakedness in stripes of light and darkness.

      Pleasure rose. As always, she felt a moment of fluttering panic as a fountain of energy gushed to life within her. This was it, she knew—her last chance to stop the shifting.

      But she didn’t want to stop.

      She wanted to shift.

      Wanted to run.

      Her breathing grew fast and shallow. Pleasure and energy and excitement intertwined like lovers, and a wave of euphoria washed over her. She gasped and arched her back, thrusting her breasts toward the moon.

      As her body changed, pain rushed in, but her wolf surged and greeted the pain with a growl. Her lips stretched back in a snarl as pleasure and pain melted together and disappeared into the incredible power flooding her body.

      More than human, she stood, panting softly in the stream, which no longer felt cold.

      Around her, the night forest came vividly to life.

      She could hear everything. The gurgling stream, the breeze sighing in the trees, the soft hooting of faraway owls, and a trembling symphony of fainter, far more evocative sounds, the tentative creeping of warm-blooded creatures above and below, deer and squirrels, rabbits and mice, all terrified that the night had grown teeth.

      Her vision changed, dulling slightly in precision but allowing her to see in the darkness.

      Smells rushed in. Dan and Holly, sex, the fire and food and wine, the woods and stream and fields beyond, the loam and leaves and lichen, urine and shit and old blood, and the animals of the forest, alive and dead.

      She stood upright in her fused form. Her body was still humanoid if not exactly human. She maintained the same basic proportions, curves and all, though her body was now covered in short, chestnut-brown fur.

      Her head, however, had transformed into that of a green-eyed wolf. And the brain inside that head had changed, too.

      Nadia the human worried too much. She tried to cover her anxiety with laughter and bravado, but she worried about things she had done or might do; worried about grades and money and secrets; worried about Dan and Holly; worried about her street urchins, the freshmen in her dorm, and her foster siblings out in the world.

      And when she wasn’t worrying, Nadia the human was thinking. Like all humans, she focused not on the world around her but on the past, the future, and situations she was trying to create or avoid.

      In her fused form, Nadia was much calmer. Her primal wolf took control, trusting instinct over the mad, incessant chatter of conscious thought. She plunged into the “now,” embracing a state of existence that was nothing short of euphoric in comparison with her human anxiety. But she struggled with impulse control in this form, especially if angry, threatened, or surprised.

      In her fused form, she still loved Dan and Holly and still remembered the basic narratives of their lives, but she didn’t even think about other humans she’d left behind. As a half-wolf, she was far more interested in the sights, sounds, and smells of the world around her.

      As always, she was tempted to shift all the way into her full-wolf form. Surrendering to the Beast was the ultimate temptation, something she found exhilarating and terrifying.

      In full-wolf form, she would still recognize and protect her loved ones, but mostly, she would want to run and kill and eat; to be a wolf loose in the world; to completely forget all of the responsibilities and complex bullshit of human civilization and simply be the Beast, running with nose to ground, thinking only of smells and sounds, alive and present in the world to a degree that no human could ever understand, let alone experience.

      As the Beast, Nadia ran down living things, tore out throats with her bare teeth, and bathed her muzzle in hot blood. And with the exception of known allies, Nadia the Beast didn’t give a shit whether she was killing a rabbit or a human. That was why she couldn’t let herself shift around Dan and Holly, couldn’t let herself open up and spill everything to them, and couldn’t allow herself now to slide all the way into full-wolf form. Nadia the Beast wasn’t evil, but she sure as Hades wasn’t human, either.

      Once freed, the Beast was difficult to rein in. Sometimes, she had a hard time even remembering to shift back into human form. Other times—and emerging from these sessions was like clawing out of the worst night terrors imaginable—she realized that she didn’t want to shift back to human form.

      This was her other fear, the final hesitation keeping her from fully embracing Dan and Holly. What if Nadia the human disappeared into the Beast and abandoned them?

      So on this night, she stayed in her fused form.

      The wind shifted, and a low growl rumbled instinctively from her throat.

      A strange smell rode the breeze. Not animal or human, vegetable or mineral. Not a smell of the forest or the city. A strange, otherworldly smell. Sharp and acidic, underscored by an unmistakably organic musk and, faintly, the smell of old blood. Then the wind, always a fickle whisperer, shifted again, and the smell faded away.

      Nadia jogged off in that direction.

      It felt good to run.

      Speeding up, she rushed through the forest, bursting with the joy of freedom.

      She ducked branches, hopped fallen trees, scampered down mossy embankments, and bounded up hillsides, going to all fours during the steeper sections, moving across and reacting to the world without conscious thought, surrendering to her body and her instincts, which were one and the same.

      Topping a ridge, she paused to fill her lungs with good, cold air and bask in shimmering moonlight. Perhaps she would circle back and lope through the roadside fields in hopes of flushing a sleeping deer. She licked her lips, suddenly hungry for blood and meat and the kill itself.

      In the far distance, a mournful, many-noted cry split the night. Wolves, several hills away, were howling up at the waxing moon.

      Her bones vibrated like tuning forks.

      She leaned back, opened her muzzle, and howled. Her cry gave voice to the wolf within her, the Beast that wished to rush over the hills, usurp the pack, and leave the worrying human world and its unnatural contrivances lying in her wake like the steaming carcass of a soon-forgotten kill.

      The distant wolves answered with an invitation.

      Come with us.

      Run with us.

      Hunt with us.

      Kill with us.

      Be one of us.

      Come…

      Nadia stepped in that direction but stopped.

      No, she thought. That is not what you want.

      It was just the moon overhead, gaining power as it grew fuller, and the fact that she’d resisted shifting for so long. She loved Dan and Holly and knew there were other things she cared about in that other life, though they were merely vague notions out here in the forest.

      The wolves howled again.

      Nadia whimpered but did not howl in response. Instead, she turned back toward camp.

      She would hunt the roadside fields until she flushed a sleeping doe, chased her down, ripped out her soft throat, and lapped the hot blood.

      The best of both worlds…

      But the ever-fickle breeze shifted again, and another growl rumbled from her throat.

      The strange smell again, only stronger.

      Closer.

      Hackles rose along her back.

      She trotted downhill, not in the direction of the wolves but toward the strange smell, which grew stronger as she entered a dark gulley. She curved through the forest, following the base of the hillside.

      The smell grew stronger.

      She entered a section of old growth, the trees there huge and spread far apart, with little brush or briar between. Wisps of glowing green mist drifted along the ground, carrying the alien smell.

      Growling, she trotted forward through the trees and the low mist until the ground disappeared.

      Something like an earthquake had split the forest floor wide open. The rift was perhaps seventy or eighty feet across and stretched away in both directions as far as she could see. Between cliffs of raw stone yawned a massive chasm, swirling in glowing green mist.

      The chasm was deep. How deep, exactly, she couldn’t tell, thanks to the glowing vapor rising up out of it. But it was deeper than it was wide. Perhaps deeper than it was long. Perhaps much, much deeper.

      Another growl rumbled softly in her throat.

      She padded along the edge of the cliff, scanning the surrounding forest, the human in her wanting to know more. The wolf in her, however, kept growling, hating the mysteries of this strange place with a bone-deep, primordial loathing.

      Near the far end of the crevasse, she picked up the trail of the musky scent she’d smelled earlier.

      A living thing. A predator. But nothing she had ever smelled before.

      The strange smell of the mist traveled with the alien musk of the mysterious predator, mixing with it the way the aroma of sweet clover infused the blood of a spring-killed rabbit.

      An abomination had risen from the rift to hunt the night.

      Her night.

      Nadia jogged through the forest, following the thing’s trail, and soon realized that she was following not one thing but two. Two of these strange creatures, their odors slightly different, were hunting side by side.

      She stopped, reconsidering her pursuit. Hunting two predators was far more dangerous than hunting a single creature.

      Quit the trail, she thought. Come back tomorrow and investigate with Dan and Holly. Maybe Holly will know something about—

      Screams exploded over the hill, followed by otherworldly caterwauling. Nadia raced in that direction, filled with terror.

      For those weren’t just any screams.

      They were elven screams.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            4

          

          
            A Warning from Beyond

          

        

      

    

    
      Around the time that Nadia was peering down into the eerie crevasse, Dan mumbled in his sleep, dreaming.

      He drifted through the gray nothingness of the Between, tugged along by a shimmering silver rope.

      Usually his dreams were weird and choppy and made little sense.

      This dream was different. It felt oddly real. His thinking was unbroken and clear, and he seemed to be in control of himself if not the situation.

      “Zeke?” he called.

      And everything changed.

      Suddenly, Dan was standing in a cave of black stone veined in luminous red gemstone that cast the cavern in crimson light. Before him, the cave ended in a roaring cascade of pounding water shot through with a latticework of crackling red energy.

      The air was warm and humid, thick with a strange, unpleasant smell that blended the odors of a dairy farm and a landfill.

      Everything was so detailed, so real, so unlike a dream.

      He turned and jerked backward with surprise.

      A mummy stood five feet away, grinning at him.

      Reflexively, Dan reached for his hip, but his sword wasn’t there.

      The mummy cackled.

      The cackle was familiar.

      Dan narrowed his eyes, studying the emaciated figure, taking in the drooping hat, ragged poncho, and wispy beard.

      “Zeke?”

      “In the flesh,” the cadaverous man chuckled, “more or less.”

      Zeke was all bones and beard and leathery skin. The formerly bright poncho, now tattered and faded, hung from his wasted frame like a cloak of filthy rags.

      “You don’t look so hot,” Dan said.

      “Griselda’s corruption spell,” Zeke said, and Dan remembered the sorcerers’ fight in the stadium, remembered the black energy striking Zeke and ruining his flesh. “I zipped straight to a high plane. Otherwise, the corruption would’ve finished me.”

      Dan smiled, moving past shock. “Are you coming back now?”

      Zeke shook his head. “In my current condition, I’m too weak to return to our plane. Besides, I have work to do.”

      “Am I dreaming?” Dan asked. “Or is this really happening?”

      “Both,” Zeke said. “You’re dreaming, but I am really here. Now stop flapping your lips and listen. I need you to do something. Something vitally important.”

      A terrible shriek split the air. A feral and predatory blast, like the screech of a hawk, the cough-cry of the hunting fox, or the wild shriek of a cougar.

      “What the Hades was that?” Dan said, looking around.

      “That,” Zeke said, “is why I’m interrupting your sleep.”

      The haggard wizard stepped aside and gestured behind him, where a screen of crackling red energy stretched from wall to wall and floor to ceiling, blocking off the cave.

      Beyond the wall, dark shapes prowled back and forth with the fluid impatience of caged tigers pacing before mealtime.

      “Apex predators from the lower planes,” Zeke said. “Unfortunately, my shield can’t hold them forever.”

      With a wild scream, one of the dark shapes slammed into the red shield. At the point of impact, the shield wobbled, crackling, and emitted a flash of bright red light. The dark shape ricocheted away into the indistinct gloom beyond.

      “I need your help,” Zeke said, “before it’s too late.”

      “Of course,” Dan said. “What—”

      An invisible force interrupted Dan, seizing his shoulder and shaking him, and a voice boomed, calling his name. The dream crumbled away, and Zeke, the crackling shield, and the pacing shadows vanished.
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      “Dan,” Holly said, shaking him. “Dan, wake up!”

      Dan jerked awake. He was back in the tent.

      What the Hades?

      Had it all been a dream after all? It had been so real, so nuanced, so—

      “Get up,” Holly said. She gathered her staff, bow, and quiver. “Nadia needs us!”

      “What is it?” Dan said, pulling on his boots.

      “Hurry,” Holly said and scrambled out of the tent.

      “Wait!” Dan grabbed his sword and hurried from the tent. He caught a glimpse of Holly, her golden hair shining in the moonlight as she sprinted across the creek.

      Dan called after her, but Holly didn’t even slow her pace, and a second later, she disappeared into the dark forest. Unlike Dan, she could see in the dark.

      He raced after her.

      A terrible cry split the chilly air.

      No, Dan thought. It can’t be.

      He’d heard the same predatory scream only moments before, in the dream.

      It’s not possible, he thought, and then caught himself. Yes, it’s possible. Anything is possible in this game-world.

      A new fear seized him then. Whatever these apex predators were, they hadn’t come from an official game manual. Whenever Willis made up a monster, it ended up being really weird and really, really powerful.

      He fell crossing the creek but hurried up the bank and hustled on, thankful for the intermittent shafts of moonlight falling through breaks in the canopy.

      In the dark stretches, he charged blindly forward, cursing. Roots tripped him. Low branches clotheslined him. Briars clawed at his clothes and flesh.

      He caught occasional glimpses of his golden-haired wife as she passed through shafts of moonlight far ahead of him.

      He roared with frustration. Nadia was in trouble, Holly was charging toward the fight, and he was stumbling over rocks and slamming into tree trunks. He had awakened from a bad dream into a full-fledged nightmare.

      Another horrifying scream sliced through the forest. Men’s voices roared in response, and Dan heard the sound of animals fighting, what sounded like a lion battling a bear.

      A bear? Or a wolf?

      He powered forward, heart pounding, sprinted up a steep bank, stumbled down a short slope, and broke out of the trees.

      Entering a moonlit roadside clearing, he tripped over something heavy, hit the ground, scrambled to his feet, and saw what he had stumbled over.

      An elf in chainmail lay upon the grass, looking very dead. His long silver hair shone brightly in the moonlight, framing the ruined red mass that had once been a face.

      Dan sprinted across the field past another dead elf and charged toward the horrible sounds in the woods on the other side of the clearing. Rushing into the trees, he saw a terrible scene.

      Holly and three grey elves in chainmail were fighting a massive, pitch-black creature, easily ten feet tall and built like a gorilla with an elongated snout like an alligator. Dan saw no eyes, no mouth. The thing looked like a three-dimensional shadow.

      Beyond them, deeper in the woods, two dark shapes rolled and roared.

      Nadia?

      The hulking creature gave a high, warbling cry. Its trunk lashed out with unbelievable speed, swatting one of the elven warriors. The elf flew through the air, crashed into a tree, and fell to the ground in a motionless heap.

      Holly whacked the beast with her staff, then ducked the trunk’s return swipe. She looked like a small child with a glowing broom battling a gorilla.

      Seeing Dan, Holly pointed into the forest, where the sounds of battling beasts raged. “Help Nadia!”

      He hesitated for a split second—abandoning Holly was almost impossible—but charged into the woods, knowing that Nadia needed him.

      Two creatures rolled on the forest floor, snarling and snapping in a fatal embrace.

      One, sleekly muscular and vaguely cat-like, shimmered blackly in the moonlight, like a jaguar made of oil.

      The other was clearly Nadia. He had never seen his lover in her fused form, but he recognized her instantly, despite her wolf’s head and chestnut fur, by her familiar body.

      His heart leapt, seeing a woman he loved rolling in mortal combat with a horrifying monster.

      Nadia bit the thing’s arm and shook her head back and forth.

      With its free arm, the cat-thing raked terrible black talons across Nadia’s back, tearing bloody furrows through her fur and flesh.

      “Nadia!” Dan shouted and lunged forward. He started to swing but stopped as the combatants rolled again.

      He couldn’t risk hitting Nadia.

      He switched grips, leaned close, and jabbed carefully, driving the sword point into the back of the cat-creature.

      The thing gave a high-pitched scream and swatted at Dan.

      Dan dodged the attack and surged back in, sinking several inches of steel into the night-black flesh.

      Screeching, the thing wrenched itself free of Nadia and leapt to its feet with uncanny speed and unnatural fluidity, as if it were somehow solid and liquid all at once.

      Dan swung with all his might.

      The cat-thing dipped under the blade, rolled across the ground, and crashed into Dan like a two-hundred-pound bowling ball, knocking Dan’s legs out from under him.

      Dan slammed into the ground, pissed at himself for getting knocked down.

      Then the thing was on him.

      Daggers sunk into the meat of his ass cheek as the thing’s jaws clamped down.

      Dan bellowed with pain and tried to pull free, but the beast locked its jaws and rolled. Trapped in its jaws, Dan tumbled across the ground, cursing.

      Nadia slammed into the monster, biting and clawing, but the thing wouldn’t let go of Dan, who was trapped on his stomach. The dagger-like teeth sank deeper into his ass muscle. Then the thing lifted him several inches off the ground and smashed him back down.

      Dan reached back, batting ineffectually at the smooth, hairless, black head.

      The thing’s arm flashed forward, and talons slashed Dan’s forearm, slicing him open from elbow to wrist.

      Suddenly, the monster released him with a warbling, high-pitched scream.

      Dan grabbed his sword in his good hand and scrambled to his feet. Thankfully, the reforged sword had lost length and weight, effectively going from a two-handed sword to a bastard sword. The weapon was still meant for two hands, but when you have 18/92 strength, you don’t have to play strictly by the rules.

      The cat-thing was on two feet now, spinning in circles. Nadia rode its back. Her furry arms were cinched across its neck, and her legs were wrapped around its midsection. Her jaws tore into the side of the muscular black neck.

      Swinging the sword one-handed, Dan slashed the monster just below the knees, putting all of his pent-up rage into the blow.

      The lower leg sheared away, and the beast toppled.

      Nadia held tight, riding the thing to the ground, her jaws still clamped to its neck.

      Dan jockeyed for position then shouted with surprise and revulsion as the creature changed.

      One second, the monster was vaguely cat-shaped. The next second, it lost definition, stretching into a pillar of darkness and slipping from between Nadia’s arms.

      The thing rose up, arching over Nadia like a giant serpent.

      “Crom!” Dan said and jammed his sword into the monster’s side. Puncturing the midsection, he pushed hard, skewering the beast. The sword point popped out the other side, releasing a noxious cloud of unnatural stench.

      The thing stiffened, sighed, and went still.

      Nadia rose, spitting and retching. “Foul blood,” she said, drawing a furry forearm across her muzzle and wiping black ichor from her lips.

      They turned toward the sound of snapping branches, and the ape-thing, which now resembled a bull, thundered past.

      Dan shouted and drew back his sword, but there would be no catching the monster.

      Holly appeared, speaking in Elvish. She raised her arm, pointing at the fleeing beast, and suddenly, the black shape was engulfed in blue flames.

      If the blue fire burned its flesh, the monster gave no sign as it sprinted away, glowing brightly in the night forest.

      Holly fired her bow rapidly, feathering the creature with arrows until the bright blue flames disappeared over a knoll.

      “Come on!” Nadia shouted, and they gave chase.

      Dan ran as fast as he could, doing his best to ignore the pain in his arm and ass. He was covered in blood. His left hand was numb now, and sharp, constant pain burned down the back of his leg all the way to the underside of his foot.

      He couldn’t keep up with Nadia, but he stuck close to Holly, letting her be his eyes in the dark, running where she ran, jumping when she jumped, ducking when she ducked. His dexterity and barbarian nature did the rest, and soon he and Holly lurched to a stop beside Nadia, who stood, silhouetted against plumes of glowing green mist, staring down into a massive rift in the forest floor.

      “Crom,” Dan breathed.

      It looked like an earthquake had split the forest wide open. The sheer cliff dropped into a deep chasm full of swirling, luminescent fog.

      “There,” Nadia snarled, pointing across the chasm, eighty or ninety feet down the opposite cliff, where the creature, having returned to an ape-like shape, descended the rock face, still engulfed in blue flames.

      “Thank you, faerie flames,” Holly said and fired her bow.

      The glowing monster flinched, then swung onto a stone ledge. It threw its arms wide then flexed with rage, bellowing up at them.

      Then the thing dipped into a dark hole in the stone cliff and disappeared. Only its rage remained, echoing off the stones like a chanted threat.
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      They hurried back to the battle site. Dan’s left leg kept spasming, so he hobbled after Holly and Nadia.

      They were hurt, too.

      The side of Holly’s beautiful face was badly bruised, and her eye was swelling rapidly shut.

      Nadia was crosshatched in bloody slashes. She stayed in her fused form so that she could heal more quickly.

      Dan’s eyes were locked on her body.

      Much to his surprise, Nadia was super sexy in this half-wolf form. Sure, her body was covered in wounds and short fur, and she had a bushy tail, but she still had the same A+ ass and the muscular yet decidedly feminine build of a curvy gymnast.

      Even running, even hurting as he was, he started to grow hard as he watched her firm, furry ass. But then they reached the corpses, and all thoughts of sex vanished.

      The only obvious survivor of the patrol kneeled beside a fallen comrade at the edge of the moonlit clearing. “Iron Daughter,” he called to Holly.

      Iron Daughter, Dan thought, and remembered the Campus Quest judge saying that Holly was the daughter of the Iron Druid.

      “Moro still lives,” the kneeling elf said, “but his life is fading.”

      Moro lay unconscious on the ground. His face was young and handsome and pale as new-fallen snow. The beast’s claws had ripped through the chain armor over his chest. Dark blood pooled in the gaping wounds.

      “Moro?” Holly said with surprise, a look of concern coming onto her face. A second later, she composed herself and cast a healing spell. The wounds shrunk and the blood coagulated.

      Moro’s eyes shot open with a look of panic and confusion. Then he coughed and winced and blinked up at Holly. A weak smile lit his boyish face, which had regained some color, the hue of which shifted as the boy’s face pinkened.

      “Holly?” Moro said, looking both incredulous and embarrassed. “What are you doing here?”

      Holly laughed and tousled Moro’s silver hair. “Saving your life, foolish boy. The real question is, what are you doing here? You’re too young to be on night patrol.”

      Moro sat up, suddenly indignant. “I am not too young! I’m a member of the patrol!”

      Holly raised one golden eyebrow dubiously.

      “Moro is a provisionary member,” the other elf explained. “We were down a man. Your brother…” He trailed off, apparently thinking better of what he’d been about to say.

      “What about Briar?” Holly said, her undamaged eye narrowing.

      “My lady,” the soldier continued uncomfortably, “your brother broke Daron’s leg while sparring.”

      Holly’s face twisted with anger. “Why?”

      Moro spoke up. “Your brother has grown fearsome in your absence.”

      Holly scowled, looking thoughtful, then shook her head. “Enough. I’ll deal with Briar once we reach the grove.”

      The other elves seemed relieved by her dismissal of the topic.

      Holly asked about the fallen elves. When she heard their names, she was silent for several seconds. Then she nodded. “They were good men. We will return them to the grove so that they might join their ancestors in eternity.”

      Dan had never seen his wife so serious, so mature, so commanding. By the way the patrolmen were acting, he realized that he had underestimated Holly’s status in the grove.

      “Moro, Estus,” Holly said, “meet my husband, Dan, and my sister-wife, Nadia.”

      Dan gave the elves a nod.

      “Hey, guys,” Nadia growled in the gravelly voice of her fused form.

      Something like panic passed over the features of Estus, but he reined in whatever he was feeling and bowed to Dan and Nadia, saying that it was a pleasure to make their acquaintance.

      Moro disguised his feelings less successfully. A look of shock bordering on horror contorted his face. His eyes darted back and forth between Dan and Nadia before settling on Dan with obvious disdain.

      “Husband? Sister-wife?” Moro said, sounding outraged. “That’s not possible. You’re the Iron Daughter. They’re—”

      “We’re what?” Dan said, stepping forward. “Say what you want about me, Moro, but choose your words carefully if you talk about Nadia. Holly’s all out of healing spells for today.”

      Moro’s face reddened with anger, but he said no more.

      Young enough to bark but old enough to know better than to bite, Dan thought. But then he corrected himself. Sure, Moro was young by elf standards, but the guy was older than Dan. Probably much older.

      From what Holly had told him, elven newborns developed at a rate similar to human babies. Once they reached the toddler stage, things slowed down. Elves remained toddlers for twice as long as human children. Aging continued to slow from there. Elves entered puberty in their early thirties. From that point to adulthood, they developed six or seven times more slowly than humans.

      Once they reached maturity, the human equivalent of seventeen or eighteen, aging slowed dramatically, and this pattern of exponential slowing continued throughout the elves’ long lives, with the second thousand years being spent in a state of elderly physical ruin but total mental clarity.

      Bearing that dynamic in mind, Dan figured that Moro was somewhere between sixty and seventy years old, so yeah… fuck that guy. If Moro got mouthy again, Dan’s fist would age the whippersnapper into his first pair of dentures.

      Holly demanded a report. Estus and Moro explained what had happened.

      Two beasts had attacked the patrol, taking it by surprise. This meant that the beasts, whatever they were, were incredibly stealthy, as it was almost impossible to take an elf by surprise, let alone six elves on active patrol.

      The black things had killed two elves in the initial attack. By the time the elves had drawn their swords, the beasts were already hurrying off with two living elves in their jaws.

      Moro and Estus had given chase, and the larger monster had wheeled on them at the edge of the forest.

      “I surprised the other one,” Nadia said. “Hid in the bushes and blindsided it. Sunk my teeth straight into its neck. Thing didn’t even yelp.”

      Nadia’s arm was around Dan’s waist. She gave him a squeeze. “I’m glad you showed up when you did, babe.”

      Such familiarity from Nadia in this form was strange but exhilarating, almost like having a third lover. “Happy to be of service, and thanks for tearing into the thing while it was taking a chunk out of my ass.”

      “Whatever they are,” Estus said, “they can absorb a lot of damage.”

      Holly and the elves had dealt the ape-thing a lot of damage, but it never seemed to weaken. Then, suddenly, the monster had stopped fighting and run off like a hound heeding a distant whistle.

      Nadia and Dan told about their fight with the smaller beast.

      He left out the most troubling thing of all, figuring he’d wait until he was alone with Holly and Nadia. These were the creatures pacing behind Zeke’s wall of red lightning. What did that mean?

      They gathered their dead, and the elves called their steeds, which emerged skittishly from the woods across the road. The short, stocky horses whinnied and stamped as Estus and Moro lashed dead elves across their backs.

      They tethered the mounts at the edge of the forest and walked into the woods to retrieve the monster.

      “What is it?” Dan asked.

      They stood in a loose circle around the dead beast.

      “Whatever it was,” Nadia said, nudging the thing with her foot, “it’s dead now.”

      The thing’s smooth hide had lost its glossy shine and lightened from coal black to charcoal. The snakelike body had stiffened with rigor mortis.

      Dan winced at the smell.

      “Look at its fangs,” Holly said, and everyone crouched down for a closer look.

      “Sucks being the only one without night vision,” Dan said.

      Holly brought her glowing staff close to the beast’s face, and the enchanted weapon’s faint illumination showed Dan a blunt face akin to a child’s crude drawing of a serpent

      “I see what you mean about the fangs,” Dan said, leaning close. Black fangs sprouted from black jaws with no discernible joint or differentiation.

      Holly nodded. “Where does the jaw end and the fangs begin? It’s all one piece.”

      The thing was like a statue carved from a single block.

      Dan leaned over and rapped the beast with his knuckles. “No shit,” he said. “It turned to stone.”
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      As dawn broke along the Eastern horizon, they rode into an isolated meadow, autumn-brown weeds hissing across their stirrups.

      Nadia, who rode behind Dan, gave him a squeeze. Her wounds had already healed thanks to regeneration, and she had since shifted back to human form. “Look,” she said.

      Behind them, trampled weeds rose back up to stand straight and tall in the faint light of breaking day, erasing any sign that riders had passed this way.

      Dan nodded in acknowledgment. Sure, it was weird—amazing, even—but right now, he found it hard to give a shit.

      After an hour on horseback, his ass, arm, and left leg were screaming with pain. If only the petrified monster lashed to Holly’s horse would come back to life. Then he could kill the bastard again and get a little payback for the agony he was suffering.

      Riding at the front, Holly drew up to the edge of the field, paused before a cluster of thorn apple trees, and started speaking in Elvish, her voice low and formal, ritualistic.

      “Can we save the prayers until later?” Dan growled. “My ass is killing me.”

      “You’ll be happy then, to know that we have arrived,” Holly said, and the thorn apple trees disappeared, revealing stone wall and the gated entrance of a large tunnel.

      Elf magic, Dan thought. The entrance to their hidden grove.

      “Nifty trick,” Nadia said.

      The iron gate slid aside without so much as a squeak.

      They rode into the tunnel, which was wide enough for three horses to walk side by side.

      At the far end of the tunnel, a good hundred feet away, a semi-circle of daylight glowed, crosshatched in the dark, regimented lines that could only be another iron gate.

      Paranoid bastards, Dan thought.

      Something whooshed behind them, and the gate clanged back into place, locking them in the tunnel.

      A voice spoke in Elvish, seeming to come from the tunnel wall.

      Studying the space, Dan noticed dark rectangles staring like narrowed eyes from the walls and ceiling.

      Arrow slits.

      This wasn’t a tunnel. It was a killing tube.

      Holly responded to the voice.

      Dan couldn’t understand the words, but her tone was unmistakably cold and commanding.

      The voice spoke again, sounding agitated.

      Holly fired back. Estus and Moro joined in, talking over each other.

      After a minute of heated debate, the second gate opened.

      Waiting for them on the other side were two elves, one male, one female, seated atop huge creatures with burly lion bodies and the heads, wings, and talons of eagles.

      Griffons, Dan realized, instantly awed. It was one thing to encounter a griffon in a game. It was another thing altogether to stand ten feet away from a living, breathing griffon that was staring at you with murder in its yellow eyes.

      The griffons growled, clacked their beaks, and scratched at the ground with their great talons. They were huge and beautiful and terrible. One reared back with a loud screech, spread its wings, and pounded its clawed forelegs back to earth.

      Dan’s hand dropped reflexively to his sword. Its wingspan has to be twenty-five feet.

      The female guard drew her bow, pointing an arrow at Dan.

      “Whoa!” Dan shouted. “Put it down.”

      The elves shouted back and forth. The sentries obviously wanted to know what two humans were doing inside their secret compound.

      Clearly pissed, Holly shouted back at the soldiers. She pointed at Dan and Nadia, the dead soldiers and monster, and at the sprawling meadow beyond the sentries.

      At the center of the meadow towered a grove of massive trees. Towers rose among the trees like trunks of stone. Bridges and walkways ran between the towers and the trees, connecting hundreds of arboreal buildings and platforms.

      The female guard, who had a jagged scar like an asterisk on one cheekbone, lowered her bow, but she and her male companion continued to cast venomous glances at Dan and Nadia.

      Dan kept one hand on his pommel.

      “I’m starting to get the impression that they don’t like us very much,” Nadia said.

      “The feeling’s mutual,” Dan said, glaring back at the haughty, fine-boned faces of the sentries.

      The male guard dismounted and went from corpse to corpse, frowning at the dead elves. Then he glanced up at Dan with an accusatory look.

      Dan’s wounds were killing him. He wasn’t in the mood for this guy’s bullshit. “You keep giving me the stink eye, motherfucker, we’re going to have a problem.”

      The elf stared back at Dan, trying to look like a hard-ass. With his long hair, thin nose, and pursed lips, he actually looked like a bitchy teenaged girl. Speaking in common, the elf said, “How dare you speak to me, human?”

      “Dare to speak to you?” Dan said and pulled one foot free of the stirrup. To hell with his wounds. He was going to teach this prick a lesson. “I dare to do a lot more than talk.”

      “No!” Holly said and shot Dan a warning glance.

      At the same time, Nadia’s arms tightened around his waist.

      “Please stay on your horse, husband,” Holly said. She gestured to the riderless griffon. Its muscular body was tense, ready to pounce, its yellow eyes locked menacingly on Dan. “If you dismount, that griffon will attack.”

      Dan growled with frustration but stayed in his saddle. “Please explain to these assholes that I helped their buddies.” He pointed to the dead beast atop her horse. “That’s the monster, not me. I killed the fucking monster.”

      “This is true,” Estus said.

      Moro nodded in agreement.

      The male guard walked to the back of Holly’s horse. The female guard drew her griffon closer. The guards studied the dead beast with looks of concern and confusion, whispering between themselves.

      “There is another, larger specimen in the forest,” Holly explained. Then she, Estus, and Moro explained everything that had happened.

      The guards were clearly gutted by the loss of the patrolmen, puzzled by the beast, and surprised to learn that a crevasse had opened in the forest.

      Half a dozen griffons burst from the grove and sailed across the meadow. As they landed beside the other guards, the flapping of their great wings blew grit into Dan’s face, forcing him to shield his eyes.

      Once the wind died away, Dan lowered his arm.

      The lead rider had already dismounted. He was taller than the other elves, perhaps 5’8” , and wore a great helm, a purple cloak, and an ornate breastplate inlaid with intricate gold work. Purple eyes blazed within the great helm, below the lower edge of which hung a curtain of golden hair.

      The riders behind this taller elf waited, lances at the ready.

      The two original guards started speaking rapidly, talking over one another, clearly nervous.

      The leader ignored them and spoke to Holly in Elvish, his tone menacing.

      Holly fired back angrily, color rising in her cheeks.

      The leader turned then to Dan and Nadia and said in common, “Humans are not allowed in the grove.”

      “They are my guests,” Holly said.

      “Which is why they still live,” the leader said. “Now, if they wish to continue living, they must leave.”

      Holly stood her ground. “But they are protected within guest rights.”

      The leader snorted with contempt. “Guest rights don’t extend to inferior races.”

      “Inferior races?” Dan laughed. “I can out-drink, out-fuck, and out-fight any one of you pansies.” He swung down from his horse, wincing at the pain in his leg and ass, and everything went crazy.

      The leader’s griffon reared up, spreading its tremendous wings and slashing the air with its razor-sharp talons.

      “Stop!” Holly screamed.

      Dan ripped his sword free of its scabbard, but the leader of the elves had already drawn his sword.

      So fast, Dan thought, and Nadia appeared beside him, daggers in hand.

      The other griffons screeched and stamped, drowning out Holly’s shouting, and edged closer. Five lances lowered at Dan and Nadia.

      “Hold,” the leader told the other guards, and stepped forward, slicing the air with a flourish of lightning fast slashes. “I’ll show these savages what happens to those who draw steel in the grove.”

      Dan knew that he didn’t stand a chance, but he was too angry to care. The griffons and their riders might kill him, but he was going to cut their leader in half first.

      This asshole had top-notch armor, a shiny sword, and heavy backup, but Dan was bigger, taller, and stronger, and had enough hit points remaining to do some serious damage before the others took him out.

      “Come on, cocksucker!” Dan roared, falling into a fighting stance.

      “Feel my Thorn, barbarian,” the leader said, stepping forward.

      Holly jumped off her horse, shouting, “Briar, no!”

      Briar? Dan thought. That’s her brother’s name.

      And in that instant, Briar attacked.

      He was insanely fast, closing the gap before Dan could even register the attack. His sword whipped around in a flashing backhand slash—and stopped abruptly to avoid hitting the woman who suddenly stood between them.

      The woman had appeared without so much as a theatrical flash. She was perhaps a thousand years old, judging by her graying blond hair and the faint wrinkles at the corners of her purple eyes, and strikingly beautiful. She raised a hand and spoke calmly in the common tongue. “This is finished.”

      The elves and griffons stilled instantly.

      Briar sheathed Thorn.

      Dan and Nadia lowered their weapons.

      The woman nodded toward Holly. “Welcome home, daughter.”

      Holly bowed low. “Thank you, Mother.”

      The woman’s eyes drifted over Dan and Nadia, the dead elves, and the strange beast before settling on the wooden box lashed to Holly’s saddle.

      “You have brought your grandmother home,” the woman said, her tone even, her face expressionless.

      “Yes, Mother,” Holly said, sounding nervous, and gestured to Dan and Nadia, “and I would like to introduce my husband, Dan, and sister-wife, Nadia.”

      Grumbling rippled through the elven soldiers, but Holly’s mother betrayed no emotion. She merely looked at Dan, blinked, and looked at Nadia before turning to her son.

      “Briar,” she said, “escort your sister’s young guests to the visitors’ chamber. There will be no conflict.”

      Briar bowed. “Yes, Mother.”

      “And you, daughter,” Holly’s mother said, “will come with me.”
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      For a long time, Holly’s mother stared down into the wooden box, saying nothing; the sound of seconds ticking away in the silence of the study.

      Of all the rooms in the grove, of all the rooms in the world, this was Holly’s least favorite. Part library, part medical research laboratory, part museum, the study was her mother’s haven, a lifeless sanctuary where her mother spent days and evenings studying the dead and scouring the past. She was the Chief Scholar of the grove.

      The grandfather clock ticked on while Holly waited, its single hand edging forward in perfect time, marking the passing seconds against nothing. No hour hand, no numbers, no symbols. The clock served only to mark seconds passing without referent, like a metronome pacing time without music.

      Because, as her mother had told her countless times over the years, time is a lie.

      They call Father the Iron Druid for his strength, Holly thought. They should call Mother the Steel Scholar.

      For all of Father’s strength, the Iron Druid at least had a passionate heart, capable of sorrow and anger, warmth and love. Holly’s mother, on the other hand…

      Without so much as a frown, the scholar impassively studied the decapitated head of her mother-in-law, a woman whom she had known for a millennium. There had been no animosity between the women. Holly’s mother simply lacked sentimentality.

      Besides, Holly reminded herself, to Mother, none of us are ever really dead. Or wholly alive, for that matter.

      To her mother, every life was a riddle that could be studied only as a whole and only in connection with other lives. To be able to see all lives, complete and interwoven, would be to know the Great Truth.

      Time was an illusion, and mortality was an unfortunate limitation. To combat them both, she and her fellow scholars spent their lives connected with the Great Conversation, pouring over the countless tomes of past generations and adding their own learnings to the grove library in the form of footnotes, scrolls, and new texts.

      Father studied trees, plants, and animals. In short, life.

      Mother studied carcasses and dusty books. In short, death.

      In place of warmth, Holly’s mother supplied consistency and reliability, earning Holly’s respect, admiration, and fear.

      Not that Mother would harm her. Holly didn’t fear what her mother would do. She feared what her mother was—and what that meant for her own future.

      Would Holly someday wake devoid of emotion and interested only in riddles of the past? The mere question made her feel like she was suffocating; made her feel like charging from this horrible, airless room into the light of day; made her feel like gathering up Dan and Nadia and fleeing the grove forever.

      But of course, she would never do those things. Because the grove held her home, her people, and her family, her past and future—if not necessarily her present.

      She hoped that Dan and Nadia could be patient in the visitors’ chamber, which to them would feel like a five-star prison cell. Their sense of time was different than her own and far different from that of her 1100-year-old mother, who had already kept Holly here for an hour.

      Dan and Nadia were restless, impulsive, and impatient by nature. Holly loved them for these traits. With Dan and Nadia, time dilated. Every second took on meaning.

      She only hoped that they could remain patient until she was finished with her mother. Their arrival hadn’t exactly gone smoothly.

      Why did Briar have to be so difficult?

      But she knew the answer, even if she didn’t understand it. In the decades since roving slavers had killed their older brother, Nettle, Briar had churned with rage.

      Holly remembered being a young girl and standing in this very room beside Briar and Lily, weeping and trying to make sense of the fact that Nettle wasn’t sleeping on the table and wasn’t going to wake, not ever.

      She remembered her father’s face, the jaw tight with emotion, the dark eyes streaming tears. And she remembered Mother walking around Nettle’s corpse, examining wounds and taking notes.

      From that day forth, Briar had rejected druidic studies to train relentlessly with weapons. He rushed into violence and fought every fight as if avenging the death of their brother. Above all else, Briar hated humans, because the slavers who had killed Nettle were humans.

      Holly felt a spasm of guilt for bringing Dan and Nadia to the grove. Life was so different at college. She was so different. Sure, she had anticipated difficulties, but she loved Dan and Nadia so much that she had foolishly downplayed the inevitable.

      She needed to talk to Briar. Needed him to understand her perspective.

      Unlike her brother, Holly could understand that the humans who had killed Nettle were monsters first and humans second. They were no more representative of the entire human race than were the heroic humans in the Legion of Light.

      Humans were fascinating and exquisitely varied. They led short, fierce lives, fueled by passion and pain. They matured too quickly, charging into the future without ample time for reflection. Therefore, they lived without insight and developed into true individuals.

      Bright flames, all of them.

      And none brighter than Dan and Nadia.

      Briar would have to understand. Dan and Nadia were family now.

      The timeless clock ticked on—tick, tick, tick—reminding Holly that the future could never really escape the past.

      At last, her mother closed the lid and turned from the box. “Now we can see the whole shape of your grandmother’s corporeal life,” she said.

      Holly stood. “Will Father join us soon?”

      “No,” her mother said. “He and the council are delving.”

      Holly nodded. Once a month, the druidic council called upon the great delving tree at the heart of the grove and tapped into the collective consciousness of the forest. The ritual was hallowed, could be neither postponed nor interrupted, and took an entire day, either from sunrise to sundown or sundown to sunrise, depending on the month.

      “Tonight,” her mother said, “we will feast in the great hall. Afterward, your father will lead us as we return his mother’s head to rest alongside her body at the heart of the grove.”

      Feasting in the great hall meant the entire grove would participate. But would the feast be a welcome or a farewell?  Was the grove saying goodbye to Grandmother or hello to Dan and Nadia?

      Of course, Holly would not ask. Her mother didn’t appreciate questions that would be answered in time and for which there could be no preparation or modification. To ask about the feast would merely illustrate impatience and anxiety, two weaknesses her mother would not tolerate.

      “Tell me again of this beast,” her mother said, staring down at the petrified monster.

      Holly told her tale, careful to keep things factual and free of the powerful emotions that she had felt during the experience. Her mother leaned close to the dead beast, studying its stony hide through the magnifying loupe which she wore at all times on a chain around her neck.

      “This is a new species,” her mother concluded. “No such creature has ever been reported in this forest or, to my knowledge, in any forest. Tell me again of the crevasse.”

      Holly repeated everything, underscoring the thing that she hadn’t yet bothered to tell Dan and Nadia. This rift had opened directly above the catacombs where her grandmother and Griselda the necromancer had killed each other.

      Her mother sniffed at the petrified corpse and jotted down several lines of notes. “Fetch the small rock hammer and a diamond file,” her mother said, “and several sample vials. If we start the autopsy now, perhaps we will finish before the feast.”

      Holly retrieved the items and handed them over, smiling uncomfortably. “Mother,” she said, “I’m afraid that I won’t be able to assist you.”

      Her mother, who had begun gently filing at the rocky hide, looked up with confusion. “Won’t be able?” She blinked. “Ah, your humans.”

      Holly nodded. A wild impulse seized her then. She wanted to bat away the tools, rip the loupe from around her mother’s neck, and demand that the woman listen. Really listen. Instead, she simply told her again, “Dan is my husband. Nadia is my sister-wife.”

      Holly’s mother stared at her for a long moment, saying nothing. The clock ticked on, marking seconds, though one could never know whether those seconds were ascending or descending through time.

      Then the Chief Scholar bent over the rigid corpse and started tapping gently at a fang. “Marrying these humans was a mistake, Holly. Why did you do it?”

      Holly felt a rush of warmth in her face. She had expected some degree of conflict with her brother and a full-blown explosion from her father, who wanted her to focus solely on following in his druidic footsteps, but she hadn’t expected her mother to protest.

      And because she was caught off guard, Holly replied with an answer that her mother couldn’t possibly understand. “Because I love them.”

      Her mother craned her neck, chipping delicately at the dead beast.

      Tap, tap, tap, went the hammer.

      “Love,” her mother said without looking up.

      Tick, tick, tick, went the clock.

      “When I was a girl,” her mother said, “I loved flowers. I cut them and put them in a vase with water and set them upon my desk. Do you know what happened?”

      “They gave you joy?”

      “Briefly,” her mother said. “Then they died.”

      “Mother,” Holly said, not wanting to hear it. “Really… I—”

      “I was young and distractible,” her mother said, switching from hammer to file. “When the flowers began to wilt, I forgot to water them. Once they began to rot, I forgot them all together. And then one day I realized that the flowers were dead. I tossed them onto the compost heap and from that day forth never cut flowers again.

      “A flower is a bright and fleeting thing, daughter, a thing better left in the ground. We can enjoy their beauty without taking possession, and after they have withered away, more flowers will crop up, bright and beautiful, to take their place.”

      A rush of emotions flooded Holly. Anger and fear; doubt and panic; desperation, sorrow, and love. “Dan and Nadia are not flowers,” she said, hating the quaver in her voice and hating even more that her mother would note that wobble and record it into her never-ending study of her daughter, labeling it as the moment when Holly saw a sliver of truth and understood that she had been living in denial.

      “No,” her mother said, “they are not flowers, but they will die. And before they die, they will grow old. They will wilt and fade and suffer, all while you are still in full bloom.”

      Holly felt like the walls were closing in.

      “And what will you do?” her mother asked. “Will you have this man’s children?”

      “Yes,” Holly said. She’d meant to speak boldly, but her voice came out in a frightened whisper. “No time soon, but yes, I will, and our children will preserve him.”

      Her mother looked up then, her beautiful features devoid of contempt or pity, and shook her head. “If you have his offspring, these children will not be elves. They will be half-elves. You will watch them age, wilt, and die. Just like your husband and sister-wife, just like my flowers.”
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      Dan stared down out of the tower window at the cobblestone courtyard below.

      Dozens of elves drifted through the courtyard. Most paused to stare up at the window where Dan now stood.

      One elf had been leaning against a courtyard wall, staring up at them ever since they’d arrived here.

      Judging by the fancy armor and sword, golden hair, purple eyes, and psychotic stare, Dan guessed that the lingerer was none other than Holly’s brother, Briar.

      What an asshole.

      Holly’s angular, fine-boned features made her exotically beautiful. But those same tendencies in her brother made him look foppish and haughty. Dan wanted to drill the guy with a right cross and snap that long, thin nose like a wishbone.

      Otherwise, the elves hadn’t been so bad. Healers had cured Dan’s wounds, and the visitors’ chamber was like a fancy hotel suite, with food and booze and everything.

      The only thing was, hotels didn’t lock their guests inside the suites.

      Dan flipped Briar the bird and turned from the window.

      “I hate cages,” Nadia said, pacing back and forth.

      “Me, too,” Dan said, crossing the room and refilling his goblet. This was the best whiskey he’d ever tasted, smooth and smoky and way stronger than it tasted, based on the buzz settling over him. “But at least it’s a well-stocked cage.”

      “Fuck that,” Nadia said. “A cage is a cage.” She crouched, pulled something from the seam of her boot, and went to the door.

      “What are you doing?” he asked.

      The lock clicked and the door opened a fraction of an inch. “Taking a walk.”

      “You’re going to get us into trouble,” he said. Then he shrugged. “Let’s go.”

      Leaving the room, they started down the hall past ornate tapestries showing what looked like elven mythology. Many of the heroes depicted had golden hair and purple eyes. Maybe history, then, not mythology.

      “What are we doing, anyway?” Dan said, wishing he’d brought the decanter of whiskey along.

      “Just taking a look around.”

      “You’re not going to steal something, are you?”

      Nadia frowned at him. “Are you shitting me? You really think I’d steal from Holly’s family?”

      “I guess not.”

      “No, I wouldn’t. Holly’s my friend. Besides,” Nadia said, “everything’s probably protected with elf magic. If I pocket so much as a letter opener, it’ll probably start whistling like a tea kettle.”

      The hallway curved. Dan didn’t like not being able to see far ahead.

      “What do we do if we run into somebody?” he asked. Whenever he’d broken out of a cell in T&T, he’d killed anyone he’d met on his flight to freedom. Here in his wife’s grove, however, going full-on murder hobo seemed a tad extreme.

      “We’ll ask them where Holly is,” Nadia said.

      They came to an adjacent corridor that connected this tower to a larger, more centralized tower.

      “Let’s go,” Nadia said, heading for the larger tower. “No smart thief slips into a dragon’s lair to steal a copper piece. If we’re going to risk pissing off the elves, we might as well make it worth the danger and see some cool stuff.”

      “I like the way you think,” Dan said and squeezed her ass, which looked perfect as always in skintight black fabric. “Plenty of little alcoves if you want to have some fun.”

      Nadia rolled her eyes. “You’d be a terrible thief,” she said. “Stay focused.”

      “All right,” Dan said, “but at least keep an eye out for more of that whiskey.”

      As soon as they entered the large tower, Dan forgot all about whiskey.

      “What is that?” he said.

      Nadia stared down the hall, her lips parted slightly. “Singing.”

      “Yeah, singing,” he said, “but how? I mean, I’ve never…”

      The sound coming from down the hall was more beautiful than anything he’d ever heard before, more beautiful than anything he’d ever seen or tasted, smelled or felt. This was perfection on a whole different level, as if a chorus of angels were singing just down the hall.

      His feet moved him toward the sound. Nadia followed.

      The hall opened onto a central shaft that reminded Dan of a massive silo. A circular path with a stone railing ran all the way around the perimeter of the shaft. Glancing up, he saw several floors above them, each with its own balcony-style walkway.

      Looking down, he saw the singers, a dozen female elves, all Holly’s age, give or take the equivalent of a few human years. They were stunningly beautiful, dressed in bright yellow gowns, and singing in two ranks of six, facing a large fountain at the center of the circular room.

      Their singing gripped him. He felt as much as heard their voices, which wound through him, triggering powerful emotional responses, first one thing and then another, making him feel like laughing or crying or marching proudly onto a battlefield, ready for death. As their heavenly voices dipped and lilted, the water gushing from the fountain shifted colors, transitioning from red to blue, blue to green, green to yellow.

      An elbow from Nadia snapped him out of his daze. She pulled him down the hallway.

      They descended a stairwell and slunk past a massive kitchen bustling with activity and billowing smells that made Dan’s stomach growl.

      Nadia stopped abruptly, suddenly tense. “People coming,” she whispered.

      Dan couldn’t hear them but didn’t doubt her.

      They ducked into a darkened room and watched from the shadows as a pair of elderly elves shuffled past, talking softly in Elvish. One carried a large, green book. The other held a scroll. They looked studious as fuck, like a couple of hardcore professors who’d given up teaching because it bit into their reading time.

      Once they disappeared, Dan poked his head into the hall. “The coast is clear,” he whispered, and they started walking again.

      The second time, a door banged open just around the corner, and the hallway filled with the sound of laughing children.

      Dan’s heart leapt. The laughter was coming this way!

      He and Nadia ran in the opposite direction but skidded to a halt when they spotted the old scholarly types walking back toward them.

      “Come on,” Nadia whispered and pushed through a door. “Let’s go outside.”

      They stepped from the tower into a shady courtyard thankfully empty of elves.

      Cutting across the yard, they came to a stone wall. Beyond the wall rose a grove of massive trees, like a stand of redwoods.

      “Must be the heart of the grove,” Nadia said, excitement twinkling in her emerald eyes. “Holly says this place is amazing.”

      “Let’s see for ourselves,” Dan said, opening a door in the stone wall.

      The air of the grove within the grove was cool and damp and full of good forest smells. Overhead, the giant trees blocked out daylight, but the forest was illuminated in blue light.

      It’s coming from the moss, Dan realized. Thick moss covered the forest floor and crept up the huge tree trunks. Sprinkled throughout the moss were points of blue light.

      A stone walkway wound between columnar tree trunks. Here and there to either side of the path, oblong hummocks bulged from the glowing moss.

      Nadia froze, looking around. “Did you hear that?” she whispered.

      “Hear what?”

      She squinted, turning her head back and forth, listening, then shrugged. “Could’ve sworn I heard voices. Really faint. A bunch of them, all talking at once.”

      They continued down the path.

      With its huge trees, carpet of moss, and glowing light, this place was pretty cool.

      Then they followed the path between two huge trees, entering a clearing, and Dan knew that they’d made a big mistake.

      A circle of elves sat holding hands on the mossy ground at the center of the clearing. All but one had their eyes closed and appeared to be in some kind of trance.

      The final elf stared at the holographic images flickering in the air at the center of their circle. In the hologram, Dan recognized the crevasse, green steam, and a dark shape scaling the cliff.

      Then all Hades broke loose.

      The elf who had been watching shot up off the ground and shouted a stream of Elvish. The hologram vanished. The other elves jerked from their trances and cried out in surprise.

      “Sorry,” Dan said and turned to leave, but his entire body went rigid.

      Beside him, Nadia had frozen in place, too.

      Angry shouting filled the clearing.

      Hands grabbed Dan, yanked his arms behind his back, and lashed his wrists together. He watched as two elves bound Nadia similarly.

      The elf who had paralyzed them appeared before Dan. Tall for an elf, he was only a few inches shorter than Dan and broad across the shoulders, with dark hair streaked in gray. He radiated strength. He looked intelligent, tough, and strangely familiar.

      The elf cleared his throat. His dark eyes flashed dangerously.

      Seeing that flash of anger, Dan suddenly understood why the guy looked so familiar. The elf’s hair wasn’t blond, and his eyes weren’t purple, but now Dan recognized his jaw, forehead, and especially that flash of anger.

      Brandishing a glowing shillelagh in one hand, the elf explained that he was about to dispel Dan’s paralysis in order to interrogate him. Any resistance would be punished severely.

      Dan felt the spell lift, releasing his muscles.

      “Who are you,” the elf demanded, “and what are you doing here?”

      Dan smiled. “My name is Dan,” he said. “Nice to meet you, Dad.”

    

  



    
      
        
          
            10

          

          

      

    

    








            The Feast of Fury

          

        

      

    

    
      Dan knocked back the remaining whiskey. It didn’t burn going down. It glowed. His whole head felt that way now.

      Nadia grinned up at him from beneath his left arm.

      Holly sat to his right, her eyes still red and swollen from crying. She’d been through the ringer, fighting with her father and attending her grandmother’s entombment ceremony.

      Dan gave Holly’s hand a squeeze and tried his hardest to ignore the death stares coming from her brother, who sat at the next table over, surrounded by several wives. It was hard to say exactly how many wives Briar had, as women kept coming and going amidst a small army of little blond-haired children.

      Dan had to give it to the grove. They knew how to throw a party.

      Several hundred elves were in attendance, the bright colors of their formal attire making the great hall look like a bouquet of spring flowers.

      In contrast to the ostentatious elegance of the attendees, the serving girls weaving between the tables with platters of roasted game and vegetables wore almost nothing at all.

      Holly had been quiet and sad as they’d entered the feast, but since they located their table at the far edge of the hall, her mood had shifted again. With nearly every male and married female scowling in her direction, Holly sat up straight and smiled coolly, looking defiant and proud, puffy red eyes be damned.

      When Dan asked, she said, “Of course I’m proud, husband. Officially, this feast honors my grandmother, but it’s also my wedding party.”

      “Yeah, but your family hates us,” Dan pointed out.

      “My pride is not dependent upon their acceptance,” Holly said.

      A serving girl approached. Like all of the servers, she was unbelievably gorgeous and dressed in strips of diaphanous fabric that barely managed to cover her nipples and genitals. Everything else was bare skin and delicious curves.

      “Thanks,” Nadia said, as the girl refilled her tumbler. “You’d better fill the barbarian’s glass, too, or he might pull you into his lap.”

      The serving girl laughed nervously, stealing glances at Dan as she refilled his glass with smoky whiskey.

      Dan thanked the girl, who blushed.

      Meanwhile, Dan was aware of Briar glaring at him from the next table over. Another young male now stood beside Briar’s table, staring in Dan’s direction.

      Dan ignored them as best he could. The distraction of a blushing, beautiful, and scantily clad serving girl certainly helped.

      “It’s Iliana, isn’t it?” Holly asked the girl.

      “Yes, my lady,” the girl said with a little bow that gave Dan a groan-worthy view of her perfect cleavage. He’d always thought that elves drank wine and had wiry, sinuous physiques. Thank Crom, these gray elves had broken those molds quite spectacularly.

      He also noticed with a spike of excitement that Nadia’s eyes were lingering on the girl’s curves, too.

      “What do you think of my husband, Iliana?” Holly asked. “Is he handsome?”

      Iliana turned bright red and giggled uncomfortably, but the look she turned on Dan, much like the stares the other serving girls had been giving him, burned unmistakably with pure lust.

      “He’s very handsome, my lady,” Iliana said and hurried off to the next table.

      Nadia groaned. “Please don’t do that again,” she told Holly. “He’s cocky enough without you pumping his ego.”

      Holly squeezed Dan’s hand. “Our husband should be proud. Every maiden in this hall is dreaming of bedding him.”

      “Which explains why all of the males are giving me death stares,” Dan said.

      “They’re not used to the competition,” Holly said. “Females outnumber males three to one in the grove.”

      “I’m not complaining,” Dan said.

      “Normally,” Holly said, “the girls spend their lives fawning over the males, hoping to join a harem. You represent a new option. A big, strong, handsome option. And,” she said, smiling mischievously, “I might have mentioned to friends among the maidens that you’re armed with a very large sword.” Under the table, she gave his crotch a squeeze.

      “Well, these little hotties can just keep their hands off his sword,” Nadia said. “I’m using it tonight.”

      “Concubines have no say in such matters,” Holly said. “If Dan selects a new wife or two, maybe I will allow you to clean up after us.”

      Now it was Nadia’s turn to blush. She grumbled halfheartedly about evil elves, but Dan watched her green eyes glimmer as they flicked from serving girl to serving girl.

      “These girls are beautiful,” he said, “but the last thing I need right now is another wife. You two are all that I can handle.”

      “More than you can handle,” Nadia said.

      “We’ll see about that when we get back to the room,” Dan said.

      “Tonight, I’m punishing you both for your transgressions,” Holly joked. She had been angry at them earlier for stirring up trouble, but mostly, she’d been angry at her father, who was livid over the marriage. “In the meantime, if you see a girl you like, let me know.”

      “All right,” Dan said, knowing that he wouldn’t. Someday, he’d have fun adding another girl or two, but right now, Holly and Nadia were enough. He loved them both, they satisfied him wholly, and he wanted to give them everything that they needed.

      By the time the dinner plates were cleared, Dan was feeling no pain. This whiskey kicked serious ass.

      He wasn’t expecting a wedding present from his in-laws—Holly’s dad and brother clearly wanted to kill him, and her mother didn’t even seem to notice him—but if they were culture-bound to offer a gift, he’d ask for a flask of this stuff. Or a keg. Or a frigging wagon.

      Now three guys stood around Briar. They kept glancing at Dan and laughing, their eyes full of meanness. They were a bunch of cocky assholes, acting like a pack of middle school tough guys. Sure, they were good with blades, but they were little fuckers, and Dan longed to walk over and knock the teeth out of those vicious smiles.

      Then the music started up, and Dan forgot all about Briar and his pack of assholes. The singers he had seen practicing near the fountain formed up at the center of the room and filled the vast hall with their beautiful voices.

      Once again, Dan was awestruck.

      Then the serving girls, having set aside their trays, spun onto the floor, dancing to the music. In perfectly choreographed harmony, the dancers leapt and twirled and lifted one another into the air, as precise and graceful as ballerinas.

      When the music changed, the girls formed a single line and began to weave past the tables.

      “They’re all eligible maidens hoping to catch the eye of a husband,” Holly explained.

      The girls paused at each table, swaying and spinning, putting their lithe bodies on display.

      “Tonight,” Holly said, “the eye they’re all hoping to catch is yours.”

      As the line reached Dan’s table, a change came over the dancing girls. With flushed faces and eyes burning with desire, the maidens cavorted for Dan, taking their time, stretching and arching, bending and shaking, shimmying and undulating, much to the chagrin of the male elves.

      Dan was rock hard, as Holly soon found out when she tested him under the table. With a smirk, she asked, “See anything you like?”

      “I like this,” he said, raising his glass, and wondered for a second if he’d slurred.

      Should probably slow down and pace myself, he thought. Then his inner barbarian roared up inside him, Fuck that! Live a little.

      Dan chuckled. He felt more like Wulfgar every day.

      “What are you laughing about?” Nadia asked.

      “Nothing,” he said, and knocked back the rest of his whiskey.

      After a time, the dancers filed out of the hall. The singers finished, and a quartet of musicians with pipes and string instruments filled the hall with lively music.

      Children poured onto the dance floor, jerking and leaping with abandon. There was nothing choreographed here. These were just kids, cutting loose and having fun while their parents ignored them and drank and talked about grown-up stuff.

      A pack of children swung by the table and whined for Dan and his women to join them on the dance floor. Holly declined politely. Dan laughed and waved them off. Finally, Nadia caved in and went back with them to the dance floor.

      “Nadia loves kids,” Holly said. “She will make a great mother.” The words were happy, but her voice was sad.

      “So will you,” Dan said. “Someday.”

      Holly smiled uncomfortably. “Speaking of mothers, tradition demands that we eventually visit my parents’ table.”

      “Oh joy,” Dan said. “Can I get more whiskey first?”

      Holly laughed. “Have mine,” she said and slid her cup into his hands.

      He ignored a ripple of laughter from Briar’s table, put an arm around Holly, and watched Nadia dance with the kids.

      After a while, the children contrived a game that blended dancing and tag. Whoever was “it” had to spin the whole time he or she was chasing would-be victims across the dance floor. It was silly and hilarious, and Dan felt a surge of love for Nadia as he watched her play with the kids, all of them laughing hard and loving it.

      Glancing around, Dan noticed a girl in a purple cloak enter the hall. At first, he thought she was a child because of her height—she was a few inches under five feet—but then she shucked her cloak, revealing a face and body that belonged unmistakably to a fully developed woman.

      Like the other female elves, this girl was beautiful, only more so, despite her clothes and condition. Instead of a luxurious gown, the diminutive newcomer wore tight green breeches, a close-fitting tunic the color of tree bark, and soft leather boots laced to the knee. Her face and exposed forearms were smudged with dirt and covered in scratches. Silver dreadlocks fell all the way to her tight-looking ass.

      Laughing as she blew into the room, the new girl gave hugs, patted backs, and drew disapproving looks from the older elves, none more obviously than the Iron Druid himself, who apparently wasn’t a fan of the new girl or her informal attire.

      In this community of haughty and ritualistic perfectionists, where even cavorting was choreographed, there was something refreshingly feral and vibrant about this dirty-faced beauty.

      Holly nudged him. “What do you think about her?”

      Dan polished off the whiskey and grinned. “I might have to take back what I said about not wanting another wife.”

      “Is that so?” Holly said, grinning. “I could tell you a lot of stories about that one. She’s wild. Half dryad, they say. Spends most of her time in the woods, running with animals and climbing trees and playing tricks on travelers.”

      “What’s her name?” Dan asked, watching as the girl introduced herself to Nadia.

      “You’ll meet her later,” Holly said, standing and taking his hand. “For now, let’s get the mandatory table visits over.”

      “All right,” he grumbled. “How am I supposed to refer to your parents?”

      “Sir and ma’am for now. I don’t know the etiquette for a non-elf husband.”

      “Sir and ma’am it is,” he said, surprised to find his legs a little rubbery when he stood. This whiskey was dangerous stuff.

      “But first,” Holly said, “we must approach the table of my eldest sibling.”

      “Wait,” Dan said. “You mean Briar?” He glanced in that direction and saw Briar and his buddies chugging whiskey and slamming their glasses on the table.

      Holly nodded. “I’ve been putting it off, because I know he’s going to be difficult.”

      “Let’s just skip it.”

      “We can’t. It’s tradition, and it’s very important to my family.”

      “Great,” Dan growled, wanting more whiskey. “All right. Let’s get this over with.”

      “There’s one more thing,” Holly said sheepishly. “Since he’s my older brother, you have to get down on one knee and refer to him as ‘esteemed brother.’”

      “Are you shitting me?” Dan said, his face suddenly hot with a rush of anger and disbelief.

      “I’m sorry,” Holly said. She grabbed his hands and squeezed them, staring up at him hopefully. “Please do this for me. It’s custom. When in Rome, right?”

      “If this was Rome,” he said, “Briar would throw me to the lions.”

      “You two just got off on the wrong foot,” Holly said. “Don’t hold a grudge. Besides, you owe me. My father is so angry with me right now. The delving ceremony that you interrupted is very important to—”

      “All right, all right,” Dan said, seeing no way out. “Let’s go, then.”

      Holly beamed. “Thank you, husband,” she said and raised up to kiss his cheek.

      Briar looked up as they approached, staring at Dan with dead eyes and a smile full of amusement and contempt. His buddies grinned and elbowed each other.

      Dan stopped and glared at the assholes.

      Holly squeezed Dan’s hand. “Please go along with this,” she said. “Please, for me?”

      Dan nodded. He’d go along with it. He’d endure their mocking smiles this one time. But if Briar thought things were going to stay like this, he had another thing coming.

      They reached the table.

      The entire hall stilled, watching with interest.

      “Kneel,” Holly said under her breath and tugged his hand as she lowered herself to the floor.

      Dan followed her down, hating this phony, ritualized bullshit. He was no elf. Why the Hades should he have to do any of this?

      But he’d promised, so he went along with it.

      Glancing up, he saw the delighted faces of Briar and his buddies and wished he’d kept his head down. One of the assholes actually pointed at Dan and laughed.

      Dan bowed his head again. He had to. If the guy kept pointing at him, Dan would jump up and snap the little fucker over his knee like a stick of kindling.

      “Rise, sister,” Briar said, sounding all snotty. “And you,” he added, pronouncing you as if it left a bad taste in his mouth.

      When they stood, Briar was smirking up at them.

      “Esteemed brother,” Holly said, and gestured toward Dan. “I wish to introduce you to my husband, Dan Marshall of the Free.”

      “The Free,” Briar said, feigning confusion as he turned to his friends. “Do any of you know that grove?”

      They laughed, shaking their heads, going along with his lame-ass joke.

      “Never heard of it,” one said.

      “Nor I,” another added.

      Briar snapped his fingers, and a nasty smile came onto his face. “Now I remember. The Free. They’re not a grove at all, are they, Dan?”

      “No,” he said, and then, for Holly, grumbled, “esteemed brother.”

      Briar and his friends seemed to find this formality hilarious.

      “No, not a grove at all,” Briar said. “The Free are a bunch of northern savages.”

      Holly squeezed Dan’s hand.

      “That’s right,” Dan said, a dangerous smile coming onto his face as he drilled his eyes into Briar’s. “A bunch of stupid savages. Not good for much except fighting and fucking. Esteemed brother.”

      That wiped the cocky smile off Briar’s face.

      Guess even grey elves don’t like guys banging their sisters, Dan thought, his own smile growing wider.

      Turning to Holly, Briar said, “Sweet sister, I do apologize for your misfortune, but as tradition would have it, I welcome your savage to our grove.” His eyes swiveled to Dan. “If the animal doesn’t behave, I will happily discipline him for you. He will be eating out of your hand in no time.”

      Dan bit his tongue, boiling with anger.

      “You have always had a way with poetry and humor, esteemed brother,” Holly said, “and I thank you for welcoming my husband into our grove.”

      “Husband?” a voice full of laughter chimed, and Dan turned to see the beautiful wild-child approaching. She had large purple eyes, a spray of freckles across her cheeks and pixie nose, and bits of stick and leaf entwined in her silver dreadlocks.

      “Lily, meet Dan,” Holly said.

      Lily, Dan thought. That’s the name of—

      “Dan,” Holly said, smiling, “meet my sister, Lily.”

      “Greetings, esteemed brother,” Lily said, giving him an absurdly overdone bow that showed exactly what she thought of all this ritualized pomp and circum-bullshit.

      Lily straightened, yanked Dan’s head down to hers, and gave him a kiss. Her mouth was wet and warm, and her tongue darted playfully into his mouth.

      Then she broke the kiss, and Dan stood straight, feeling rocked.

      Lily licked her lips, which curved into a wicked smile. “Mmmm, esteemed brother, you’re welcome in my grove anytime.”
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      Dan woke to an epic hangover. His skull throbbed. His gut churned. His mouth was drier than a boot in the desert. Around him, Holly’s room spun sickeningly.

      He vaguely remembered the end of the night. Miraculously, he had kept his cool with Briar and with Holly’s parents, who turned out to be slightly more diplomatic than their son.

      Holly’s father’s eyes had burned with rage, but the Iron Druid had nonetheless stuck to the ritualized script and welcomed Dan to the grove.

      Holly’s mother also said the words, staring at Dan not with hatred but as if he were a curious creature that she found mildly interesting. Some new form of bug, perhaps, or an unusual worm.

      Then he, Holly, and Nadia had retired to Holly’s room. Dan remembered drinking more whiskey and getting the girls out of their clothes.

      Then nothing.

      Nadia lay beside him, naked and beautiful. If he didn’t feel like such shit, he would—

      “Good morning,” Holly said from across the room.

      Dan sat up then closed his eyes, waiting for the room to stop spinning. When the world came to rest, he opened them again and asked Holly what she was doing up so early.

      “Early?” she laughed. “It’s almost noon, silly. We’re late.”

      “Late?” What had he agreed to in his drunken stupor? Hopefully not tea and biscuits with her esteemed asshole brother.

      “After our talk in the middle of the night,” Holly said, “I want to visit Mother and—”

      “Wait,” Dan interrupted. “What talk in the middle of the night?”

      Holly tilted her head, grinning. Then, apparently realizing that he was serious, she said, “You dreamed of Zeke again last night.”

      “I did?” Then something in his mind shifted, and vague memories surfaced in the brackish backwaters of his hungover brain. Zeke’s emaciated face, the shape and sound of the predator things pacing beyond the wall of crackling red electricity, and Zeke’s voice saying something.

      What the wizard had said, Dan couldn’t recall. He just remembered that Zeke had been upset.

      “Yeah,” Dan said, rubbing his forehead, “I guess I did dream about him.”

      “You were upset when you woke,” Holly said. “You said that Zeke warned you. He said that we were all in danger.”

      Dan frowned. “I can’t remember now.”

      “From your description, I think you were experiencing a lucid dream,” Holly said. “We have to tell Mother.”

      “I thought we were going home,” Dan said. He didn’t feel like hanging around the grove for another night.

      “We are,” Holly said, “but we need to see Mother first. This could be very important.”

      “Great,” Dan said and pressed his palms into his temples. “I hope I don’t puke on her.”

      Nadia sat up blearily, looking half-asleep, alarmed, and absolutely gorgeous, topless as she was, with a veil of chestnut locks hanging over one green eye. “Don’t puke on me, barbarian.”

      Dan laughed. It made his head hurt worse. “I’m not puking on you, I’m puking on Holly’s mom.”

      “Oh,” Nadia said and flopped back on the bed. “Carry on, then.”

      “Ugh,” Dan said when he stood and the room tilted. “I thought you said that whiskey wouldn’t give me a hangover.”

      Holly laughed. “You drank enough to kill an ogre.”

      “Well,” Nadia said, her voice muffled beneath the pillow, “now he has the breath of a dead ogre.”

      Dan slapped her ass, crawled out of bed, and got dressed. Then he and Holly walked out into a gloomy morning and headed toward her mother’s study, which was part of the main tower.

      On their way, they passed the training yard, which was muddy from rain that had fallen during the night. Elves with wooden swords called to Dan, inviting him to join their sparring session.

      He ignored them and kept plodding along beside Holly. His head already felt like someone was clubbing it every time his heart beat.

      Floor-to-ceiling shelves filled with thousands of ancient-looking books covered the walls of Holly’s mother’s study, except where a massive skull—a dragon, perhaps—had been fashioned into a chair. The rest of the room looked like the lair of a mad scientist, complete with all kinds of scientific equipment, even a complex arrangement of glass piping, flasks, and burners, including several glass decanters filled with bubbling liquid.

      Holly’s mother leaned over the petrified beast, which she had carved into many pieces. Wearing a short magnifying tube over one eye, she picked up a chunk the size of a charcoal briquette. After turning the chunk over in her hands and studying it closely, she placed it on a scale, checked the measurement, and made a note.

      They waited, the measured ticking of a clock loud in the silence.

      Finally, Holly’s mother looked up. “Daughter,” she said with a nod. “Son-in-law.”

      “Good morning, Mother,” Holly said. “What have you learned about our beast?”

      “The specimen has surrendered few answers,” her mother said, “but I can say one thing with certainty. This creature, whatever it may be, is not from our reality.”

      “You mean it’s from some different plane of existence?” Dan asked.

      Holly’s mother raised one brow. “You surprise me. Do they talk of multiple universes where you are from?”

      Dan laughed. “Not so much, but I’ve been to the Between with our friend Zeke.”

      “Interesting,” Holly’s mother said, fiddling with her magnifying glass.

      “Speaking of Zeke,” Holly said, “Dan’s been experiencing lucid dreams.”

      Holly’s mother listened intently as Holly and Dan described the first dream and what little could be remembered from the second.

      “Lucid dreams mean one thing to elves and something else to humans,” Holly’s mother said. “Perhaps this was a dream. Perhaps this was more than a dream. I suspect the latter, based on our extra-planar visitor. The wizard said you are in danger?”

      Dan shrugged. “I don’t know. I think so.”

      “Perhaps Griselda still lives,” Holly’s mother said. “Perhaps she is trapped on another plane and is sending these beasts after you.”

      “Great,” Dan said. “Sounds like an extra-planar pain in the ass.”

      The slightest of smiles lifted one corner of his mother-in-law’s mouth. “I can see why you like him,” she said to her daughter. “He is not an unattractive specimen, and he is unusual.”

      Holly laughed. “Indeed.”

      “I’ll take that as a compliment,” Dan said. “So these things are hunting me now? Is that the idea?”

      “That is one possibility,” Holly’s mother said, “but it’s probably best filed under ‘wild speculation’ at this point.”

      “I wish I could remember last night’s dream,” Dan said. “Something had changed. Zeke was trying to warn me.”

      “There is one place where you can revisit dreams,” Holly’s mother said.

      Holly looked troubled. “The Pool of Dreams.”

      Holly’s mother nodded. “All Dan needs to do is drink water from the pool, lie upon the rocky shore, and close his eyes. He will reenter his dreams with a greater degree of clarity and control.”

      “But the Pool of Dreams is in the catacombs,” Holly said, sounding worried.

      “Where your Grandmother battled Griselda?” Dan asked.

      “Yes,” Holly said.

      Deep below the earth, Holly’s grandmother had come to the rescue of the Legion of Light as they battled the evil necromancer Griselda. Holly’s grandmother killed Griselda, but the necromancer rose from the dead and killed Holly’s grandmother.

      Dan and his friends had avenged Holly’s grandmother, killing Griselda, who had turned out to be none other than Dan’s merciless professor, Dr. Lynch.

      Now it sounded like Dr. Lynch might not be dead after all. Great. Just great.

      This was shaping up like another of Willis’s T&T adventures. Dan felt like kicking back and enjoying life for a while, not dungeon diving, but he also knew that in any world based on Willis’s TM style, rejecting a call to adventure would lead to bigger problems, like the ape-thing showing up on his doorstep back at Penn State. Better to follow the cues and take care of this thing right now. “All right. Where is it?”

      “We’ve already been there,” Holly said. “The weird rift in the woods cracked open above the catacombs. The Pool of Dreams is down there… along with the other beast.”
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            Laying Down the Law

          

        

      

    

    
      Dan watched in amazement as Holly’s mother rapidly sketched an incredibly detailed map of the caverns.

      From memory.

      He turned to Holly, meaning to share a can-you-believe-this look, but she merely stood there, waiting and watching with no expression on her face, as if her mother were making a sandwich.

      The catacombs had been magically sealed after the big battle and torn open again by the rift. Dan and the girls would have to rappel into the crevasse, find an opening into the catacombs, and orient themselves once inside, using milestones noted on the map.

      Dan and Holly thanked her mother and headed back to the room, where they woke Nadia and explained the situation.

      Dan, already packing his things, wanted to head straight to the catacombs.

      “Perhaps we should wait,” Holly said, sounding nervous.

      “No way,” Dan said. “The faster we get to the Pool of Dreams, the faster we can help Zeke.” And head home, he thought. Hangovers always made him want to head home and block out the world.

      “The catacombs are dangerous. They always were. And now that big extra-planar predator is down there. It’s twice the size of the one you two barely managed to kill.”

      “But we did kill it,” Dan said. “And we’ll have you with us this time.”

      “If we wait,” Holly said, “you might dream of Zeke tonight. He might tell you everything.”

      “Stay here another night?” Nadia groaned. “No offense, elf, but you’re way cooler than the rest of your family. I’m with the barbarian. Let’s split. Besides, the catacombs sound like a good place to find some treasure.”

      “Or a good place to get killed,” Holly countered. “Griselda cursed those catacombs with the blackest magic.”

      The vote remained two to one, so Holly relented, and they headed out, planning to leave the grove immediately. Holly’s father was still pissed, so it was best to just leave without saying goodbye, Holly explained. She would have liked to have said goodbye to Lily, but her sister was already out in the woods again.

      “No surprise there,” Holly said. “I think Lily’s allergic to sleeping under a roof.”

      Dan chuckled but couldn’t help feeling a little disappointed. He would’ve liked to have seen her again. Lily was something. Gorgeous and interesting and refreshingly different from Holly’s other relatives.

      And a great kisser, he thought. But completely off-limits. She’s your wife’s kid sister.

      “Ah,” a familiar voice called from across the courtyard, “my sister and her pets.”

      Dan followed the sound of laughter and saw Briar standing at the center of the training yard, wearing training armor and holding a wooden sword.

      Moro stood across from him, gasping for air and holding an injured hand.

      Several other young soldiers lounged cockily against the wall, laughing.

      Beside them, not laughing, was Estus. He waved a hand toward Dan and the girls then nodded in the other direction, his message clear. Keep moving.

      “Goodbye, Briar,” Holly said and started walking again.

      “Where are you going in such a hurry?” Briar called. “Join us for a little friendly sparring before you leave, barbarian.”

      Dan stopped and turned halfway back around. He was still hungover, but it would be nice, shutting Briar’s mouth. His face burned remembering how he’d felt at the feast, kneeling down and calling the smirking asshole “esteemed brother.”

      “Come on,” Holly said, tugging at Dan’s arm. “Just ignore him.”

      “It’s only sparring,” Briar called. “I thought you barbarians were supposed to be courageous warriors.”

      “Next time,” Dan said, following Holly.

      “Coward!” Briar called, raw anger in his voice now. He was clearly finished with mocking games. “Afraid of a wooden sword!”

      Dan yanked his hand free of Holly’s grasp and turned back around. He wasn’t sure what, exactly, finally made him snap, Briar’s challenge or the look of fear he’d seen in Holly’s eyes when he’d pulled free, but he was going to settle this prick’s hash for good.

      “All right, big talker,” Dan said. “I don’t usually play with toy swords, but toss me one, and I’ll shove it up your ass.”

      Estus interposed, looking nervous. “We will adhere to the rules.”

      “Rules?” Dan said. “You guys fight with rules?”

      “They’re simple,” Briar said, brushing off his wooden weapon. “So simple even a barbarian might understand.”

      Estus handed Dan a wooden sword.

      The thing was light but solid, the grip a little small for his hand. Whatever. It would do.

      “Dan,” Holly said, pulling at his arm. “Please don’t.”

      “Yeah,” Nadia agreed. “Let’s just go.”

      “Don’t worry,” Dan said. “I won’t hurt him too bad.”

      “You’ll each start at your mark,” Estus explained, pointing to wooden beams sunk in the mud ten yards apart. “Upon my command, you will fight. No outside weapons. No punching or kicking. The fight continues for five minutes or until one combatant yields.”

      “Or can no longer continue due to unconsciousness or death,” Briar added.

      “Death, huh?” Dan laughed. “You do know that all of your bullshit won’t mean squat once we start fighting, right?”

      Briar stepped to the line. “I’m ready when you are, pup.”

      “Wait,” Moro said. “What about armor? Do we have something that will fit the outsider?”

      Dan waved off the suggestion. “Armor is for pussies.”

      “You have to wear armor,” Holly said.

      Again, the fear in her eyes just pushed Dan toward recklessness. He would show her that she didn’t have to worry about his safety.

      He was going to crush this prick. He had a height and reach advantage on her brother, was forty pounds heavier, and knew from years of playing T&T that elves, while dexterous, weren’t known for strength. With his own 18/92 strength, he’d bowl over this lightweight.

      And I’ll have fun doing it, he thought, glaring back at his brother-in-law’s haughty face.

      Then Briar’s face disappeared as he lowered the dented sparring helm over his head.

      Dan stepped to the line, planning to add a few more dents to the helmet. Big dents.

      “Be careful,” Holly called to Dan.

      “Kick his ass,” Nadia said.

      As Dan was turning to give Nadia a grin, Estus called, “Fight!”

      Dan whirled back around—

      And the side of his face exploded.

      His head jerked sideways with the force of the blow. He staggered away, disoriented, and almost dropped his sword. His face throbbed where the sword had struck, and he felt blood running, wet and warm, down his cheek.

      The bastard split my face open!

      No sooner had he registered the blow than another crashed down, grazing the opposite side of his head, making his ear scream in pain.

      The wooden sword hurtled at him, slicing horizontally toward the side of his neck. At the last second, Dan tucked his chin and shrugged defensively, and Briar’s sword cracked into his shoulder.

      Dan countered with a wild backhand swing that missed by a mile.

      Briar danced away, laughing. “Clumsy, stupid, inferior human,” he said. Briar lunged fast as a striking viper and thrust the point of the wooden sword into Dan’s solar plexus.

      Pain exploded in Dan’s chest and abdomen, and the air rushed from his lungs with a humiliating grunt. But he managed to parry the next attack, three rapid-fire overhead slashes all aimed at his face.

      Briar was fast. Really fast.

      Dan swung again and missed by a half a sword length.

      Briar danced away, moving laterally.

      As Dan turned to follow, Briar surged back in, cracking Dan across the side of the head.

      It wasn’t a hard blow, but it hurt like hell and made his ear ring. Now he wished he’d at least worn a helmet, but he wasn’t about to call a time out.

      Briar followed up with several strikes, coming at Dan from different angles, high and low, left and right, and finished with a powerful thrust that punched Dan hard in the thigh.

      Dan growled in pain.

      Think!

      Briar was faster than him, but Dan was bigger and stronger. The trouble was, Briar’s speed had made Dan’s size and strength worthless. If he couldn’t hit the guy, strength meant nothing.

      The wooden swords were part of the problem. The weapon was too small for his hand and unfamiliar to boot. Meanwhile, Holly’s brother had used the sparring sword so many times it seemed like an extension of his body.

      Briar circled him, talking shit as he cracked Dan on the hands and arms, jabbed his chest and shoulders and legs, and occasionally went upside his head with a blistering whack.

      Dan was in bad shape. Breathing hard from having the wind repeatedly knocked out of him, it was all he could do to keep Briar from slipping behind him.

      He hadn’t landed a single shot on the elf.

      This was a nightmare.

      Briar was just too fast.

      So find a way to slow him down.

      He wasn’t allowed to punch or kick, but nobody had said anything about shoulder checks. This quick-footed asshole would be a lot easier to hit if Dan knocked him down. And every time Dan knocked him down, Briar would have to stand up in that heavy armor. Do that enough times, Briar would get tired. Tired and slow.

      The next time Briar attacked, Dan dropped his shoulder and charged.

      Briar’s strike cracked painfully into the side of his neck, but Dan bulled through it and slammed into his brother-in-law.

      Briar spun away, laughing. “Getting desperate, barbarian?”

      Dan didn’t bother to answer. He was going to stick to the plan and put this wiry prick on his ass.

      But every time Dan charged, his much faster opponent sidestepped and counterattacked, driving the point of the sword into Dan’s unarmored body or slapping it against his legs.

      Huffing like a dying beast, Dan charged again.

      Briar leaned one way and cut in the opposite direction, moving like a slick boxer. As Dan roared past, Briar’s sword jammed into his side with a loud crack, breaking a rib. The blow stole his breath and sent waves of pain through his torso. The broken rib flexed, hurting all the way up to the armpit.

      Dan wheeled around—then growled with pain and frustration when Briar’s sword cracked down on his wrist, making Dan drop his own weapon.

      Briar drove him away from the fallen sword with a series of slashing attacks.

      “One minute remaining!” Estus called.

      “Yield, husband,” Holly called.

      “To Hades with that,” Dan panted.

      His right eye was swollen shut, and his entire face was a swollen, bloody mess. His arms and legs ached, and his broken rib screamed. He couldn’t breathe, couldn’t hear, couldn’t even think straight.

      Glancing at Holly and Nadia, he filled with rage and humiliation. Holly was hunched into Nadia’s embrace, her small shoulders hitching up and down with sobbing. Nadia comforted her but watched Dan, shouting at him, something he couldn’t hear over the ringing in his ears.

      Thwack!

      Briar’s sword cracked off the side of Dan’s face, and Dan felt like he’d been picked up by a powerful gust of wind. He flew away, shrinking as he went, shrinking and flying, flying and shrinking, until he pinched down into nothing, into darkness, and—

      Slam!

      He came to on the muddy ground, gasping and hurting, badly rocked.

      He knocked you down, Dan realized and filled with white-hot self-loathing. You let the prick knock you down!

      Briar loomed over him and drew back his sword.

      Dan grunted, raised an arm over his face, and wriggled away like a snake with a broken back.

      Briar didn’t strike, though. He had merely feinted, just for the sick pleasure of seeing Dan’s desperate, ugly attempt at defense.

      Briar laughed cruelly. “Look at you,” he sneered. “You’re pitiful.” He turned and called across the yard, “Holly, don’t turn away. Look at what you married. Look at what you brought into our grove.”

      “Fuck you,” Dan growled, struggling to his feet.

      “Oh,” Briar said with a mocking lilt, “and he’s so eloquent, too. So intelligent. You’ve really chosen a fine husband, sister. Well, no worries. He’ll grow old and die soon enough, and you’ll still be young and beautiful. It certainly won’t be hard to find a better husband next time around.”

      “Asshole!” Dan bellowed and charged, determined this time to nail the bastard.

      Briar tripped him, and Dan hit the ground hard. Hurting all over, he roared in frustration and climbed once more to his feet.

      “Yield,” Briar said, his voice low and menacing. “Yield or I’ll ruin you.”

      Dan couldn’t really see him anymore, beyond his basic shape. One eye was swollen completely shut. The other was closing fast. A slime of mud and blood filled his nostrils and mouth. He spat out a wad and grunted, “Never.”

      Blows rained down so fast and so hard that Dan couldn’t even tell one from another. Everything was concussion and pain and the muted sounds of his own grunts and the faraway thumps of the strikes crashing into his head.

      He stumbled forward, hoping against hope to slam blindly into Briar, but the only thing he crashed into was the ground. Again and again until finally, what seemed like hours later, Estus called out, “Time!”

      Dan lay there dazed and gasping for air, blind from swelling, and engulfed in pain.

      Briar’s voice sneered above him, “You came into my grove with your big muscles and your stupid face, acting tough, thinking you could push me around just because you’re big. How did that work out for you, human?”
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      Dan lay in the dimness of Holly’s room. Everything hurt.

      Holly’s healing magic had lifted him from the brink of unconsciousness, slowed the bleeding, and dulled the incredible pain in his skull.

      In a way, however, the healing spell had made things worse. Before, he’d been wallowing in a semi-conscious blur of agony, overwhelmed by trauma and pain and self-loathing. Now that Holly had taken off the edge and brought him back around, he was aware of each individual pain, physical and emotional.

      He wasn’t sure which hurt worse.

      Briar had demolished him. Dan’s eyes were swollen shut, as were the air passages within his shattered nose. He’d broken a tooth halfway back along his jaw, which itself felt crooked and wouldn’t close right. Deep gashes crisscrossed his bruised and swollen face, where the edge of the wooden sword had split him to the bone, and cuts burned across his scalp and the back of his head.

      Every breath hurt. A few of his ribs were broken. One on one side, more on the other.

      His legs ached with bruising. A knot the size of a golf ball had swollen on one badly damaged shin.

      Swollen to cartoonish proportions, his hands pulsed throbbing pain up his arms to the shoulders. Both wrists were broken, as were both hands and most of his fingers.

      But for as bad as his injuries were, the humiliation hurt even worse.

      He had been a fool.

      He had truly believed that he could overpower Briar. He’d expected to take a few shots in order to land his own strike, but never in the heated build-up had he considered that he might not be able to hit the bastard.

      He’d assumed that he would win.

      And why had he assumed this? Upon what had he based his confidence?

      He didn’t know.

      Now, looking back, he realized that his confidence had been ridiculous. He’d based it on nothing. Size and pride. Nothing.

      Hadn’t Holly warned him not to fight her brother?

      Yes, she had. But he’d blown her off. In fact, Holly’s doubt had only made him angrier and more sure of himself.

      In reality, Briar was a total badass. He had been around for a long time, sparring regularly for decades, maybe even centuries.

      How could Dan have expected to walk into Briar’s backyard, play by his rules, and actually win?

      He had agreed to Briar’s choice of weapons, had agreed not to punch or kick, and had even declined armor and helmet.

      Briar was right. Dan was a fool, a pup, a clumsy muscle head.

      Briar had beaten him to the brink of death, and Dan hadn’t landed a single shot. Briar had knocked him down, toyed with him, and spoken his mind.

      Nothing Dan could ever do would erase that nightmare from his mind—or from the minds of Holly and Nadia.

      He reached to the nightstand and patted around until his hand found the tumbler of whiskey that Nadia had been holding to his lips before she and Holly had left the room to let him sleep.

      More whiskey would help to dull the pain.

      But the joke was on him. His hand was too banged up and swollen to even close around the glass. He turned on his side, groaning with pain, and reached with the other hand, but that one wouldn’t work, either.

      Some barbarian I am. Can’t drink, can’t hold a sword, can’t even whip a hundred-and-sixty-pound elf.

      Briar had been so fast and so hard to hit. In T&T, humans maxed out at 18 dexterity, but elves maxed out at 19. Dan would bet his last copper piece that Briar had a maximum score.

      What level was the bastard?

      Higher than I am, that’s for sure, Dan thought miserably. Way higher.

      Why hadn’t he even considered that possibility earlier?

      This revelation called other situations into question, most notably the problem of Gruss. Nadia had warned Dan several times not to mess with Gruss, but Dan had blown her off, one hundred percent confident that he could whip the mobster’s ass any day of the week, maybe with one hand tied behind his back.

      He’d been cocky and stupid, and he had paid dearly for it. He couldn’t afford to make the same mistake with Gruss. The mobster’s favorite hobby was chopping off body parts.

      Now all Dan could do was lie there, hurting and hating himself.

      He was supposed to investigate the crevasse and the catacombs, find the Pool of Dreams, and get some answers. But there was no way he could make the climb now, let alone defend himself and the girls if they ran into the ape-thing.

      And what did that mean? Because he couldn’t descend into the catacombs, was Zeke in danger? Was Dan in danger? Were the girls?

      He couldn’t say, couldn’t even guess, because in another act of brazen stupidity, he’d gotten so drunk at the feast that he couldn’t remember Zeke’s warning.

      Worse yet, he had no idea when he would be able to investigate the catacombs. If he did nothing but rest, Holly’s Cure Minor Wounds spells, which she could cast only once per day, might heal him in a week.

      To Hades with it, he thought.

      Whining wouldn’t fix things. He’d heal when he healed, and then he’d try to avoid making stupid mistakes.

      He was beginning to wonder if avoiding stupid mistakes was even possible for him.

      Whatever the case, he was through feeling sorry for himself. He was beaten, not broken, and he would fight again.

      He had no delusions about demanding an immediate rematch with Briar. That would just result in another one-sided ass-whipping.

      For now, he would rest and heal and fight against self-pity. Over time, he would return to his full strength and go to the catacombs. The only way to earn back respect from Holly, Nadia, and himself, would be to suffer without complaint, heal, and do what he said he was going to do.

      And then someday, somewhere, somehow, after he had leveled up and completed a good deal of training, he would have his rematch against Holly’s brother—but not until he had good reason to believe that he could actually win.

      He wanted to avenge the beating as much as he wanted to breathe.

      A new voice joined Holly and Nadia’s soft murmurs beyond the door. A deep voice, masculine, speaking in short, authoritative bursts.

      Shit. It had better not be Briar, he thought, anger rising in him. Then he laughed bitterly, thinking, And what if it is? What would you do about it?

      Even that bitter laughter hurt.

      The door opened, and the girls came in. Nadia smiled uncertainly. Holly was fighting back tears.

      Behind them strode Holly’s father.

      Dan groaned, seeing him. He really didn’t feel like receiving a ration of horseshit from his hateful father-in-law.

      But the Iron Druid didn’t speak. He paused at the foot of the bed, staring down at Dan with his jaw set and his eyes full of contempt and disgust.

      Then Holly’s father began to mutter Elvish incantations.

      A second later, a wave of warmth and pleasure rolled over Dan. The wave washed away all pain and discomfort and then pulled back out again, leaving him whole again.

      Completely healed.

      He flexed his hands, touched his jaw, and prodded his ribs.

      A single spell had put him back together. There was no pain, no weakness, no broken bones. Probing with his tongue, he realized that even his shattered tooth had returned.

      Dan sat up, too embarrassed to smile, and nodded at his father-in-law. “Thank you.”

      The Iron Druid blinked down at him, then turned to his daughter. “He is healed. I have honored my end of our agreement. Now you must honor yours.”

      Holly nodded, weeping harder. Nadia put an arm around her shoulders.

      Without another word, the Iron Druid strode from the room, his dark robes fluttering behind him, and was gone.

      “Thank you,” Dan said, swinging his legs out of bed. “Must’ve been tough, talking him into healing me.”

      Holly shook, lost to tears.

      “I’ll gather our stuff,” Nadia said. “The faster we get out of here, the better.”

      Holly nodded again, sobbing even harder.

      Dan got out of bed and wrapped his arms around her and stroked her golden hair. She felt very small, pressed against him, shaking and crying.

      Nadia piled their bags beside the door, then tapped Dan’s shoulder. “Get dressed. It’s time to go.”

      “What happened?” Dan asked, stepping back and holding Holly’s shoulders.

      Holly started to speak, but then her mouth tightened shut and wriggled, as if the words were too awful to speak. She shook her head, her hurt eyes streaming tears.

      Nadia answered instead, her green eyes burning with anger. “Her dad exiled her from the grove.”
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            Roderick’s Raiders

          

        

      

    

    
      They left the grove without fanfare or farewell and crossed the damp meadow beneath cloudy skies, no one saying much. When they reached the muddy road, a cold rain began to fall.

      They pulled up their hoods and kept trudging along. At least it wouldn’t be raining in the catacombs.

      Thank Crom for small favors.

      Rounding a bend in the road, they beheld an ugly scene. At the front of a stalled wagon, a bald man in studded leather armor cursed loudly at an ox, demanding the beast pull harder.

      The ox stood in the mud, blinking into the rain. Ribs stood out against its muddy hide, which was checked in bloody lash marks.

      “Move, you stupid beast!” the man bellowed. He wore a red armband over his armor.

      Dan was ready to say something, but Nadia grabbed his arm and pointed.

      At the back of the wagon, several men, all of them armed, armored, and wearing red armbands, shouted at a cluster of ten or fifteen humanoids in chains. “Push, bitches!”

      Looking beaten and bedraggled, the captives strained against the wagon to no avail.

      They were mostly elves, though not grey elves. Green elves and red elves, Dan thought, alongside a couple of gnomes and a dwarf, all women.

      The armed men at the back of the wagon shouted at the women to push harder.

      Dan’s eyes narrowed, seeing the whip at the side of the man yelling at the women.

      Strange laughter rolled out of a large cage sitting in the wagon. Within the cage, a tall, muscular woman with greenish skin and blood-red hair clutched the iron bars. Wearing only a fur bikini, she laughed down at the scene, though whether she was mocking the captives or their captors, it was impossible to say.

      “Slavers,” Nadia growled.

      Dan grabbed the pommel of his sword. Slavers. The biggest assholes in the universe.

      “Come on,” Holly said and led them off the road. The slavers hadn’t noticed them yet.

      Dan and the girls moved into the trees and flanked the road, drawing closer to the slavers under cover of the forest. Thankfully, the rain-soaked leaves were silent beneath their footfalls as they took up position in the forest near the wagon.

      Nadia started stripping off her clothing.

      Dan stared at her perfect body. “Um, you want to get freaky now of all times?”

      Nadia smirked. “You wish. I’m shifting. Turn around, both of you. I don’t want you to see this.”

      Dan started to say how ridiculous she was, but he could tell she was serious, so he turned around. He was aware of soft moaning and growling behind him, but he honored Nadia’s wishes and kept his eyes on the stalled wagon.

      “So what’s the plan?” Dan said.

      “Kill the bastards,” Holly said, stringing her bow.

      “Sounds good to me,” Nadia growled, stepping up beside them in her fused form.

      “Hold on,” Dan said. “Let’s assess the situation.”

      Holly’s father might have erased Dan’s physical wounds from the fight with Briar, but every ass-whipping comes with a complimentary lesson, and Dan wouldn’t soon forget what he’d learned on the training yard.

      He and the girls couldn’t assume that they could beat these slavers simply because they were assholes.

      “There are six or seven slavers down there,” he whispered. “We can’t rush blindly into this.”

      “See their red armbands?” Holly whispered, and Dan realized that she was nocking an arrow. “They’re with Roderick’s Raiders, the same group that killed my brother Nettle.”

      “Shit,” Dan said, sliding his sword free of its sheath. “All right. So they definitely deserve to die. But can we take them?”

      As he talked, he scanned the scene, gauging the enemy. They looked like seasoned veterans and mean sons-of-bitches to boot.

      From this angle, he could see the back of the hobgoblin woman in the cage. Her tiny fur bikini barely concealed her shapely green ass. Lines of ruined flesh crisscrossed her back, draining blood that turned pink in the steady rain.

      They had whipped her just as they had whipped the ox.

      As Dan studied the hobgoblin, she turned and stared directly at him. Her bright yellow eyes widened, and a wicked smile twisted across her harsh, red face. Jutting from the smile, two short, sharp-looking tusks glimmered in the rain.

      “I’m going to kill as many of them as I can,” Holly said, glaring down at the men.

      “Yeah,” Nadia said, leaning eagerly forward, ready to spring from the forest.

      “Okay,” Dan said, “but let’s at least figure out a plan of attack.”

      Down on the road, the slaver at the front of the train uncoiled his whip, cursing at the ox.

      The poor animal just stood there in the rain, too spirit broken to flinch away, let alone yank the wagon from the mud.

      “You’d better hurry with that plan, or I’m going to shoot the bald guy,” Holly said, drawing her bow.

      “Hold on,” Dan said, as the man with the whip drew back his arm. “Give Nadia and me time to get close and—”

      Thock!

      The bald man’s head snapped forward. The bloody point of an arrow jutted from his eyeball.

      For half a second, Dan thought that Holly had fired the shot. But then he realized two things simultaneously. Holly still held her arrow at full draw, and the arrow that had skewered the bald man’s head had come from the opposite direction, out of the woods across the road.

      The bald man wobbled, dropped the whip, and toppled forward to slam face-first into the muddy road. The feathered end of the arrow stuck up from the back of his head like a weathervane.

      The slavers at the back of the wagon started shouting and pulling weapons.

      One of them spun and dropped, struck in the throat with another arrow fired from across the road.

      “Die,” Holly whispered, and fired for the first time. Her arrow struck a slaver with a dull thump, plunging into his side. The man convulsed, dropped to the ground, jumped back up, and scrambled wildly into the wagon, crouching down and peering from behind its short slat rail.

      Holly nocked another arrow.

      With a chuckling growl, Nadia leapt from the tree line.

      So much for strategy, Dan thought and raced after her.

      The wounded man in the back of the wagon lifted a crossbow over the rail, aiming at Dan.

      Dan kept charging but wove side to side. He spun his sword overhead, roaring, and waited for the crossbow bolt.

      The bolt fired—but arched high into the air as the crossbow tilted skyward and fell away.

      The slaver flailed against the cage, desperately clawing at the muscular green arms jutting from between the bars and strangling the life from him.

      Thanks, hobgoblin, Dan thought. A bolt only did 1-4 points of damage in T&T, which was no big deal if you were playing a game. Taking a crossbow bolt in reality, however, blew dead rats.

      The elves screamed and cowered as Nadia raced past them, leapt into the air, and tore a gaping red hole in the throat of a slaver.

      Another slaver jerked one way and then the other, struck almost simultaneously by arrows from both sides of the road.

      A barrel-chested, red-bearded slaver charged in Dan’s direction, drawing back a heavy cudgel.

      Dan thrust inside the slaver’s swing and ran his sword point through the man’s freckled upper arm. Dan powered forward, slammed into the red-haired man, and knocked the slaver from his feet.

      As the man fell, Dan’s sword ripped free of the flabby biceps. Dan whipped the sword in a tight circle, switching grips, and jammed it down, skewering the slaver through the chest.

      The red-haired man screamed and went still, staring up into the rain with open eyes as his mouth filled with blood.

      Dan ripped his sword free and looked around for targets. His hood had fallen back. Heavy rain pounded into his face, making him squint, and ran down inside his collar, soaking him.

      The slavers were dead, he realized with disappointment. Killing assholes had become his favorite hobby. Besides, he had to keep plugging away and earning experience points so that he could level up again.

      Nadia gave her second kill one final shake before dropping him and jumping to her feet. Her breasts bounced fetchingly up and down, the short chestnut-colored fur flattened to their curves with the rain. Her green eyes locked on Dan, and a bloody smile spread across her muzzle.

      “You know your girlfriend’s hot when you drool over her tits at a time like this,” Nadia said.

      “His wife, you mean,” Holly said, stepping up beside them.

      “Shut it, elf,” Nadia said.

      The chained elves cowered, whimpering. The gnomes half-crouched, eyeing them warily. The dwarf stood, waiting stoically for whatever fate had in store for her now.

      “We had better not stand in the open,” Dan said. “We don’t know who was firing from that side of the road.”

      “You disappoint me, esteemed brother,” a female voice full of laughter called from the forest. “My perfect accuracy should have tipped you off.”

      Dan laughed as Lily stepped from the woods. She had already unstrung her bow and lashed it to her back. She sauntered across the road, seemingly unbothered by the rain, despite the fact that she wasn’t wearing her purple cloak.

      Lily walked over to the bald guy whom she’d killed, braced a boot against his thick neck, and yanked her arrow from his skull. After examining the arrow, she smiled and held it up for Dan to see. “Good as new,” she chimed. “That’s grey elf craftsmanship for you.”

      Holly wrapped her younger sister in an embrace. They talked in Elvish for a few seconds, and then Holly turned to the ox, which still stood, staring into the distance. Beneath the fresh lash marks, its hide was matted with scars.

      Holly smoothed a hand over the beast’s neck and spoke to it in soft, snuffling whispers, working her animal magic. As she spoke, a transformation came over the ox. The animal stood straighter and nuzzled Holly, dragging its thick, pale tongue up her arm.

      Holly laughed and patted the beast softly. “Thank you,” she said. “You’ll be okay now.”

      Lily crouched, pointing to the shackle patches sewn onto the dead men’s shoulders. “Roderick’s Raiders,” she said. “They’re a press gang for the Duke of Harrisburg. They raid the forests to fill his ranks. Then, after they’ve hauled off the strongest males to serve in the Duke’s army, they come back through to claim unprotected females as slaves.”

      “Well, these assholes won’t be doing that anymore,” Dan said. “I’m glad we killed them.”

      “Killed most of them,” Holly corrected him. “Two escaped into the woods.”

      “Want me to go hunt them down?” Nadia asked.

      Dan thought for a second. “Don’t bother,” he said. He didn’t doubt for a second that Nadia could take care of business, but in Willis’s campaigns, bad things happened offstage to friendly NPCs who left the group to go take care of some simple challenge. He wouldn’t risk sacrificing a woman he loved to serve as a plot point.

      “Forget them,” he said. “Let’s wrap this up and get to the catacombs.”

      Of course, he had no way of knowing then what a huge mistake he had just made.
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            Broken Elves and a Crazy Hobgoblin

          

        

      

    

    
      They walked to the back of the wagon, where the red elves fell to their hands and knees, begging Nadia for mercy.

      Fierce laughter rang out from above.

      Remembering the hobgoblin, Dan looked up to see her grinning down at the groveling elves. She pointed at them and threw back her head with laughter, the undeniably feminine sound of it contrasting strangely with her harsh, red face, gleaming tusks, and muscular warrior’s physique.

      He noticed then that her back, like the ox’s, was not only bleeding from recent whippings but also matted with the scarring of past lashings.

      “Someone please tell these pitiful-ass elves that I’m not going to eat them,” Nadia said.

      Dan crouched, pulled keys from the belt of a dead slaver, and spoke to the captives. “We’re not going to hurt you.”

      The dwarf blinked, looking unconvinced and unconcerned.

      The gnomes stood close to one another, eyeing him warily.

      The four green elves also stood, looking frightened yet surly. Slightly shorter than grey elves, they were less curvy and more muscular, with skin the color of wet sand and hair the color of late-spring maple leaves. Their faces were cloudy with bruises.

      They fought the slavers, Dan thought.

      The seven red elves were gorgeous, despite their pitiful condition, rain-flattened hair, and mud-streaked faces. They had raven black hair, red skin, and huge eyes with bright red pupils that burned like flames in the gloom. They were tiny— shorter even than Lily—but their bodies were achingly curvy.

      “Do not kill us, Master,” one of the red elves cried out to Dan. “Please spare us.”

      Dan held up the keys and smiled. “Relax. We’re the good guys. Or at least, I’m the good guy, and these,” he said, nodding toward Nadia and the grey elf sisters, “are the good girls.”

      A change had come over Holly. She stared down at the elves with her chin held high, her back straight, and her shoulders back. Her expression was aloof, almost icy.

      The green elves avoided her purple eyes.

      The red elves bowed low, thanking Holly and Lily for saving them.

      “What about me?” Nadia said and barked incredulous laughter. “I killed two of those fuckers. Where’s my thanks?”

      The elves mumbled thanks but refused to meet her eyes, drawing more laughter from the hobgoblin above.

      Dan glanced back over his shoulder.

      The hobgoblin’s bright yellow eyes burned into his as the corners of her mouth lifted. She pointed at the keys, slapped the cage lock, and spoke to him in a guttural language that he assumed was hobgoblin.

      He raised his index finger, hoping that the gesture also meant “wait” in hobgoblin. He didn’t want to complicate things by flipping off the humanoid warrior woman.

      Turning back to the red elves, he said, “Rise.”

      They obeyed, their thin, rain-soaked clothes clinging to their incredibly curvaceous bodies. They really were small, probably only four and a half feet tall, with narrow waists and delicate wrists and ankles, but their arms and legs were toned and their figures were straight out of a teenage comic book fan’s wet dream. They were even bustier than the grey elves.

      Enough of that, Dan thought, refocusing. Free these women and get back to business. The faster I reach the Pool of Dreams, the faster I’ll figure out Zeke’s dream riddle and what to do about it.

      He told the captives to line up single file and hold out their wrists.

      The dwarf muscled her way to the front of the line. She was middle-aged with curly brown hair, lifeless blue eyes, and the number 2073 tattooed into the hard line of her truculent jaw.

      Dan sprung her wrists. Without a word, the dwarf trotted off into the woods.

      You’re welcome, he thought, watching the strange woman disappear.

      The gnomes thanked him in their high-pitched voices when he freed them and stepped aside.

      Next came the green elves, still wary. When he freed them, they bowed and stepped aside, talking among themselves in Elvish that sounded less refined than the musical language of Holly’s people.

      The red elves came last, thanking Dan again and again, calling him “brave master” and “courageous lord.”

      Dan smirked at Holly, but she was still locked in her weird, aloof, regal mode. Lily was looting corpses.

      Nadia, however, rolled her emerald eyes, a thing he’d never seen her do in fused form. “You’re eating this master shit up, aren’t you?”

      Dan shrugged and laughed. “If the shoe fits.”

      After he’d freed the last of the elves, the hobgoblin started shaking the bars of her cage.

      “Settle down,” Dan said. “You’re next.”

      “No, Master!” one of the red elves cried out. “The hobgoblin is a fierce warrior. She killed four of the slavers before they knocked her unconscious.”

      “You can’t free her,” another red elf chimed in. “She will attack you!”

      “Yes,” another red elf agreed. “Hob—”

      “Enough!” Holly called sharply, her purple eyes flashing. “Hold your silly tongues.”

      The red elves looked at their feet.

      What the Hades? Dan thought.

      Holly turned toward the caged warrior woman and spoke in the hobgoblin’s guttural language.

      The pair went back and forth, Holly questioning the hobgoblin, who held her chin high and looked down at them with fearless eyes.

      The hobgoblin’s voice grew more forceful. Then she thumped her breasts—which were actually quite nice, Dan now realized—with a forearm.

      Holly turned back to Dan. “Her name is Ula-Una-Oon-Bok, Third Daughter of Bok the Bold, war maiden of the Liver Eaters, and she wants you to free her.” The hint of a smile lifted one corner of Holly’s mouth. “Ula also says that these elves are nervous idiots, afraid of their own shadows.”

      “Girlfriend has a point,” Nadia said.

      “Tell Ula-Una-Whatever that I’ll free her,” Dan said, “but if she attacks us, we’ll waste her.”

      “No need to threaten her, husband,” Holly said. “Ula is a warrior, not a psychopath. Hobgoblins lead martial lives, but they are not chaotic killing machines.”

      “All right, then,” Dan said, climbing into the wagon and stepping over the leg of the man that the hobgoblin had strangled to death.

      The red elves chittered frantic warnings until Holly hushed them with a disapproving gaze.

      Ula grinned as Dan approached, showing him her tusks. She was as tall as he was, and she held his gaze with intense and intelligent yellow eyes.

      In juxtaposition to the throbbing femininity of the red elves, Ula looked harsh and fearsome, but she was vibrantly alive, oozed confidence, and radiated a strange, inhuman sexuality.

      Dan slid the thick key into the slot and turned it, unlocking the cage door with a muffled clack.

      Ula gave him a nod and strode to the front of the wagon, where she pulled aside a tarp pooled with rainwater and retrieved a massive, double-bladed battle ax with pointed pommel.

      Dan hopped down off the wagon.

      He was confused to see all of the red elves still standing there, blinking up at him with their big, soulful eyes. Strands of wet hair clung to their foreheads, and rain drained down their firm-looking, red cleavage.

      The gnomes still lingered, too, looking cautious yet hopeful.

      Ula hopped off the wagon beside Dan and sneered at the red elves, who let out a collective shriek.

      Ula threw back her head with another burst of curiously girlish laughter and leaned back against the wagon, holding her axe across her body and looking incredibly amused.

      After the red elves had settled, Dan said, “That’s it. You’re free. Go home.”

      One of the red elves stepped forward with pleading eyes—her red irises were flecked with gold, he noticed—and fell to her knees before him.

      “Please, Master,” she begged, looking up at him with huge, desperate eyes and gripping his thighs with her small hands. “Please don’t leave us in the wilderness to die.”

      “Huh?” Dan said. “You’re elves. Don’t you live in the woods?”

      “Our flesh is sweet, Master,” the red elf pleaded. “Monsters would devour us.”

      The other red elves nodded in agreement, looking on with terrified eyes.

      Meanwhile, the little elf before him rubbed her hands up and down his thighs. Staring down at her beautiful face and ample cleavage, he felt something dark stir within himself.

      These red elves were small, but they weren’t children. Not at all.

      “Master, please,” she begged. “Don’t abandon us. We’ll do anything.”

      “They’re telling the truth,” Lily said. “They wouldn’t last a night in this forest.”

      Dan groaned. He didn’t have time for this bullshit. The day was slipping away. He needed to investigate the catacombs before darkness fell.

      “You can have the wagon,” he told them. “Just stay inside and hurry straight home, and I’m sure everything will be fine.”

      “Master,” the red elf with gold in her eyes said, “you are very kind to offer the wagon, but the wagon is slow, and predators are fast. Please, take us with you.”

      “Believe me,” Dan said, “if you’re afraid of predators, you don’t want to go where we’re going.”

      The red elves shuddered. Others crawled forward to clutch at his legs. “Don’t abandon us, Master!”

      What a mess, Dan thought, surveying the scene. Rain and mud and bodies everywhere. And now this crew of helpless elves. He didn’t have time for any of it, but he couldn’t just let them die.

      Turning to Holly and Nadia, he said, “What if we take them to the crevasse and have them wait outside while we take care of business?”

      Holly shook her head. “We don’t know how long it will take underground, and their sweet blood would just stir up trouble.”

      “You guys are exploring the crevasse?” Lily asked.

      “Dan needs to visit the Pool of Dreams,” Holly said.

      “Take me with you,” Lily said. “I’ve always wanted to see the catacombs. Besides, I know this country better than anyone. I’ll help you return these people to their villages.”

      The red elves brightened instantly, clamoring with hopeful whispers.

      “Return them to their villages?” Dan said.

      “There’s no other way,” Nadia said. “You won’t leave them here to die, and we can’t take them to the crevasse, so we have to deliver them.”

      Dan groaned, then asked the red elf with flecks of gold in her eyes, “Where do you live?”

      “Fire Ridge, Master,” the red elf said.

      “How far away is that?” Dan asked.

      “I’m not certain, Master,” the red elf said. She looked to the other red elves, who all seemed clueless, before turning back to him. “It’s been a difficult time, Master. The slavers took us while we were harvesting nuts in the forest. That was several days ago. The slavers moved slowly, stopping to capture others.”

      “If we move with a purpose, we can reach Fire Ridge in two days,” Lily said.

      “Two days there and two days back, then?” Dan said. “We can’t wait that long.”

      “The fortress of Fire Ridge would thank you for saving us,” the red elf said.

      Lily snorted. “Some fortress,” she said. “You guys let that place fall apart.”

      If the red elf heard Lily, she didn’t show it. Instead, she kept her big eyes trained on Dan. “Master, my mother is the matriarch.”

      “Look,” Dan said, “I’m sorry, but—”

      “Husband,” Holly said sharply. “Return the red elves to Fire Ridge.”

      Dan eyed her with confusion. She had been so aloof toward the red elves. Now she was suggesting that he derail his plan, potentially putting Zeke and themselves in danger, in order to help a pack of elves about which she clearly didn’t give a shit.

      “We have to get to the Pool of Dreams,” he reminded her. “You know—”

      “Husband,” Holly said, and her voice suddenly had an edge. “Trust me.”

      He didn’t understand what was happening here, but he understood her purple eyes well enough. She had a reason for her sudden change of heart, and he needed to play along.

      “All right,” he said. “We’ll escort them back to Fire Ridge.”

      The red elves squealed with delight and bowed down before Dan, lavishing him with another wave of praise and thanks.

      Shit, he thought, smiling uncomfortably at the fawning elves, this is going to be a huge pain in the ass.

      “Let’s go,” Nadia said. “If I have to stand here listening to these pebble-brained bimbos worship you, I’m going to barf.”

      “Enough,” Dan told the red elves. “We need to get moving. And you,” he said, addressing the green elves and gnomes, “I suppose you need help, too?”

      They did. Delivering them would add another day, maybe two. They were looking at a week’s delay before they would be able to explore the catacombs.

      Noticing Ula standing there, looking fierce as a bloody-faced lioness with her double-headed battle ax, he said, “Why are you still here? You don’t need our protection.”

      The hobgoblin grunted in her ugly language, thumped her chest, and slammed the pointed pommel of her ax into the muddy road.

      “She wants to stay with you,” Holly said. “You freed her, so she is in your debt.”

      “Huh?” Dan said. Delivering the others was already going to be a tremendous pain in the ass. Having a snarling hobgoblin along would only make things harder. “Tell her not to worry about it.”

      Holly spoke to Ula.

      Ula scowled and squared her shoulders, and her gaze grew even fiercer. She ranted for several seconds, clearly angry, and slammed her battle ax once more into the ground.

      “Ula assumes that you’re refusing her because you think that she’s weak. She’s offering to fight any one of us to prove her worth.”

      “Oh Hades,” Dan said. “Tell her to relax. She doesn’t need to fight anybody. I know she’s tough. What a pain in the ass.”

      “These woods are dangerous,” Lily said. “If the hobgoblin pledges her ax to you, she will be valuable.”

      Dan didn’t know much about hobgoblins. He’d fought them as a first-level character in T&T and knew that they were tougher and smarter than goblins or orcs. Ula would certainly be helpful in a fight.

      “She will challenge you, however,” Holly said

      “Challenge me how?”

      “Hobgoblins know war and strength, nothing else. If you are strong, she will defend you with her life. If you’re weak, she will either abandon us or try to take over the group.”

      “And if I refuse her offer?”

      “She will attack one of us to prove her strength or hunt us as we travel.”

      “That’s crazy,” Dan said.

      “If you don’t want her,” Lily interjected, keeping her voice calm and conversational, “kill her right now.”

      Whoa, Dan thought, reconsidering Holly’s kid sister. That was pretty dark advice.

      Ula looked Dan up and down, studying every inch of him, and snorted with seeming disdain.

      “What was that all about?” Dan asked.

      “She’s starting to doubt your strength,” Holly said. “You keep asking for our opinions. A strong leader is autonomous and decisive.”

      The simplest thing would be to kill the hobgoblin right now, with no warning. Just punch her in the face, rip out his sword, and let her have it.

      But that would be murder, and he would regret it forever.

      He didn’t want her attacking one of his girls, though, and he didn’t want her following them as they traveled, sniping stragglers or slipping into camp to slit his throat while he slept.

      “All right,” he said grudgingly. “Tell her I accept her offer to help.”

      Holly grunted at Ula, who grinned fiercely. The hobgoblin turned back to the wagon, wiped her hand along the floor boards, and held up a crimson palm for Dan to see. She grunted at him, thumped her chest, and licked blood from her palm.

      “What the Hades is she doing?” Dan said, disgusted.

      “Taking her blood oath,” Holly said, clearly suppressing a grin. “She swears to protect you and fight your fights until her debt is paid.”

      “Great,” Dan said, turning away from the disgusting spectacle. “Whoa—what are you doing?”

      The red elves were pulling off their clothes, exposing the most perfect bodies Dan had ever seen.

      “We are preparing to thank you, Master,” the red elf with gold-flecked irises said. She was the most beautiful of the bunch, he realized, a fact punctuated by her impossibly perfect bare breasts. “We are not talented warriors, but we are experts at the pleasure arts.”

      For a second, Dan just stared in disbelief. Sure, they were inhumanly hot and more or less naked, their firm red bodies raised in gooseflesh and streaming with rain. But he had two beautiful wives, was in a hurry, and this wasn’t exactly a pleasure palace. They were standing in the cold rain at the middle of a muddy road, surrounded by the dead.

      He waved them off impatiently. “Put your clothes back on. We leave now. The faster I get you to Fire Ridge, the faster I can get on with my life.”
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      They left the wagon in the mud and unhitched the ox, which followed Holly like a lost puppy.

      Between its slow plodding over the muddy road and the short strides of the gnomes and red elves, the going was slow.

      Very, very slow.

      Dan grumbled with frustration as they trudged through the rain, struggling over steep, heavily wooded hillsides.

      The red elves sang as they marched. Their voices were lovely, like musical instruments, but within the context of a maddeningly slow march through dangerous wilderness, the cheery throbbing of their songs soon set Dan’s teeth on edge. Finally, he barked at them to stop their singing.

      Walking beside him with her axe at the ready, Ula laughed and laughed.

      They stopped early, needing extra time to set up camp and find food, as the slavers had been living off the land, foraging rather than living off rations.

      Lily led them a short way off the road to a steep hillside, where ledges of exposed rock created a series of relatively dry alcoves that would fit all of them save for the ox, which Holly instructed to bed down beneath some roadside hemlocks.

      The rain stopped, but the forest floor pattered loudly with the sound of dripping trees. Downhill, a swollen stream thundered.

      Holly and Lily went off to forage. Nadia, who had shifted back to human form, walked off in a different direction. Ula disappeared into the forest along her own angle.

      Using a shovel taken from the slavers’ wagon, the gnomes dug a fire pit and encircled it with mossy stones.

      Humming cheerily, the red elves rolled logs up to the fire pit for seating.

      The green elves lurked, watching the others work, until Dan told them to gather firewood and kindling from beneath the leaf litter.

      Dan built a fire tepee at the center of the pit around a nest of twigs and bark shavings and tried to start a fire with his knife and a rock. Again and again, he struck the rock with grating blows, spraying the kindling nest with sparks, but managed only smoke.

      “Allow me, Master,” the red elf with gold-flecked eyes said. She reached out, almost touching the kindling, and began singing softly. A spray of small sparks rushed from her fingertips, and the kindling nest ignited.

      Dan grinned. “Thanks, um… what’s your name?”

      “My name is Thelia, Master,” the tiny beauty said with a flutter of her long lashes. “I am happy to serve you.”

      Shortly after the fire caught, Holly and Lily returned, having gathered roots, nuts, and clumps of pale moss that could be rendered into a bland yet nutritious tea.

      “Thanks,” Dan said, wanting a steak and some of that elvish whiskey instead.

      When Nadia showed up a short time later with a rabbit, Dan grinned and said, “Now that’s more like it!”

      They prepped and spitted the thing and started cooking it over the fire, which was growing stronger now.

      Ula returned then, carrying two rabbits, which she had already dressed and cleaned at the swollen stream downhill. She chopped a sapling, sharpened two branches, skewered both rabbits, and grinned at Nadia’s contribution with contempt.

      “Show off,” Nadia grumbled.

      Ula snorted and squatted beside the fire, holding the spitted rabbits over the crackling flames, firelight gleaming on her eyes and tusks.

      The good smell of roasting meat made Dan’s stomach grumble. He was starving.

      When the gnomes sidled close to the fire, sniffing the air and casting hopeful glances toward Ula, the hobgoblin jerked in their direction, snapping her teeth, and laughed as the gnomes retreated into one of the alcoves, where they joined the ranks of the trembling red elves.

      The green elves grumbled in their own alcove, eating roots and looking miserable.

      “Let them grumble,” Holly said. “They know how to forage.”

      The red elves, on the other hand, were pretty much helpless, she and Lily agreed.

      The red elves had once been a proud race, Holly explained. Long ago, they had built impressive fortresses and had been famous for their amazing and formidable fire mages. But having conquered their domain, they went to seed, focusing on singing and sex instead of the things that had made them great.

      The last of the fire mages disappeared centuries ago. Since then, their numbers had dwindled, their keeps had crumbled, and their magical powers had dissipated. All that remained were far flung tribes of stunted elves with nice bodies.

      Dan told them about Thelia lighting the fire.

      “That little spark show was about as good as it gets with modern red elves,” Lily said. “They’re doomed.”

      “The green elves are much tougher,” Holly said. “They probably would’ve made it home on their own, but why bother if they can just travel with us? They’re uncivilized but not entirely stupid.”

      Dan nodded but could read the bias in the tone of his grey elf wife. He would listen to everything that she and Lily told him, but ultimately, he would have to form his own opinions of the other elves.

      It had been a long, grueling day. They were cold and wet and hungry. But most of all, they were tired. Bone tired.

      Holly was most exhausted of all, and no wonder there. Over the course of a single day, she’d watched her husband get beaten to the brink of death, gotten kicked out of her grove, killed a couple of people, and trudged up and down muddy hills through the rain.

      By the time they bedded down, the forest was dark.

      We could’ve been in the catacombs by now, Dan thought. Hades, we might’ve already made it to the Pool of Dreams and climbed back out.

      Holly and her sister retreated to the corner of the alcove, whispering in Elvish. Lily rubbed Holly’s back, cooing to her in comforting tones until they curled up, spooning, and fell fast asleep.

      A few feet away, Dan sat with Nadia. Beyond the alcove, the forest was dimly and strangely lit by the combination of the moonlight falling from clearing skies and the flickering flames of the campfire downhill.

      “What have we gotten ourselves into?” he said.

      Nadia shook her head. “A pain in the ass. But we couldn’t just leave them to die. You can’t be a hero if you only help people when it’s convenient.”

      Dan grinned. “Is that what we are, heroes?”

      Nadia made a face. “Not me. I’m a thief. You, on the other hand? You have hero written all over you.”

      Dan stifled his laughter, not wanting to wake the elves. “I’m a barbarian, not a hero.”

      “Try telling that to your red elves,” Nadia said, and mocked, “Oh glorious master.”

      “At least they’re good judges of character,” he laughed. Then, pointing downhill to where Ula sat, sharpening her massive battle ax beside the campfire, he said, “What do you think about her?”

      “It’ll be good to have her on our side,” Nadia said, “as long as she doesn’t turn on us.”

      “Holly said the hobgoblin blood oath is strong.”

      “Strong but not unbreakable,” Nadia corrected him. “If she thinks you’re weak, the oath falls to pieces.”

      “Remind me to scowl a lot,” Dan said.

      “Trouble is, hobgoblins are really fucking alien,” Nadia said. “We have no clue how they even define weakness. Ula strikes me as the type of woman, if you’re nice to her, she assumes you’re afraid.”

      Dan nodded. Growing up, he’d known guys like that, 24/7 hard-asses. You smiled or even nodded, they thought you feared them.

      “They’re already asleep,” he said, nodding toward the spooning sisters. “Guess I’ll turn in, too.”

      He stretched out on his back with his hands folded beneath his head. The ground was rocky, but he was so tired that he didn’t care.

      Nadia cuddled up next to him on her side, her face dimly lit by the magical dagger she’d propped against the back wall.

      “Hoping to dream?” she asked.

      “Yeah,” he said. “I hate putting off the catacombs. What if Zeke needs us?”

      Nadia reached out and touched his face. “Either way, I’m glad you agreed to help those pitiful-ass red elves.”

      “Why? I thought they annoyed you.”

      “They do annoy me. They’re hopeless. But we can’t just let them get eaten by predators.”

      “Hmm,” he said, “for a non-hero, you sure are noble.”

      “Blow me,” she said, and gave his shoulder a playful punch. “If the clouds clear out, I doubt I’ll be able to sleep tonight. The moon’s almost full.”

      “Well,” he said, closing his eyes and feeling the heaviness of sleep settling down over him, “do me a favor and don’t bother waking me to announce that you can’t sleep, all right?”

      Nadia said something, but his consciousness crumbled into slumber.

      A short time later, he was awakened by the chill of cold air on his now exposed pelvis. “What are you doing?” he mumbled.

      “The moon makes me crazy,” Nadia whispered huskily. She had sheathed her glowing dagger, so the alcove was completely dark. Beyond the outcropping, the clouds had broken apart, silhouetting Nadia’s upper body against the blue-white illumination of the near full moon.

      Nadia’s mouth enveloped his soft member. She didn’t use her hands or pump her head up and down. All she did was suckle his softness in the darkness of the cave, warming him and brushing him with her tongue as he swelled, filling her soft, warm mouth.

      Soon, he was fully erect.

      Nadia crouched over him on all fours, licking the tip. He liked the shadowy curves of her body, especially her perfect breasts as they swayed in the cold night air.

      “You make sleeping difficult,” he joked.

      “Shh,” Nadia said. “You don’t want to wake your sister-in-law, do you?”

      Dan growled as Nadia sucked him in earnest then. Her question lingered in his mind. It was risky, fooling around like this only a few feet from Lily. She had night vision, after all. If she woke, she would see their heat signatures, see the shape of Nadia’s head sliding up and down his pole of heat, taking his length in her mouth and down her throat.

      Dan tried to stay silent. Part of him wanted to drag Nadia out in the woods to avoid waking his sister-in-law, but Lily’s nearness served as a twisted turn-on. It would be so simple to reach out and touch Lily in the darkness.

      Of course, if he actually did wake her, Lily would probably be startled and disgusted. She would leave the alcove, and Holly would go with her, pissed at Dan and Nadia for going at it beside her sister—especially considering everything that Holly had gone through over the course of the last couple of days.

      Dan felt a wave of guilt, but that washed away when Nadia tugged off his pants. She helped him to slip quietly from his shirt, and he felt her naked body crawl on top of him. She kissed him in the darkness, biting playfully at his lip and neck, and then lowered her hips, impaling herself on his rock-hard erection.

      Nadia gyrated, grinding her sex against his pelvic bone. She was always an enthusiastic lover, but tonight, excitement thrummed off of her like electrical current.

      She ground hard against him, her whole body shaking, her breath ragged against his earlobe. Normally, she was a talker, urging him to go faster and harder, but tonight, whether because she was trying to be quiet or because she was too swept into the pleasure, she let her body and breath do the talking.

      And he could definitely feel what Nadia wanted in this moment. She wanted him to hold still as she ground against him; wanted him to worship her breasts as she leaned forward, dangling them over his face; and wanted him to nip and mark and claim her. As his own excitement built, he sucked harder, and Nadia gasped when he took her hard nipple in his teeth and gave a gentle squeeze.

      After a while he pushed Nadia off him and forced her down flat on her stomach. Normally, he would have pulled her onto all fours and pounded her from behind, but doggy style got loud fast, and he didn’t trust her or himself to stick to a gentler, kinder doggy style.

      They might start that way, but after a few thrusts, one or both of them would lose their mind, stop giving a shit about waking the elves, and start going at it in earnest. Thirty seconds later, the hard slapping of their naked bodies would wake every last member of their motley crew of traveling companions.

      So he pushed her flat on the ground and entered her from behind. He slid his hips forward, sinking his entire length deep inside her tight channel.

      Nadia whimpered softly.

      He pulled back a few inches, then shoved forward again, pinning her in prone position for several seconds. Then he pulled back a few inches and buried himself again. He moved slowly, not jamming himself into her but pressing firmly and holding himself at full depth before withdrawing partway.

      Sticking to this slow, steady rhythm, he lowered his chest to her naked back, cupping her head in his hands. Her face turned sideways, and although he couldn’t see her in the darkness, her shallow, rapid breathing and trembling body told him to stick to his machine-like rhythm.

      Sex isn’t all gymnastics. Sometimes, when you find a groove, no matter how simple, the best thing to do is stick to it and let the pressure build.

      And that’s exactly what he could sense happening in Nadia as he pumped away with short thrusts that paused slightly on the down stroke to press against whatever button he was hitting deep inside her.

      He grunted with surprise when he realized that they were being watched.

      And not by Holly or Lily.

      Feeling something tickling at his barbarian nature, he turned to see Ula squatting at the mouth of the cave. Her yellow eyes glowed feverishly against her red face, which looked almost purple in the moonlit night. Her sensuous lips parted in a gleaming grin.

      Startled, Dan froze for a second.

      “Don’t stop,” Nadia whispered desperately. “I’m so close.”

      For a fraction of a second, Dan stared at Ula, who stared back at him expectedly.

      Is this a test? he wondered. Was this twisted hobgoblin warrior woman judging his strength even now?

      He decided that he didn’t care.

      He thrust into Nadia again, pumping away with the same, short strokes only a little faster and a little harder.

      Nadia responded, trembling and whimpering in the darkness. She reached back, found his hand, and pushed his fingers into her mouth, sucking them and stifling the sounds of her pleasure as she built and built and finally tensed and bucked beneath him, moaning into his hand.

      Panting, she reached back with her hands and pushed at his hips, dislodging him from between her legs.

      His own build had been interrupted by the surprise of realizing that he had an audience, but Nadia’s orgasm had hurried him to the edge, so his body wanted to keep thrusting away. But he crouched there on all fours as she rolled onto her back beneath him and shimmed down so that her face was beneath his hips.

      Reaching up with both hands, Nadia dug her fingers into his hips and lowered him slowly forward, taking him in her mouth. Crazed with moon lust, she squeezed his ass cheeks and pushed him up and down, sucking eagerly as he fucked her mouth.

      The pressure of his impending orgasm built rapidly within him, all the more so because he knew that Ula was watching.

      This thought took him over the edge, and he growled down a roar as he exploded, pumping jet after jet of hot seed into his lover’s mouth.

      After he’d finished, he just stayed there, crouching overtop Nadia, who took her time cleaning him and then lifted her head to lick the last remnants of seed draining from his tip.

      By the time Nadia finished cleaning him, the mouth of the cave showed only the blue-white gloom of the forest. Ula had slipped away as silently as she had arrived.

      Settling down beside Nadia, Dan whispered, “Hey, did you know—”

      “Yeah,” Nadia interrupted. “I heard her arrive, and I could smell her excitement.”

      “Smell her?”

      “Yes, smell her,” Nadia said and kissed his cheek. “Even when I’m in human form, my wolf is part of me. And speaking of my wolf,” she said, standing up, “thanks for the sex, but now I’m going to go kill something.”

      Then, without so much as a goodbye, she slipped naked into the night.
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      Nadia didn’t charge straight into the night. Instead, she walked downhill to the campfire, where the hobgoblin sat, sharpening her axe.

      Ula’s yellow eyes looked up from the gleaming blade.

      Nadia stood before her, pale as snow in the moonlight, which shone down, moving over her exposed flesh like the caress of a lover.

      The warrior woman didn’t spare Nadia’s nakedness a single glance. Her eyes were trained on Nadia’s face. A small smile lifted her features. There was humor in that smile but no warmth and something else as well, something like a challenge.

      “I allowed you to watch us so that you could see Dan’s power,” Nadia said in a low voice. She didn’t care that Ula couldn’t understand the words. She would understand Nadia’s message.

      The hobgoblin held her gaze, still grinning.

      She thinks she can take me, Nadia thought.

      She didn’t know much about hobgoblins, but she had known a lot of hard-asses growing up in the foster system and had met a lot more on the streets.

      She was staring across the flames at another hard-ass now.

      Hard-asses never respect you until you force them to respect you. Until then, they were like maladjusted pups, clueless as fuck as they bucked for dominance.

      Nadia shifted into her fused form, keeping her eyes locked on Ula even as the waves of transformative pleasure and pain broke over her and the smells and sounds of the forest bloomed into fullness.

      To Ula’s credit, the warrior woman didn’t flinch away, didn’t raise her weapon, didn’t even avert her eyes.

      But the hobgoblin’s grin drew down into a straight line, her yellow eyes narrowed, going cautious if not afraid, and she adjusted her grip on the great axe.

      Nadia hadn’t scared the hobgoblin, who had, of course, seen her fused half-wolf/half-human form back at the wagon.

      She had, however, rattled the warrior woman and perhaps earned her respect.

      Nadia stood there for several seconds, staring down at Ula and panting, soaking up the moonlight, feeling its power swell within her. Then she growled, “Dan is mine. If he decides that he wants you, so be it. But if you betray him, you betray me, and the last thing you feel will be my teeth tearing out your throat.”

      Ula stood, glaring directly into Nadia’s eyes, and spat defiantly into the fire. She didn’t swivel into a fighting position or raise her axe. It clearly wasn’t her intention to attack. The hobgoblin was sending a crystal clear message. I’m not afraid of you.

      So Nadia delivered her own message.

      For a delicious second, Ula’s eyes went wide with terror.

      Shifting from human form to fused form took several seconds; shifting from half-wolf to full Beast, however, was practically instantaneous.

      Nadia the Beast was no longer humanoid. She was a wolf. A huge wolf, seven feet long and powerfully built, coursing with supernatural strength.

      The hobgoblin huffed with panic and lifted her axe, falling into a defensive position.

      Or tried to.

      Before Ula could twist around, Nadia pounced. Her huge paws pounded into hobgoblin’s shoulders and knocked her off her feet. Nadia followed Ula down, slammed her onto her back, and pinned her to the ground.

      The hobgoblin gasped and lay very still, even as Nadia slid her massive jaws gently around the muscular green neck. Holding her in place, smelling her fear, Nadia ran her tongue along the soft flesh of Ula’s exposed throat. She paused to press her tongue against the jugular, enjoying the feel of the hobgoblin’s heartbeat, which fluttered just beneath the soft skin like a panicked butterfly trapped in a silk stocking.

      Nadia pressed her jaws together slightly, breaking the green skin.

      Ula tensed, waiting for death.

      Salty blood hit Nadia’s tongue, thrilling the Beast.

      Finish her, the Beast rumbled.

      But some part of Nadia resisted. Ula was not pack, but she might become pack if Dan so desired.

      Nadia released her grip, rose, and stared down at the hobgoblin, letting a growl rumble from her throat.

      The hobgoblin lay with her eyes closed, her face turned away, shallow puncture wounds encircling her neck and marking her as Nadia’s subordinate.

      Then, before the bloodlust of the Beast decided to finish the job, Nadia whirled and bounded off into the forest, ready to drench herself in blood.

      She raced through the night, flowing through the trees as smoothly and silently as a shadow, nose to ground, ears erect, green eyes scanning back and forth, tuned to movement. The world held its breath, trembling as she passed.

      Into the night she raced, leap by leap, every muscle, bone, and tendon moving in perfect harmony, charged with supernatural power.

      Then she heard it, lifting into the night from a distant hilltop. Heard and felt it.

      The old song. The low, warbling chorus of howling wolves.

      Nadia had heard the howling every night since leaving town, but she had resisted the call, fearing her great nightmare, that she would answer their siren song, forget all about Dan and Holly, and disappear into the wilderness forever.

      Now, in full Beast form, she felt no such whimpering worries.

      As always, the night forest filled her with primal euphoria. She was never so alive as she was when loping through the forest at night, hunting beneath a huge moon, and that life force was a fountain in her now, gushing and gushing, flooding her with energy that filled her and went beyond, tapping into the wilderness itself, drawing from its energy as her body flashed along, weaving between the trunks of great trees beneath the bright moon.

      Up and down the hills she ran, drawing closer and closer to the ancient song, which throbbed in the night and flowed into her.

      She burst into the moonlit clearing.

      The pack wheeled, startled, and bristled as one, snarling at this great, dark wolf that had appeared out of the nowhere.

      She trotted forward, head and tail held high, and stood at the center of the clearing.

      The wolves circled, whining and snarling, low to the ground, eyes gleaming with awe.

      At last, the largest of them, a battle-scarred male, leaped.

      With supernatural speed and power, Nadia punched her muzzle forward, filled her jaws with throat, and twisted hard, snapping the alpha’s neck and tossing his corpse through the air.

      The other wolves crouched, ready to spring forward as one until Nadia released her primordial roar.

      Then they lowered to the ground, trembling and licking nervously, ears pinned. They had never seen such a wolf, had never heard such a roar, had never sensed such power.

      Nadia eased back onto her haunches and allowed the wolves to creep forward to sniff, lick, and submit.

      Then she pointed her nose at the great, glowing moon above and howled, and the pack, her pack, joined her.

      Sometime later, wanting to run and kill, she ran off into the forest. The pack followed, flowing behind her as one great creature, a giant silver beast with a chestnut-colored head, racing over the hills and through the valleys, Nadia leading the way.

      This was joy.

      This was truth.

      This was everything.

      On and on they ran, covering miles with the ancient, loping gate that had carried ancestors beyond number across countless forests through moonlit nights not unlike this night.

      Then she jerked to a stop, hit by the sharp, strange smell.

      A smell she knew.

      The hackles rose along her back. The pack lurched to a halt around her, panting as one.

      That smell…

      She trotted forward, filled with the caution and cunning of her breed, a low complaint grumbling from her throat.

      As they drew closer to the alien smell, the pack began to whine and whimper, and when she topped the rise and glared, snarling, down at the strange sight below, the other wolves hunched into themselves, ears flattened, yipping and licking, backing away, terrified into cowardice.

      They broke and retreated, fleeing the weird scene.

      Green mist rose from the rift in the forest floor, filling the air with the strange yet familiar smell, and her other life returned to her in a flood of consciousness and memory.

      She had returned to the rift.

      Only it had changed.

      The mist was heavier now. The smell more prevalent, more pungent. And the green luminescence glowed more brightly.

      Memories flooded in. This place, where her man wanted to investigate.

      Dan.

      Panic rushed over her.

      She had forgotten Dan. Had forgotten all about Holly. Had for a time forgotten about everything except the wilderness, the pack, and the smells and sounds and sights of the night.

      Deep in the forest, the pack howled, calling to her, inviting her to rejoin them, to lead them.

      No. She could not rejoin them. Not now. Not with the full moon overhead.

      Suddenly afraid, Nadia shifted into her fused form.

      She shuddered at how easy it would be to run off with the wolves. With the pack, she could stop scrambling, hustling, and pretending. With the pack, she could be just one thing, the alpha female.

      But she loved Dan and Holly and cared about her street urchins, her foster-siblings, and even the girls she watched over at the dorm.

      She couldn’t leave them.

      Or herself. For as painful as human life was, with all of its worries and illogical concerns, she would miss herself. At least she hoped that she would. The alternative—forgetting Nadia the human altogether—wasn’t like starting over; it was like death.

      So, no—she wouldn’t rejoin the wolves tonight. She couldn’t take that risk.

      She walked through the glowing green mist along the edge of the crevasse. What was going on here?

      A scent brought her nose around. She sniffed the misty air.

      Humans.

      She approached the smell, listening hard and scanning the cliff-side mist.

      The smell was faint. Humans had been here recently. Perhaps an hour earlier.

      She tensed, spotting dark shapes lying on the ground near the edge of the cliff.

      No movement, no noise…

      She padded closer and saw robes spread upon the ground. Midnight blue robes.

      The Acolytes of Eternal Darkness!

      Sitting upon the ground was a dagger of black metal, what the acolytes called a sliver of darkness.

      What had they been doing out here?

      Growling, she kicked the sliver of darkness into the chasm. She peered down into the glowing fog, listening hard, waiting for the dagger to hit bottom. But she never heard the clang of metal against stone.

      Instead, something in the misty depths grumbled like an earthquake.

      Not an earthquake, though. No. A living thing had made that sound. Something huge.

      Nadia flattened to the ground, hackles rising, lips drawing back over an involuntary snarl.

      Then the huge, unseen thing in the misty rift split the night with a roar so loud that it shook the ground.

      And Nadia turned and fled in fear.
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      “Fifteen minutes,” Dan said, not even trying to disguise his annoyance. “If you’re not ready to go, we’re leaving you behind.”

      The gnomes perched like so many birds at the edge of their shelter, ready to leave.

      The green elves, munching on grasses and grumbling about slim pickings, nodded miserably. Among their number, he saw the girl with the fresh shiner.

      The green elves had been complaining all morning because Ula had slapped this one when she’d refused to take a guard duty shift. The green elves demanded that Dan discipline the hobgoblin warrior woman, but he’d sided with Ula.

      If they were going to make it back to their village, he reasoned, everyone needed to pitch in.

      What he didn’t tell them was that he also planned to have Holly tell Ula to lighten up on the elves. The girl she’d hit could barely see out of that eye.

      Now Ula was nowhere in sight. Maybe she’d gotten sick of the elves or pegged Dan as weak and moved on. If so, he would shed no tears. The hobgoblin would be good to have around in a fight, but she caused a lot of trouble with the elves.

      The red elves were terrified of Ula. Now, with her nowhere in sight, they didn’t seem to be concerned about anything, including Dan’s push to get on the road.

      The red elves had risen slowly and groggily, mumbling and trying to go back to sleep until Holly had commanded them to get up. Now, with Holly gone off to pray and Ula nowhere to be seen, they were sitting around, chatting excitedly in their rapid-fire version of Elvish, talking over each other, brushing their hair, and laughing.

      Dan stepped closer to them. The red elves looked up, still giggling, and stopped talking.

      “Did you hear me?” he asked.

      “Yes, Master,” Thelia responded, staring up at him with her big, gold-flecked red eyes. “We are leaving.”

      “Yes,” he said. “When?”

      Thelia looked uncomfortable and glanced at her red elf friends, who averted their eyes like school girls trying not to get called on in class.

      “Soon, Master?” Thelia said hopefully.

      “Fifteen minutes,” Dan said. “Fourteen now.”

      “Yes, Master.”

      “With you or without you,” Dan said and turned his back on them. He still thought it was a mistake, escorting them back to their villages, but Holly and Lily were adamant.

      Nadia had awakened them in the night, still panting in her fused form, and told them what she’d seen and heard at the crevasse.

      What the Hades were the acolytes up to now? And what had Nadia heard in the crevasse? To hear her tell it, something the size of T-Rex was lurking in the rift.

      Instantly, he thought of Willis. Since this whole reality seemed to be predicated on Willis’s game master style, Dan had to wonder if the thing in the rift was some kind of warning.

      If you veered away from one of Willis’s T&T adventures on a random side quest, he would give you a warning or two. Then, if you didn’t return to his prepared storyline, he’d drop the hammer.

      Is that what was happening here?

      Thinking along those lines, Dan had suggested they bail on the gnomes and elves and head back to the crevasse immediately. Without the former captives slowing them down, they could make it to the rift by midday.

      Holly and Lily had opposed him adamantly.

      “Remember when Thelia said that her mother was the matriarch?” Holly said.

      “Yeah,” Dan said. “That’s when you changed your tune and told me to march them home.”

      “Yes,” Holly said. “And I was right. Red elves are famous for two things. Their long-extinguished fire mages and their legendary gift magic. If a red elf matriarch ever offers you a gift, take it.”

      “Even if it’s a crappy gift,” Lily chimed in. “If the matriarch offers you a handful of feathers or a half-eaten walnut, accept the gift and thank her profusely.”

      Holly nodded. “Act like she’s given you a wagonload of gold. That way she might offer you a second gift.”

      “And a third!” Lily said excitedly.

      “Second gifts are rare,” Holly said. “They are generally small yet pragmatic trinkets, like a comb or a pair of socks. Again, take the second gift and be gracious.”

      “Let me guess,” Dan said. “The third gift’s a big deal.”

      “A very big deal,” Holly said, and Lily nodded enthusiastically. “Granted, I’ve never heard of anyone actually getting a third gift, but the histories are full of stories. The third gift from a matriarch involves powerful magic.”

      “What is it?” Dan said skeptically. This whole set-up sounded like bullshit.

      “The third gift might not look like much, either,” Holly said. “At first.”

      Lily said, “But once someone accepts a third gift, the object is filled with gift magic, and it becomes a possession of great power.”

      “A packet of plain-looking seeds, when accepted and sewn, springs up overnight, creating a beautiful grove,” Holly said.

      “Or,” Lily interjected, “an ordinary-looking pitchfork becomes a powerful trident, giving the owner control over aquatic creatures.”

      “Remember the story about the knight who received a knock-kneed old nag?” Holly said.

      Lily brightened. “After he mounted her, she transformed into a beautiful white mare and sprouted wings.”

      “Sounds like a bunch of nursery rhyme bullshit,” Dan said.

      Holly and Lily hadn’t liked that very much. They’d badgered him until he’d agreed to stay the course and deliver the red elves as promised. Even the slimmest chance of earning gift magic was worth the delay, no matter what the acolytes were doing—or feeding—back at the rift.

      He’d finally agreed, but now he was wishing he hadn’t. The best he could do at this point was to hurry these elves to their villages as quickly as possible and then rush back to the rift.

      His sleep had been dreamless again. Or almost dreamless.

      All he could remember was a message from Zeke. No words, just a faint blast of urgency, like a distress signal sounding across a foggy sea.

      Why hadn’t Zeke transported Dan into the cave again?

      Was it because Dan’s sleep had been so short and so fractured by interruptions?

      Was Zeke giving up hope? Did he think that Dan had ignored him?

      Or was Zeke in trouble? Was the shield breaking down? Was he too busy fighting to communicate with Dan?

      Dan had no way of knowing. He needed to go to the Pool of Dreams and sort everything out.

      In the meantime, he had to hurry.

      Glancing at the fire pit, he saw the red elves gathered around Thelia, who was spraying sparks into a pile of fresh kindling piled atop the embers that Dan had painstakingly extinguished this morning.

      Thelia bent, giving him a glimpse of her unmatched cleavage, and blew on the small sparks. Some of the smaller bits of kindling glowed and caught, giving off feathers of pale smoke.

      Dan marched over and slammed a boot down on the little tepee of kindling and kept stomping until the last spark had died.

      The red elves looked up at him with huge eyes, shocked and frightened.

      The darkness in him responded to their fear and the trembling of their petite yet curvy bodies. That part of him wanted to punish them, wanted to strip them and spank them and shame them.

      Instead, he simply glared. “No fire,” he said.

      “We’re cold, Master,” Thelia said.

      “Deal with it,” he said. “Even if there was time for a fire, you would alert everyone from miles around that we’re here.”

      The red elves bowed down, apologizing. A short distance away, the green elves laughed nastily.

      Dan felt like telling them to shut the fuck up, but then they’d grumble about that, so instead, he grabbed empty water skins and headed downhill.

      The creek had calmed overnight from a raging torrent to a muddy, knee-deep stream. He would look for a feeder spring and fill the skins there if he could. Otherwise, he would have to—

      He stopped on the creek bank, surprised to see Ula standing in the water with her back to him, splashing water over her naked, light-green body.

      Damn. What a body…

      He’d never been into bodybuilder girls, but Ula was more than just muscle. She moved fluidly, spilling muddy water over her naked body and smoothing her hands over herself. She’d been hiding a shapely ass beneath that fur bikini, and when she raised her arms, he could see her ribs and a firm-looking swell of side boob.

      Her movements were soft and slow and utterly feminine. Seeing this side of the fierce warrior woman was strangely arousing, and he felt himself growing hard.

      It wasn’t just her hot body and contrasting sides. There was something alien about her, something almost taboo. She wasn’t human or elven. In T&T terms, hobgoblins were monsters, after all. He was watching a monster girl bathe.

      He also felt a pang of sympathy, seeing how gingerly she washed the bloody lashes on her back. Beneath those wounds, she was badly scarred from what looked like dozens, perhaps hundreds, of whippings.

      But those scars were old, he saw. Not the work of Roderick’s Raiders. She’d gotten these scars years ago, during what must have been an incredibly brutal childhood.

      As she rinsed her red hair, Dan also saw fresher injuries. A double necklace of tiny puncture wounds perforated both sides of her neck.

      Almost looks like—

      But Ula turned then, exposing her shapely breasts and a triangle of crimson pubic hair. Seeing Dan on the bank, she tensed.

      Dan’s face burned with embarrassment. He’d been caught spying on her like some kind of creeper. And he didn’t even know how to say “I’m sorry” in Hobgoblin.

      Worse still, his raging erection was obviously visible in his jeans because Ula’s yellow eyes were staring straight at it.

      Absurdly, he felt like covering himself, but he resisted, not wanting to look weak, and waited for Ula to explode with indignation.

      But the warrior woman didn’t shout at him.

      Her intense eyes rose from his crotch to his face, which felt like it was burning just as red as hers in this embarrassing moment.

      Ula smiled and stood straight, chin held high as she cupped her small, shapely breasts, gave them a squeeze, and bounced them up and down in her palms. She turned, looking at him over one shoulder, and gyrated her hips slowly, bending slightly to push her shapely ass in his direction.

      Dan stared, mesmerized.

      Then Ula surprised him, spinning around to face him again. She thumped her chest and shouted guttural gibberish at him.

      She didn’t sound mad, exactly.

      She sounded like she was insulting him.

      Then, grinning fiercely with a wild light in her eyes, Ula stretched out a palm in his direction and curled her fingers in an aggressive come-hither gesture.

      It was clearly an invitation, but Dan didn’t know whether she wanted to fuck or fight.

      Or both.

      At that moment, Holly’s voice called from uphill, breaking his trance. He turned away from the naked hobgoblin without so much as a wink and started uphill, Ula’s girlish laughter following after him.
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      Holly walked alongside the ox, occasionally smoothing a hand over its shoulder. She was careful to avoid the whip marks. She had cleaned the wounds as best she could and packed them with healer’s moss, but they would take a long time to heal.

      Poor ox.

      If only she could take the animal to the grove. The elder druids could heal the ox well in seconds, and the animal could live out its remaining years in the peace and tranquility of the meadows, safe from the outside world.

      But of course, she couldn’t go back to the grove. Not now. Maybe not for a long time. Maybe, she thought with a pang of sorrow, never again.

      Lily would have laughed at her for that thought. Lily insisted that Father would forgive her soon—and had probably already forgiven her.

      But Holly wasn’t so sure. The Iron Druid had been livid.

      She hadn’t seen his anger coming and certainly never would have dreamed that he would even consider banishing her.

      That hurt. For a day, she’d been so sad that it had been difficult to think straight.

      But now, having slept, she was no longer sad.

      She was angry.

      If the Iron Druid wanted her out of the grove, so be it. Now she could see just how prejudiced and prideful he’d been all along.

      Is that why he hadn’t wanted her to attend college? He’d always said that college was a dangerous distraction. She had assumed that he meant it might distract her from druidism. Now she suspected that he had been more worried about Holly seeing the world beyond the grove and forming her own opinions.

      Well, if her father didn’t want her in the grove, she wasn’t about to go begging forgiveness. Exile meant 1500 years without her family, home, or community. If that didn’t bother her father, she wouldn’t be bothered by the prospect of his growing old and dying without her at his side.

      In the meantime, she would make her own way, love her husband and sister-wife, and live her life as she saw fit.

      Her mother’s voice returned to her then, like a dark cloud blocking out he sun.

      If you have his offspring, these children will not be elves. They will be half elves. You will watch them age, wilt, and die. Just like your husband and sister-wife, just like my flowers.

      Holly felt a twist of dread in her chest. She couldn’t endure that, couldn’t even imagine losing her spouses, children, grandchildren, and great-grandchildren.

      To them, she would be unnatural at best and a monster at worst. Perhaps she would be a curiosity during their childhood, but as they aged, Holly, forever young, would be a constant reminder of their own mortality. The grim reaper with a blond ponytail.

      She pushed these thoughts from her mind. There would be time later, much later, to deal with these concerns. She was abstaining from sex for the next month and wouldn’t be fertile again for a year. Plenty of time to hash out how she felt and to talk with Dan.

      For now, she would concentrate on the moment, the walk, this beautiful day, soothing the ox, enjoying the sense of the forest around her, and the simple pleasure of watching her loved ones, Dan and Nadia, walking at the head of the procession.

      The red elves skipped and sang and basically acted like the happy idiots they were reputed to be. For countless generations, the red elves had been incredibly powerful, renowned for their fire mages, fortresses, and fighting prowess.

      Their warriors, males and females alike, had tattooed their faces with black flames. Famed for bravery, they had never broken, never surrendered. No foe could extinguish their fierce flame; only peace could do that.

      It was hard to imagine that the ancestors of these busty flibbertigibbets had actually been fearsome warriors.

      One of the giggling red elves skipped to the edge of the road, picked a bright flower, and was about to tuck it behind her ear, when Ula charged her, bellowing a battle cry.

      The little elf cried out and scurried back to her friends, who all stared at the hobgoblin like she might eat them.

      “Stick to the center of the road,” Ula grunted. Bost ul ta falil was a hobgoblin idiom applied to virtually any number of situations, going some distance in explaining the cultural mindset of hobgoblins, who valued training, well-maintained equipment, and proven strategies and tactics far more than individual brilliance or ingenuity.

      A hobgoblin might say Bost ul ta falil during a game, a business transaction, or combat, but right now, Ula was being literal. If the red elves walked too close to the edge of this wilderness road, sooner or later, one of them was going to become a snack for something hiding in the bushes.

      It amused Holly that Ula cared enough to say anything. Hobgoblins loathed elves. The sentiment was generally mutual, though neither Holly nor Lily had ever especially disliked hobgoblins. Holly had viewed them not as monsters but as what they were, a regimented, logical, and physically powerful race dedicated completely to warfare.

      Besides, after her recent revelations concerning her father’s attitudes, she would be careful not to perpetuate his prejudices. If she was going to hate Ula, Ula was going to have to earn that hatred. And that seemed unlikely. The warrior woman had sworn her axe to Dan, so she treated Holly, his first wife, with respect.

      “The red elves are stupid and weak, Tribe Mother,” Ula said now, falling into step beside Holly. “They are good only for raping, killing, and eating.”

      Holly couldn’t help but grin. In hobgoblin society, a young person who couldn’t protect himself or herself was an abomination.

      “Our chief wishes to keep them alive,” Holly reminded her.

      Ula snorted. “He will use them as pleasure slaves?”

      “Dan hates slavery,” Holly said. “As to pleasure, we’ll see. I won’t stop him from taking wives or concubines.”

      Ula nodded and fell silent, looking thoughtful as she stared ahead to where Dan and Nadia walked. When she turned back to Holly her face was even redder than usual.

      “I would like to challenge your husband,” Ula said, speaking quickly and forcefully. “Do I have your permission, Tribe Mother?”

      Holly didn’t say anything for several strides. Ula’s request wasn’t a surprise. She was clearly smitten with Dan, even though he was clueless to that fact.

      When Ula had been captured, she had been in the process of mate-ranging, scouring the wilderness in search of a worthy partner outside of her immediate tribe, a practice common among the strongest female hobgoblins.

      Dan had rescued her from slavers who would have sold her to the fighting pits, where she would have died for the entertainment of weak and drunken spectators, most of whom would never have even tasted battle. To a warrior like Ula, this would have been the ultimate humiliation.

      Dan was her savior. Now she wanted to test him.

      Holly weighed Ula’s request for a moment. Picturing her father’s haughty face twisting with shock, she smiled at the warrior woman. “You have my permission.”

      Ula grunted perfunctory thanks, then struggled and largely failed to disguise her excitement.

      At midday, they parted ways with the gnomes, who thanked Dan profusely before disappearing down the side trail.

      A short time later, and much to Dan’s frustration, the red elves started to lag behind. By midafternoon, the red elves stopped walking, claiming that they were too exhausted to travel any farther.

      Dan was furious. He wanted to deliver the elves and get back to the crevasse. Holly couldn’t blame him. She was very worried about what Nadia had seen.

      Were the acolytes trying to contact Griselda? The Noobs had destroyed the necromancer, but Holly knew that she couldn’t depend on Griselda staying dead. Holly’s grandmother had done just that—and died for her mistake.

      Beyond Griselda, Holly was also concerned about the thing they were feeding in the rift. What kind of monster could roar that loudly?

      Was the grove in danger?

      And yet, despite all of these concerns, she counseled patience, reminding Dan of the red elves’ legendary gift magic. It was unlikely that Thelia’s mother, the matriarch, would give Dan one gift, let alone three, but even that small chance justified this long and frustrating detour.

      “All right,” Dan grumbled as they made camp with three full hours of sunlight left in the day.

      “Patience, husband,” she said. “A leader must be patient.”

      “I’m trying,” he said, narrowing his eyes at the red elves, who were sitting in a circle, giggling and tossing a ball of woven grass back and forth. Dan marched toward the giggling red elves, shouting at them to pitch in.

      Holly laughed. Dan was so intense. When he locked onto something, he drove single-mindedly toward that thing.

      Sure, it would be nice if he was more tuned in to her emotions, but she loved how single-mindedly he pursued his goals, whether that meant killing a lich, marching a bunch of bubbleheaded red elves to Fire Ridge, or going down on Holly and bringing her to orgasm.

      But his single-mindedness did leave him open sometimes. He got so focused on his goal that he completely missed other things going on around him.

      When the shouting started after dinner, for example, Dan was taken completely by surprise.

      “What?” Dan said, his face twisted with confusion.

      Ula shoved him and started shouting again.

      The red elves shrieked and retreated behind nearby trees. The green elves picked up sticks and rocks.

      Nadia stepped toward Dan and Ula, but Holly stopped her. “Hold on,” Holly laughed. “This should be hilarious.”

      “What’s she doing? Oh!”

      Crack!

      Dan staggered backwards and put a hand to his jaw.

      Nadia was confused. “Why did she slap him?”

      “What the hell is wrong with—hey!” Dan said, breaking off as the warrior woman attacked again, this time swinging a closed fist.

      Dan ducked the punch, but Ula had clearly expected that. As he bent, her kick caught him in the midsection and knocked him from his feet.

      Ula thumped her chest and shouted down at him.

      “What’s she saying?” Nadia asked.

      “She’s saying that he has a small dick,” Holly interpreted. “Now she’s saying that if he was a real man, he would rape, kill, and eat the red elves.”

      Dan jumped to his feet, his face twisted with anger now. He pointed at Ula, who continued to shout. The hobgoblin’s powerful muscles rippled in the firelight.

      “I don’t know what your problem is, you crazy b—”

      Ula charged.

      Dan shoved out, trying to block her, but Ula dipped low and drove a shoulder into his stomach. Dan sprawled and threw her to the ground.

      Then they were both on their feet again.

      Ula circled Dan, peppering him with lightning-fast jabs and the occasional low kick. Dan blocked most of the shots, but here and there, she’d slip one through his guard, and Dan’s head would jerk with impact.

      “She fights like a wolf,” Nadia observed.

      Holly nodded. Ula would leap in, strike, and jump back to safety before Dan could counterattack.

      Not that he had swung at her yet. So far, he was just blocking punches and telling her to stop.

      “What’s she shouting now?” Nadia said.

      “She’s talking about how strong she is,” Holly said. “Talking about her bloodline and how many people she’s killed. A lot, apparently. Wait—now she’s going back to dick insults.”

      “I don’t get it,” Nadia said. “What did Dan do?”

      “He saved her,” Holly said.

      Ula kicked Dan in the crotch.

      The spectators groaned in sympathy as Dan’s face bunched up with pain.

      Seeing that she’d hurt him, Ula started winging heavy punches at Dan’s head.

      “Enough!” Dan said, his face twisted with anger. He bulled forward, not even bothering to block Ula’s punches, which cracked off his face. Then he wrapped up the warrior woman in his big arms, slid a leg behind her, and shoved her to the ground.

      Ula spewed insults as Dan rolled her onto her stomach and slid an arm under her chin. His forearm choked off her insults. She struggled to no avail. Dan cranked the chokehold, his muscles flexing. A few seconds later, Ula went limp.

      Dan got up, spitting blood from his split lip, and looked toward Holly with confusion. “What the fuck was that all about?”

      Holly laughed. “She likes you.”

      “Likes me?” Dan said. “She kicked me in the nuts.”

      “That was a test,” Holly explained, “and a demonstration. She was testing your strength and displaying her own.”

      “She’s fucking crazy,” he said.

      “No,” Holly said, “she’s a hobgoblin.”

      Lily, who’d been crouching nearby and watching with an amused expression said, “In hobgoblin culture, if you aren't strong, you aren't shit. And no male hobgoblin would take a wife who couldn't provide strong children for him.”

      Holly said, “You proved your strength to her, and she’s hoping that she has proved her strength to you.”

      “Huh?” Dan said, looking toward where Holly was pointing.

      Ula struggled onto all fours. She turned away from Dan, with her ass up and her face down. Reaching back, the warrior woman yanked down her fur bikini, exposing her glistening sex, which was outlined in bright crimson pubic hair.

      “What the Hades is she doing now?” Dan said.

      “Submitting to you,” Holly said. “She wants you to mount her.”

      Dan laughed bitterly, rubbing his jaw. “So this was what, hobgoblin foreplay?”

      “That’s one way of looking at it,” Holly laughed. “But her submission is about more than sex. If you mount her, you’re claiming her as your wife.”

      “My wife?” Dan said. “I don't need another wife. Tell her I already have a wife.” He glanced at Nadia. “Or two. I’m not even sure.”

      Nadia rolled her eyes. “You have one wife. And you’re also lucky enough to enjoy the occasional favors of a sex goddess.”

      “Right,” Dan said with a smirk. “I don’t care how you phrase it, Holly. Just tell her that I already have enough women. She’s not mine.”

      Holly shook her head. “In her mind, she's already yours. You saved her and then overpowered her, forcing her to submit.”

      “This is crazy,” Dan said. “Tell her she’s free of any obligation.” He licked his split lip and spat blood. “I’m just glad the fighting is over.”

      Holly laughed. “You misunderstand, husband. If you refuse to mount her, she will assume that you think she’s too weak to bear strong children. She’ll keep attacking you, day after day, to prove that she's worth taking.”
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      Good riddance, Dan thought, watching the green elves disappear down the trail to their settlement. Thank Crom he was rid of their constant grumbling.

      Dropping off the green elves was the first good thing that happened all day.

      He’d barely slept. Nadia hadn’t let him.

      He would be glad when she went back to being a garden-variety nymphomaniac rather than an insatiable, moon-crazed super-nympho. Sure, wild sex was great, but he still needed sleep.

      Ula walked directly ahead of him, axe at the ready, talking with Holly. The warrior woman had gotten her daily attack out of the way early this morning, tackling him shortly after he’d finished yelling at the red elves to stop complaining about how sore they were and start getting ready to march.

      Because she had surprised him, Ula managed to bounce his head off the ground three or four times before he’d rolled, throwing her off his back. They wrestled on the forest floor for a good minute, Ula shouting insults in her guttural language, her yellow eyes glowing with fierce excitement. She was fast and strong, but he was nearly as fast and much stronger, and once he had a good hold on her, he choked her out again.

      After coming to, she once more submitted to him. Ass up, face down. But Dan waved her off and went back to rallying the lazy elves.

      In her tribe, Ula would be quite the prize, the hobgoblin equivalent of a super model. Her face was too fierce to call pretty, but it glowed with good health and could be incredibly expressive. She had intelligent eyes and a great laugh. She was a tough fighter, fast and powerful and well-trained, and there was no denying that she had a killer body.

      But Dan didn’t care how good Ula looked, how nice her laugh was, or how skilled she was at fighting. The last thing he needed was a third wife.

      Thanks to Nadia, he was running on three hours of sleep and his dick felt like it had boxed twelve rounds with the heavyweight champion of the world. A third wife would fuck him straight into the grave.

      They trudged on beneath cloudy skies. The day was cool but dry. The road narrowed, and the forest to either side thickened. At midday, they came to a village.

      Or what had been a village.

      Now it was more of a graveyard. Or, perhaps more accurately, a warning.

      A charred corpse served as the village emissary. Nailed to a roadside tree, the dead man stared down at them from black and eyeless sockets.

      The red elves wept with fear, clustering together and hurrying through the decimated village, pointedly averting their eyes from the twisted carnage.

      Judging by the remains, this had once been a sizeable village, probably a regular stop for travelers. Now it was ash.

      The charred corpses lining the road were so disfigured, Dan couldn’t even guess their race. Whatever they had been, they were gone now. All of them. That was the point. Total annihilation, for all the world to see. A warning.

      And that warning was signed, here and there along the road, by splashes of bright color, red armbands nailed to the chests of the dead. At the center of each was a symbol that Dan recognized immediately.

      The black shackles and interwoven double R of Roderick’s Raiders. The slavers had done this. They had burned the village and its people—men, women, and children, judging by the size of the corpses—and had left a calling card to brag.

      “This village must have fought back,” Dan said.

      Holly nodded. “And Roderick’s Raiders slaughtered them.”

      Glancing at a tiny blackened corpse, Dan said, “How could anyone be so evil?”

      Holly shrugged. “If you place no value on human life, this makes sense. Someone must have fought back or resisted. By destroying the whole village, Roderick sent a powerful message to the other villages that he raids. So why not? The raiders didn’t even risk anything here. These villagers weren’t warriors. A dozen raiders could have done this as they passed through. The hardest part would’ve been nailing up the corpses.”

      “The raiders should be killed,” Dan said. “All of them.”

      “Agreed,” Holly said and glanced toward the red elves with a troubled expression.

      Later, as the sun melted into the western horizon, elongating their shadows to funhouse proportions, Dan rounded a bend in the road to see a crumbling fortress sitting at the center of an overgrown meadow.

      “Fire Ridge at last,” he said.

      “Our little friends will be happy,” Holly said.

      “If they ever catch up,” Lily said. Complaining of fatigue and soreness, the red elves had fallen farther and farther behind over the course of the day.

      A fifteen-foot palisade of heavy timbers encircled the fortress. Beyond the palisade, a stone wall rose to even greater heights.

      But all along the palisade, logs had toppled to the ground, leaving large gaps, and the inner wall was crumbling and covered in vines.

      Some defenses, Dan thought. Invaders could march straight through holes in the palisade and scale the vine-wrapped wall as easily as they might climb a ladder. He saw no sentries along the wall or within the guard towers.

      Dan, Holly, Nadia, Lily, and Ula marched unchallenged to the palisade gate, which hung crooked and ajar from its rusted hinges. Was the fortress abandoned?

      A pair of heads appeared above the palisade and peered down like frightened rabbits.

      Initially, Dan thought the guards were women, but then one of them spoke. Dan realized that the speaker was actually male, despite his frightened pixie face and the flowers adorning his long, black hair. “Who goes there?” the guard called down in a shaky voice.

      Dan halted and raised a hand. “I am Dan Marshall of the Free, and these,” he said, gesturing toward his motley crew of traveling companions, “are my people.”

      “Why are you here?” the female guard squeaked.

      “Leave us alone,” the male called. “We are under the protection of Roderick.”

      “Protection?” Nadia laughed. “With protection like that, you—”

      A tittering cheer sounded behind them as the red elves finally entered the meadow and spotted their home.

      At that point, the guards forgot their fear—and apparently their duty. The pair cheered, climbed down, and charged out to meet their friends, seeming to have forgotten all about Dan and the others, even Ula, despite the fact that she was a frigging hobgoblin.

      The guards wore no armor and carried no weapons. They scampered across the meadow, fluttering their hands excitedly overhead and squealing at the returning women.

      Dan shook his head.

      Ula met his eyes, snorted, and shook her head, too. No doubt the warrior women felt even deeper contempt than Dan did for the laughable defenses and defenders of Fire Ridge.

      A flood of cheering red elves poured from the gate.

      They were mostly young, Dan noticed. The females, who were all built like miniature strippers, outnumbered the males eight or ten to one. The slender, shrieking males were distinguishable from the females only by their lack of breasts.

      Ignoring Dan and the others, the mass of squealing elves mobbed the returning women. They lifted Thelia and the others onto their shoulders, broke into joyous song, and carried their friends back through the gate.

      Dan shrugged as they disappeared inside. “All right. I guess our work is done here.”

      “Oh no, it’s not,” Holly said. “The whole reason we marched here instead of heading to the crevasse was to see if—”

      “Master!” Thelia called, appearing at the gate. She was beaming, more beautiful than ever, and for a second, Dan forgot his impatience and frustration and felt happy to see her safely returned to her people. “Please come inside. You must allow us to feed you and give you a comfortable night’s lodging.”

      “Nice of you to offer,” he said, “but—”

      “Thank you for your invitation, Thelia,” Holly interrupted. Hooking arms with Dan, she started propelling him toward the gate. “We would love to see your home and meet your matriarch.”

      That’s when Dan remembered what Holly had said about the red elves’ legendary “gift magic.” Considering the crumbling fortress and the cluelessness of the red elves, however, he didn’t have high hopes for any gift the matriarch might offer.

      But they had already burned three days bringing the elves here, and night was falling, so there was no point in rushing off now. Besides, he was getting the distinct impression that Holly would skin him alive if he didn’t go inside.

      The gate of the crumbling inner wall was missing. Completely. Dan saw only hinges and splinters, as if during some recent winter, the elves had run out of firewood and, too lazy to venture into the woods, had decided to chop up the gate instead.

      Thelia led them through the missing gate into a wide courtyard of cracked and buckling paving stones bordered by stone buildings falling into ruin. Shutters hung crookedly against cracked walls covered in creeping vines and capped with sagging, shoddily patched roofs carpeted in moss.

      “This way,” Thelia said excitedly, beckoning to Dan, Holly, and the others, leading them through the singing elves. “I’ll take you to meet my great-great-great-grandmother, Ahneena, our matriarch.”

      Thelia led them into a small courtyard and disappeared, promising to return soon.

      “Remember,” Holly said, “if the matriarch offers you a gift, accept it, no matter how shitty it is.”

      Dan shrugged.

      A door opened, and an elderly red elf entered the courtyard, attended by several younger elves, Thelia among them. Though stooped with age, the matriarch towered over the other red elves. She was nearly as tall as Holly.

      Flame tattoos covered her cheeks. The flames had presumably been dark black long ago, but they had faded to ash gray.

      The old woman smiled warmly and bowed.

      Dan bowed in return.

      Thelia made introductions, her gold-flecked eyes glowing with excitement. The other elves’ eyes twinkled, too, and even Holly seemed excited.

      Meanwhile, Ula remained stoic, standing beside him, axe in hand, his faithful bodyguard.

      Dan liked Ahneena immediately. The old woman was friendly and dispensed with decorum, getting straight to business. “As token of my deep gratitude to you for returning my granddaughter and the other girls safely home,” the matriarch said, reaching into her pocket, “I would like to give you a gift.”

      The elves watched with eager expressions, as if Ahneena might pull a suit of +5 plate mail out of her pocket.

      Holly had warned Dan that first gifts were generally crappy, but judging by everyone’s excitement, he thought the gift might end up being pretty cool.

      When the matriarch withdrew the gift from her pocket, he raised one eyebrow, and Nadia stifled laughter.

      “Will you, Dan of the Free, accept this gift?” Ahneena asked without the slightest hint that she was bullshitting him and held out a bent and rusty sewing needle.

      Dan didn't say anything for a second. He just stared at the needle.

      Holly nudged him.

      “Oh,” he said. “Thank you, matriarch. I accept your gift. Thank you very much.”

      He held up the needle for everyone to see, forcing a smile onto his face, and bounced his eyebrows up and down. Then he gave the matriarch another bow for good measure.

      The old woman beamed. Around her, red elves tittered and hugged each other. And, Dan noticed, they were now staring at him with unmistakably lustful eyes.

      What the Hades was going on here?

      The matriarch invited them to stay for dinner and remain overnight as guests.

      “Thanks for the offer,” Dan said, “but we have to hit the road.” This side quest had already burned too much time. Holly had tempted him with tales of gift magic, and he had ended up with a bent and rusty needle.

      “Forgive my husband, Matriarch,” Holly said hurriedly. “In his culture, one must always decline an initial invitation.”

      Ahneena smiled and gave a small nod. “In that case, I will extend a second invitation. Would you please join us for dinner and stay the night as our guests?”

      Holly answered before he could say anything. “Thank you for your gracious hospitality, Matriarch. We would be delighted to accept.” She gave Dan's hand a firm squeeze. “Wouldn't we, husband?”

      “Um, yes,” he said, nodding at the ancient matriarch. “Thank you.”

      Rolling the rusty needle between his thumb and forefinger, he thought, I hope Ahneena knows more about putting on a feast than she does about giving presents.

      Gift magic, my ass!
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      Dinner ended up being nice.

      Weird as Hades, but nice.

      Until Holly spoiled everything.

      Despite letting their fighting skills and fortress fall into ruin, the red elves had obviously maintained other skills, including cooking, the production of wine, and incredibly sexy belly dancing.

      Dan devoured venison stew and fresh bread, caught a buzz on sweet wine. He and his friends sat with Ahneena, who smoked small, black, foul-smelling cigars. Beside the matriarch sat a nervous slip of a man, whom she identified as her great-great nephew, Tibbin, commander of the guard and her head military advisor.

      Tibbin, who had elegantly plaited hair and arms like daisy stems, curtseyed and started pounding wine.

      The red elves lit braziers around the large hall, and unseen hands began beating bongos in the shadows. The music was primitive, tribal, and mesmerizing.

      “The flame dance,” Ahneena explained, puffing on her smelly cigar.

      A line of dancers paraded slowly past the table. Dressed in gauzy smoke-colored shifts, the dancers writhed and wavered like fire, eyeing Dan lustfully with their bright red eyes.

      With the hypnotic bongo music filling his head, Dan stared at the perfect bodies undulating before him. Every gorgeous curve was visible through the sheer, smoky fabric.

      He didn’t recognize Thelia at first. She was even prettier now that she’d washed away the grime of her ordeal.

      Thelia didn’t seem like her usual bubbleheaded self. She eyed him seductively, swaying and gyrating her amazing body so provocatively that Dan had a raging erection by the time she bowed and skipped away.

      “Enjoying yourself, husband?” Holly whispered in his ear, giving his crotch a squeeze.

      Dan gave her a quick kiss. “Reminds me of our dinner at the grove,” he said, “but this one’s even better, since the males are knifing me with their eyes.”

      Nadia shifted in her seat and started bouncing her knee restlessly. She wasn’t happy here, Dan knew. They had delivered the elves. Now it was time to go help Zeke.

      But Holly had begged Nadia to be patient, insisting that accepting the elves’ hospitality was very important.

      Now Nadia titled her head, turning halfway toward the open windows behind them, and Dan soon realized that she had an additional reason to be restless. In the space between songs, he heard the faint howling of wolves in the distance.

      Ula sat with her axe leaned against the table. She ate little and drank less, looking serious and studying every dancer who approached the table, apparently ready to tackle any would-be assassins.

      At the end of the table, Lily laughed a lot and spent the evening chatting up passing elves. By the time dinner drew to a close, she had a dozen smiling elves standing around her, talking excitedly.

      Holly leaned close to Dan and whispered, “It really is a shame that these elves are all dead.”

      “Huh?” Dan said.

      “We killed them all,” Holly said, sipping her wine and glancing around the room. Dan could see that she was buzzed, too. “We killed them when we freed the slaves.”

      “They look pretty alive to me,” Dan said, trying to lighten the conversation.

      Holly ignored his attempt. “Roderick’s Rangers are busy now,” she said. “They’re doing press gang work for the Duke of Harrisburg, building up his army so that he can demand a fortune when he eventually backs either Pittsburgh or Philadelphia. Once the Raiders finish that work, though, they’ll turn their attention to other concerns.”

      “Like Fire Ridge,” Dan said, and took a drink.

      Holly nodded. “They’ll burn everyone.”

      “That’s not our fault,” Dan said.

      “No? We didn’t kill the slavers and set these elves free?”

      “That’s not the point. If Roderick’s Raiders come here, that’s on them, not us. That’s the truth.”

      “No,” Holly said, taking another sip. “The truth is that all of these people will die if we don’t help them.”

      “Help them?” Dan said. “We don’t have time to help them. What about Zeke? What about the thing in the crevasse?”

      “We don’t know where Zeke is or what he needs.”

      “Yeah. That’s why we have to go to the Pool of Dreams.”

      “The Pool of Dreams can wait,” Holly said. “These people can’t. Eventually, Roderick’s Rangers will march on Fire Ridge. They’ll send a larger detachment than we faced. Twenty or thirty warriors, probably.”

      Dan didn’t want to hear it. “That’s ridiculous. These elves didn’t kill those slavers. We did.”

      “That doesn’t matter and you know it,” Holly said. “Roderick’s Raiders will burn this place to the ground just to send a message to other communities. Unless we help, of course.”

      “We can’t help,” he said. “We’ve already lost too much time. We can’t wait here to fight their battles for them.”

      “I’m not saying we should fight,” Holly said. “In a month’s time, we could help them rebuild their defenses and prepare for battle. If we mended the fortress, prepared defenses, and trained the elves, they could repel the raiders.”

      “No,” Dan said. Holly had ruined what had been a great dinner. Now he felt disturbed and angry. But he was adamant, too. This wasn’t his problem. These weren’t his people.

      He told her as much.

      She tried to say more, but he refused to listen. “Tomorrow morning, I’m heading for the crevasse.”

      Blushing servers delivered dessert in the form of warm apple crisp with a side of sweet yogurt.

      Dan smiled and thanked them but couldn’t help picturing the pretty serving girls as charred corpses nailed to trees.

      Holly had ruined everything. Now the dessert tasted like ashes in his mouth.

      The matriarch raised her glass, silencing the hall. “Dan, Holly, Nadia, Ula, and Lily,” Ahneena said, going down the row and looking at each person as she said his or her name. “Again, we thank you for bringing home our beautiful girls.” She went on for a while, calling them heroes and thanking them repeatedly.

      “And now, if you will forgive me, I will retire,” the matriarch said with a smile. “I am nearly two thousand years old and can’t party like I did back in my 1800s.“

      Laughter filled the great room.

      As the plates were being cleared, Holly suggested that Dan escort the matriarch back to her chambers. The gesture would be appreciated.

      Dan nodded. When he rose, Ula stood, too. Dan motioned for the ever-vigilant warrior woman to return to her seat.

      Ahneena smiled at his offer and took his arm. “I hope you’re not trying to seduce me, young man,” she joked. “You’re too young to handle all of this experience.”

      Dan laughed.

      They left the celebration and headed toward her home, but the matriarch asked him to accompany her on a short diversion. “I would like to show you the Hall of Memories.”

      Dan agreed, and she led him to a long, narrow, single-story building at the back of the compound.

      They went inside, and Dan squinted. The Hall of Memories was brightly lit by what he first thought were wall-mounted torches and then recognized as tubes spouting flame.

      His eyes adjusted, and he whistled. Unlike the other buildings he’d seen, The Hall of Memories was not slipping into ruin. A long, elegantly crafted table stood at the center of the room. The tile floor shone brightly, and there wasn’t so much as a spare leaf littering the space.

      A floor-to-ceiling tapestry mural covered the walls.

      “Our history,” the matriarch said, and pointed to where embroidered figures stepped from flames into a needlework forest. “Three hundred thousand years. From our origin all the way to our present situation.”

      They walked slowly, eyes skimming the tapestry, every inch of which depicted red elves living, loving, and fighting.

      So much fighting!

      Red elves fighting orcs, hobgoblins, other elves, dwarves, humans, and all manner of monsters.

      Occasionally, Ahneena paused to identify specific scenes. The carving of the throne at Flame Valley. The rise of Mooret. The slaying of the blue dragon. The building of Fire Ridge.

      As they neared the end of the hall, the mural ended. The remaining twenty feet of tapestry was merely backdrop without illustration.

      The matriarch pointed to one of the final illustrations, wherein humans and humanoids knelt before a muscular red elf with a beard of flame tattoos. He wore black plate mail and held a flaming sword overhead.

      “The Subjugation,” Ahneena said with a sad smile. “Every race finally bent the knee to our might. Six thousand, four hundred and twelve years ago.”

      After that came a thin band of scenes depicting mostly drinking, dancing, feasting, and lovemaking.

      Beyond that, nothing.

      “Not a single scene added in thousands of years,” Ahneena said.

      “Why did your people stop adding scenes?”

      “We didn’t stop adding scenes,” Ahneena said. “We stopped adding history.”

      Her fingers brushed over the empty space beyond the final scene. “I am not the woman that my mother was. Nor was she the woman that my grandmother was. In the time of my great-grandmother, who was born two thousand years after the Subjugation, Fire Ridge was a grand fortress. Our power was still unparalleled. No one could withstand our fire mages, and we remained a fierce and warlike people.”

      Dan glanced again at the Subjugation scene. With his black plate, flaming sword, and fiery eyes, the red elf warrior certainly looked fierce.

      Ahneena laughed softly. Bitterly, Dan thought. “These,” she said touching the fading flames tattooed on her cheeks, “are the last, faint echo of that strength.”

      “What happened?” Dan asked.

      “We were conquered by two opponents,” Ahneena said, a twinkle in her red eyes. “Arrogance and sloth.

      “We were so strong after conquering the forest. We couldn't even fathom losing a war. And in a sense, we were correct. We never did lose in war. We lost in peace.”

      Ahneena shook her head. “Dominance made us soft. And I speak not only of Fire Ridge but of red elves everywhere. Rather than training in the arts of war, we dedicated ourselves to the arts of pleasure. Rather than studying fire magic, we spent our days singing and dancing, drinking and screwing. Our ancestors fought hard. We no longer needed to fight. We were simply enjoying the fruits of their struggles. And why not? We hadn't been challenged in a generation.

      “Our decadence and hubris displeased the gods. They took back the gift of fire magic and transformed us into a silly, oversexed race with neither fire nor courage. They even reshaped our bodies.”

      She pointed to reddish figures on the tapestry beside her. “The spare, muscular physiques of our ancestors vanished. With each generation, we grow shorter and weaker. Softer, more effeminate. Since we rejected the ways of fire and war, the gods have transformed us into obscene caricatures, exaggerated reflections of our hedonistic pursuits.”

      Gesturing toward the tapestry, she said, “These men were as hard as hobgoblin knuckles, and the women were sharp as obsidian blades.”

      Flattening a hand against the blank space beyond historical record, she said, “Now? Androgyny, apathy, and ruin.”

      The matriarch shook her head, and Dan was surprised to see a tear glistening at the corner of her eye. “I do thank you for rescuing my granddaughter and the other girls,” she said, “but I fear that your act of mercy all but guarantees that Fire Ridge will never finish its tapestry.”

      Dan opened his mouth to speak, but Ahneena spoke first.

      “I fear that the gods will add one last scene, and that it will show me, the last matriarch, the silly old woman who failed to save her people.”

      Dan looked at the blank tapestry and then met the matriarch’s red gaze.

      “Oh to Hades with it,” he blurted. “We’ll help you rebuild.”
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      “This is their war, not ours,” Dan said, looking around the living room of the villa he shared with his friends. “The moment that they’re ready to defend themselves, we’re out of here, okay?”

      Holly and Lily nodded.

      Ula looked amused.

      Nadia scowled. “We can’t stay here,” she said, her emerald eyes flashing with anger. “What about Zeke?”

      Dan shifted back and forth. “Look, I’m not happy with the delay either, but these people need us. Besides, I haven’t even been dreaming about Zeke.”

      “He probably thinks we abandoned him,” Nadia said. “Which is true.”

      “We haven’t abandoned Zeke,” Dan said. Suddenly he’d gone from explaining his plan to feeling defensive. “We just have to—”

      “What about the acolytes?” Nadia interrupted. “What about the thing in the crevasse?”

      “Again,” Dan said, trying to keep his voice calm, “we will take care of that, but first—”

      “Or don’t you believe me?” Nadia stood. “Do you think that I made it all up?”

      “What are you talking about?” Dan said, his face twisting with confusion. “You know I believe you. But we have to prioritize. These people will die without our help.”

      “Prioritize?” Nadia shouted. “These red elves aren’t our people. Zeke is our people!” She stormed out of the room and slammed the door.

      Dan started to go after her, but Holly raised a hand. “Give her space,” Holly said. “We have work to do.”

      Dan stared at the door for a second. He wanted to chase Nadia down and patch things up, but Holly was right. They had work to do.

      Roderick’s Raiders were currently busy with orders from the Duke of Harrisburg, but after that, probably six to eight weeks from now, according to Holly and Lily, the slavers would march from York, bent on burning Fire Ridge to the ground.

      “All right then,” he said to the women gathered around the table. “How do we do this?”

      “You tell us,” Holly said with an encouraging smile. “You’re the leader.”

      “Well, as the leader, I need your help. We have to brainstorm the situation and figure out what needs done and who does what.”

      “First and foremost?” Holly said. “We need to mend the wall.”

      Lily was translating everything to Ula, and when Ula finally spoke, Lily served as her interpreter.

      “Ula says that we must give the elves teeth.”

      “Huh?”

      “She means that we have to teach them to fight.”

      “Oh,” Dan said, and gave the hobgoblin warrior woman an approving nod. “Right. That’s a primary goal.”

      “I checked the armory,” Lily said. “There are a lot of weapons down there. Most of them are in pretty bad shape, but they’ll get the job done.”

      “What sorts of weapons?”

      “Swords and daggers, bows and arrows. The bows will need to be restrung, and most of the arrows need new fletchings, but the wooden components seem fine.”

      “That’s good news,” Dan said. “Lily, organize a crew of red elves and haul up the weapons this afternoon. Ula and I can teach sword fighting. I’ll ask Nadia to teach them to use daggers. Holly, will you organize a group of elves to start repairing the bows and arrows?”

      “Of course, husband.”

      “But the most interesting weapon isn’t in the armory,” Lily said, a grin coming onto her dirty face. “It’s in the guard tower beside the gate.”

      “And you know this how?” Dan said with a smile.

      Lily shrugged. “I like to explore. Anyway, it’s some kind of big projectile weapon. It has this weird funnel on top, and there’s a crank and six or seven tubes that shoot spears or something. I think it’s broken, but it looks like it might be powerful if we fix it.”

      “Good work, Lily. We’ll check it out and see what the matriarch knows.”

      Ula spoke up.

      Lily interpreted. “The weapons will need cleaned and sharpened.”

      Dan managed to suppress his amusement. The hobgoblin was fanatical about cleaning and sharpening her equipment. She honed and polished her axe nightly and had taken to giving Dan’s sword the same treatment whenever he would allow it. Wulfgar would certainly have cracked some jokes about that.

      “Good thinking, Ula,” Dan said. “We’ll assign each elf a sword and dagger and set up mandatory maintenance every night after dinner. How are we set for armor?”

      Lily frowned. “The armor is rusty but serviceable,” she said. “The real problem is that the armor won’t fit. The helmets and shields will work, but these elves are much shorter and smaller than their ancestors. The males are too skinny, and the women are too busty.”

      Dan nodded grimly. There had to be a way to use the armor, to adapt it. Something. But they didn’t have time now. One more thing to add to the list.

      “We need to focus on the fortress itself,” Holly said. “If they don’t have walls, armor won’t help them.”

      Lily must have translated, because Ula laughed.

      “Good point,” Dan said. “There’s so much to do. We can’t get sidetracked. We’ll focus on the fortress. If there’s time after that, we can see about the armor.”

      “We should start with the inner wall,” Holly said. “We won’t have time to fix both walls.”

      “True,” Lily said. “But maybe we could do a rough patch job on the outer wall, just to slow them down? That way, the elves could rain arrows down on them when they were trapped between the walls.”

      Dan nodded. “I like it. We also need to get rid of the vines on the stone wall. They’re thick as ladder rungs. If we can’t chop them, we’ll burn them.”

      “What about the big hole where a gate should be?” Holly asked.

      Dan chewed his lip for a second before answering. “We don’t have time to build a proper gate, but we have to block it off.”

      “That’s a big opening,” Lily said. “It has to be twenty feet across.”

      “We’ll scrap furniture if we need to,” Holly said. “We have to build a gate, even if it’s a crude one.”

      Ula grunted, and Lily translated. “We need to clear the meadow. Remove all cover for the enemy and create a kill zone. We should focus our military training on archery and spear work from the walls. If it comes to swords, the elves will be… foondek. There’s no real word in common for what she said.” She turned to her sister.

      Holly said, “If it comes to swords, the elves will be pieces of meat used for both fucking and eating.”

      Ula showed her tusks.

      Dan laughed.

      The warrior woman was slowly growing on him. Her sense of humor was dark as Hades, but her laughter was musical nonetheless, and he kind of liked her smile. Even the sharp little tusks were sort of cute.

      “Lovely,” Dan said. “And good point on bows and spears. We’ll show them the basics with swords and daggers and leave it at that. You know,” he said, a smile coming onto his face as he pictured the elves jamming spears into the faces of slavers trying to scale rough-hewn ladders, “I’m actually starting to think these elves might be able to hold this fortress.”

      The others, with the exception of Ula, nodded.

      The hobgoblin snorted laughter. “Groat un asha taleel foondek.”

      Lily interpreted, but Dan didn’t really need her to. He only needed to have the word for “pieces of meat used for both fucking and eating” interpreted once. He could guess at the rest.
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      Later, as he, Holly, and Ula were heading for the tower, Dan found Nadia filling her water skin in the courtyard.

      “You coming to the tower?” he asked. “Ahneena is going to show us the big weapon.”

      Nadia stood, capping her water, and shook her head. “I’m leaving with Lily.”

      Lily had already set the weapon-gathering crew in motion. Now she was heading out to scout the roads and warn the gnomes and the green elves about Roderick’s Raiders coming for payback. She would be gone for days, maybe weeks.

      Nadia tagging along, however, hadn’t been in the plans.

      Dan and Holly tried to talk her out of it, but Nadia wouldn’t listen. Her emerald-green eyes burned with anger. “I have to get out of this place for a while.”

      And then she marched off without so much as a goodbye kiss.

      Badly confused, Dan watched until Nadia rounded the corner. Then he and Holly started toward the guard tower.

      “You should have stopped her,” Holly said as the three of them climbed the tower stairs.

      “Stopped her?” Dan said. “Earlier you told me to give her space!”

      “Yes,” Holly said patiently, like she was talking to a child, “but in this situation you should have stopped her. That’s what she wanted.”

      Dan made a face. “What she wanted? She said that she wanted to get out of this place.” He shook his head.

      “You have a lot to learn about women,” Holly said.

      Topping the stairs, they entered the guard tower and exchanged bows with Ahneena, who was smoking another of her dark, smelly cigars. The matriarch gestured toward the huge weapon dominating the tower.

      Ula gave an impressed grunt.

      “What exactly is it?” Holly asked.

      Looks like a Gatling gun, Dan thought, remembering the bad-ass crank-style revolver rifles from Westerns he’d watched as a kid. Man, we could really use one of those now.

      “This is the Fist of Fury,” Ahneena said with obvious pride. “My great-great-great-grandfather invented it. Go ahead, take a look.”

      Swivel-mounted on a rusty tripod, the Fist of Fury had an oblong frame and seven barrels encircling a central shaft. A large hopper rose from one side of the frame. From the base of the frame snaked a flexible hose of shiny black material that appeared to have actual scales. This reptilian tube joined with a metal pipe that disappeared through the floor. Just below the union of hose and pipe was a valve handle.

      The barrels pointed over the tower railing at the meadow beyond the walls. Standing here, Dan could see Ula’s point about needing to clear the meadow as a kill zone.

      Ula grabbed the gun’s handles and pulled them to one side. Metal screeched against metal, resisting her efforts, but then came unstuck, and she was able to swivel the weapon noisily back and forth, covering 360 degrees.

      A little oil, Dan thought, and the thing would turn smoothly.

      “How does it work?” he asked.

      Exhaling a cloud of dark cigar smoke, Ahneena ran her fingers over the ancient weapon. “It hasn’t been fired since I was a little girl.”

      Only a couple of thousand years, Dan thought sarcastically. Should work like new.

      “These bins were filled with metal balls,” Ahneena said, pointing to the large wooden bins to either side of the war machine. “Crew members would load these projectiles continuously into the hopper.”

      The old woman shuffled to the wall. “These winches,” she said, and strained against the wheel for a moment before turning to Dan. “I’m sorry. Could you lend an old woman a hand?”

      “Sure,” Dan said, taking over. The wheel stuck for a second, but he twisted hard, and it broke free of its rust. As he spun the handle, one of the ammo bins lowered through a hole in the floor.

      “The tower beneath us is full of ammunition,” the matriarch explained. “The fire team would empty a box and send it through the floor. An ammo team below would refill the box and hoist it back up before the gun had emptied the other bin.”

      “Good system,” Holly said. “But how does the weapon work?”

      “Ah yes,” Ahneena said and shuffled over to the gun. “You load ammunition in this hopper,” she said, pointing to the large metal funnel that rose from the frame. “Aim the weapon and step on the trigger pedal.”

      It really is like a Gatling gun, Dan thought. “But what makes it work, magic?”

      “A touch of magic,” Ahneena said, “but mostly mechanical ingenuity.” She pointed to the scaly black tube that dropped from the frame to the metal pipe. “That hose is made from dragon skin,” she said. “Flexible and impervious to heat, which allows the Fist to swivel back and forth without interrupting the supply of steam.”

      “Steam?”

      The old woman nodded. “Long, long ago, the elves who built Fire Ridge drilled deep into the ground and tapped into a scalding hot spring. They ran pipes beneath our floors and inside our walls. Every winter since, the hot spring has kept Fire Ridge warm.”

      Geothermal, Dan thought. Radiant heat.

      “My grandfather tapped into the line, married it with a smaller water pipe, and created a constant source of super-heated steam.”

      Ahneena pointed to the handle atop the pipe. “When that valve was opened, steam would flow through the hose into the Fist. Ammunition would roll down the hopper and feed into the breech. The steel balls are only slightly smaller in diameter than the barrel, so when a round of ammunition rolled into place, it would seal off the chamber.”

      The old woman pointed to a lever. “Sliding this lever forward would fill the chamber with pressurized steam, firing the projectile.”

      Dan nodded approvingly. The Fist was quite a machine.

      “As a girl, I enjoyed watching the fire team. They worked so quickly. The Fist fired seven rounds with every revolution. Experienced operators managed two revolutions per second.”

      Dan whistled. Fourteen rounds per second? Eight hundred and forty rounds per minute? The Fist of Fury could wipe out a raiding party before you could say let sleeping elves lie.

      “What’s the range?” Holly asked.

      “All the way across the meadow,” Ahneena said.

      Dan stared across the vast distance. That had to be three football fields, maybe longer.

      “Does the weapon still work?”

      The matriarch shook her head. “None of the Fists have worked for a long time.”

      “There are more Fists?” Dan asked.

      “There were six,” Ahneena said, “one for each tower. Seven, if you count the mobile unit that my grandfather designed for his war wagon. But neither the war wagon nor the mobile Fist were ever completed, and five of the tower guns broke down thousands of years ago.”

      Ula, who had been examining the weapon in silence, finally spoke up.

      The matriarch nodded.

      Holly interpreted for Dan. “Ula thinks we should pull it apart and clean everything.”

      Dan turned to the hobgoblin with a smile. “I like the way you think, Ula.”
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      “I know you are afraid,” Dan told the hundred or so red elves assembled in the courtyard before him.  “I want you to channel that fear into force when the slavers come screaming over these walls.”

      The red elves shuddered, clutching their new spears, which they had fashioned from meadow saplings.

      Clearing Ula’s kill zone wasn’t the most important task, but Holly had suggested doing that first. Removing skinny trees and brush was going quickly. The work gave the elves a sense of purpose and accomplishment, built momentum, and gave Dan an opportunity to praise them.

      Otherwise, the elves had provided few opportunities for praise. They showed up late to training, talked in the ranks, and spent more time shooting him sultry looks than actually paying attention to his lessons.

      Mornings were reserved for military training. Afternoons were given to grunt work. Only they weren’t getting much accomplished in the afternoons, because the red elves kept collapsing from fatigue.

      He had begun to fear that they wouldn’t be ready in time. The elves of Fire Ridge were simply too weak, unfocused, and lazy to work hard, no matter how many times Dan explained the stakes and urgency.

      He stared at them now. A few seconds ago, they’d all been shuddering at the thought of slavers coming over the wall. Now, half of them were giving him bedroom eyes and the other half were staring off into space, hip-bumping each other, or dragging the butts of their spears along the paver stones, making an annoying grating sound.

      Frustrated, Dan said, “You do want to survive, right?”

      The elves nodded.

      “And you do believe that the slavers actually are coming, right?”

      More nodding. Wide eyes stared at him, suddenly frightened all over again.

      “Good,” he said. “But if you want to survive the attack, you have to—”

      “Butterfly!” one of the red elves chimed, and the whole group forgot what Dan had been saying and chased after the fluttering speck of blue, tittering like children.

      “They’re doomed,” he told Holly, who shrugged.

      “Maybe you should take a look at what’s happening over there,” she said, pointing toward the alley that connected this courtyard to the next.

      He left the giggling red elves and followed Holly toward the adjacent courtyard. Ula’s deep voice ricocheted off the narrow walls of the alley.

      Entering the courtyard, Dan smiled.

      Ula was shouting at her red elves, a hundred or so in all.

      Unlike his elves, Ula’s charges stood up straight. Their eyes were frightened.

      Each of the elves held a bow and wore a quiver of arrows. Holly’s archery reconstruction team, comprised mostly of the elderly, had been working day and night.

      Ula shouted, marching back and forth with a sapling branch swagger stick tucked under her arm.

      The red elves flinched.

      Holly grinned.

      “What’s she saying to them?” Dan asked.

      “She’s telling them that they’re pitiful and that they’re all going to die. She’s been giving them names like Kill, Rape, and Eat because she says that’s all that they’re good for. See that one over there?” she said, pointing to a plump elf near the center. “Ula named her Maim for Laughs.”

      Dan shook his head. “It’s too much. Look at them. They’re terrified.”

      “They’re listening,” Holly said. “What are your trainees doing?”

      “Chasing butterflies.”

      “Exactly.”

      Ula lashed her students with a stream of harsh-sounding Hobgoblin.

      “She’s telling them to practice hard. Then they might manage to avoid eternal disgrace by at least killing a slaver before dying themselves.”

      On Ula’s command, the elves turned to face targets thirty yards distant. As Ula barked instructions, the elves nocked arrows, drew back, and fired.

      The arrows hit the targets almost simultaneously. Shafts jutted from all over the bales, but at least they had hit the targets, and Dan was impressed by the way they’d all fired together.

      Almost all of them, anyway.

      One elf, having fumbled his shot, was now struggling nervously to nock the arrow and try again.

      Ula strode across the field and struck the elf across the back with her swagger stick.

      Dan winced.

      The elf cried out but didn’t drop to the ground, as Dan would have expected. As the warrior woman loomed over him, shouting into his ear, the elf nocked the arrow, drew the string, and fired. His arrow struck a bale center mass.

      Ula looked up with a smile, showing Dan her tusks.

      “All right,” Dan said, understanding the situation now. He’d spent a lot of time talking to the elves, trying to explain why the training was important, hoping that they would become internally motivated. That had been a mistake.

      They didn’t need to understand. They needed an ass-kicking. Then they would learn how to survive. “I’ve been too nice, too patient. I’ve literally been killing them with kindness. From now on, Ula is in control of military training. We’ll follow her lead.”

      Holly nodded, smiling. “Excellent decision, husband,” she said, and walked off to tell Ula.

      From that point, things moved more smoothly. Ula simplified training and implemented clear expectations and swift, consistent discipline. As a result, the red elves took their training more seriously, started to improve their skills, and even listened better throughout the rest of the day, as they worked on rebuilding the fortress’s defenses.

      Holly recruited several elves to help with the Fist of Fury. There were a million other things that Dan wished Holly could be doing, but fixing the big gun was his top priority. That thing could end the fight before it even started.

      Meanwhile, Dan worked from dawn till dark on improving their defenses. Under his direction, the elves continued to clear the meadow. He wanted nothing but mud all the way to the forest.

      He didn’t have much hope that the red elf archers would become accurate enough over the next month to kill many raiders, but perhaps they would wound some before they reached the wall. He positioned spears along the walkways at the top of the wall to deal with the raiders who made it that far. Injured or otherwise, they would have a hard time coming over the top.

      There was no time to replace the missing gate between the stone wall’s guard towers, but using Holly’s ox, which had come to life over recent days, along with ropes, pulleys, and elf power, Dan braced two fallen palisade logs across the opening in a giant X. Then they filled the gaps with planks salvaged from condemned buildings.

      This crude patch job was a half-assed solution, but it would slow down the attackers, and Dan lugged heavy stones into the guard towers. The elves could drop the rocks on anyone trying to break through the crude wall.

      When he carried the first load up to the tower, he beheld a discouraging sight. The Fist of Fury looked like it had exploded. Holly and her crew had completely stripped it and spread out the parts. The tower floor looked like the dig site of archeologists unearthing a dinosaur with metal bones.

      Turning a cylindrical bolt in her hands, Holly spoke in rapid Elvish to a girl named Teeka. The red elf nodded and jotted down notes.

      “It’s not as bad as it looks,” Holly said, apparently reading the panic in Dan’s eyes. “We have to replace a few cracked parts, but we can scrap the dead guns for parts.”

      “All right,” Dan said, forcing a smile. “Good work.”

      He left them to it and continued carrying stones to the ramparts. Glancing across the meadow, he felt a little better. Under Ula’s supervision, the elves had already cleared a lot of brush.

      For as valuable as Ula proved to be with brainstorming defenses, whipping the red elf recruits into shape, and overseeing the brush crews, she remained an extreme pain in the ass once a day.

      Dan would be on his way to breakfast or heading to bed, and the crazy hobgoblin would ambush him, spewing insults.

      One night, while Ula was barking insults, Dan asked Holly, “Does deel mean dick?”

      Holly smiled. “Very good. Your first word in Hobgoblin. She’s saying that you have a small penis.”

      “Wow,” Dan said, smirking at the ranting hobgoblin. “Lame insult.”

      “Actually,” Holly said, “it’s more imaginative than it sounds. Technically, she’s saying that you have the penis of a preteen pixie.”

      Dan shrugged, mildly impressed.

      Then Ula charged him.

      As always, she fought like a rabid tigress, but this bout ended the same way as all others, with Ula on the ground, pulling down her bikini bottoms and offering herself to him.

      Dan was so tired of fighting her—and Hades, just plain tired after these long, back-breaking days—that some nights, he almost wanted to mount her and be done with it.

      Almost.

      He had come to appreciate the warrior woman’s work ethic and dark humor, and after wrestling with her on a daily basis, he couldn’t help but fantasize what it would be like, using her shapely and muscular body for more pleasurable purposes. But he didn’t have the time or energy for an additional wife.

      These long days left him exhausted. With Nadia away, he’d been getting more sleep, but she would return soon, and in a few short weeks, Holly’s ovulation would be behind her, and his horny grey elf wife would attack him with a vengeance.

      Beyond the physical, he had to make sure that everything was squared away with Holly and Nadia before adding another woman to his life. Things with Holly were fine. She was steady as a rock and completely absorbed in rebuilding Fire Ridge.

      He couldn’t stop worrying about Nadia, though. She was smart and tough, an experienced thief—probably fourth or fifth level, he guessed—and a frigging werewolf to boot. So worrying made no sense. But when you love someone, you worry about them whether it makes sense or not.

      And he loved Nadia.

      Loved her and wanted her back.

      She’d left in a huff, convinced that Dan and Holly were putting the elves in front of Zeke.

      And maybe they were, despite their arguments about dreams versus reality, but whatever the case, Dan wouldn’t turn back now.

      He had promised Ahneena and the elves that he would help them prepare for the attack, and by Crom, he was going to do it, even if he destroyed himself in the process.
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      Dan roared, straining beneath the weight of the great stone.

      The thing had to weigh 300 pounds. Old-world Dan would've thrown out his back just looking at it.

      He bent his knees, arched his back, and hoisted the massive rock to his chest. Then he adjusted his grip and pressed the stone over his head.

      “Out of the way,” he growled.

      The red elves crouching atop the crumbled section of wall scampered to safety.

      Dan stepped forward and settled the giant stone into the gap.

      The weather had taken a turn after a recent rain, and the day felt more like November than October. He was thankful for the cooler air.

      He smiled. His muscles ached after days of rebuilding the main wall, but damn, it felt good to be making progress.

      His crew of red elves had really come together. He no longer needed to yell at them to keep a steady supply of mortar coming, and some of them were getting good with trowel work.

      The elves called down from above, helping Dan to center the big stone. Once they had the rock in position, Dan studied the gaps, sorted through the rubble for shims, and jammed the smaller stones into place, eliminating any wobble. The elves followed after, adding more shims and packing the joints with mortar.

      “Nice work,” he told them.

      He felt a tap on his shoulder and turned to see his blond wife smiling up at him.

      “Hey,” he said.

      “Hey, yourself,” Holly said, handing him a goblet. “This looks like thirsty work.”

      “Thanks,” he said, gave her a quick kiss, and took a long pull of the sweet wine.

      Only after he swallowed did he realize just how thirsty he had been. Sometimes when he was working, he got so obsessed that he didn’t register hunger or thirst.

      “Hits the spot,” he said, and gulped the rest. Then he noticed her bandaged hand. “What happened?”

      “Steam burn.”

      “Are you okay?” he asked. “Why didn't you use a healing spell?”

      Holly smirked. “I did. This is what's left.” She unwrapped the bandage and showed him the red, blistered flesh beneath. “It's not that bad.”

      He winced. “I'd give it a kiss, but I'm afraid it would hurt.”

      “You're sweet,” Holly said. “Come on. I want to show you our progress.”

      Dan hesitated. He was excited to see what she’d been up to, but he had so much work to do.

      “You are taking a break,” Holly said, grabbing his hand and pulling him toward the tower. “That’s an order, mister.”

      Turning back to his crew, Dan called, “You know what to do.”

      The elves nodded, already hard at work.

      Holly led him up the stairs. Entering the tower, he laughed. “You are awesome!” he said. “I can't believe you got it all put back together. Great work!”

      “Thanks,” Holly said. “We sanded and cleaned everything and replaced anything that looked damaged. I had hoped to test it today, but when I opened the valve, the frame cracked, and steam rushed out.”

      “I'm blown away with your progress,” he said. “Seriously. This is amazing.” He bent over and kissed her.

      The kiss started slowly, but they kept going. Their tongues got involved, and Dan’s hands slid up her tight body.

      “I miss you,” he said. “I miss this.” They hadn’t fooled around at all since she’d begun ovulating.

      Holly’s purple eyes gleamed. “I miss it, too.”

      He leaned over and started kissing her again. She responded, kissing him passionately. Her hand slid under his shirt and up his abs to his chest.

      Then she gave him a push and stepped back, laughing. “Enough of that.”

      Dan grinned and took a step toward her. “Come on. We're just getting warmed up.”

      Holly blocked him and shook her head. “I can't.”

      “Why?”

      “You know why,” she said. “I'm fertile right now. And don’t start listing alternative forms of entertainment. I don’t trust myself not to lose control. Next thing you know, we’re having sex, and—”

      “I know you aren’t ready for kids,” Dan said, squeezing her shapely breast. “I wouldn’t let you lose control.”

      Holly laughed. “If I don’t trust myself, that goes double for you. Besides, we don’t have time. You’re late to an appointment.”

      “Huh? What appointment?”

      “You've been working too hard lately,” she said.

      Dan shrugged his shoulders. “Everybody has.”

      “But you're working harder than everybody,” she said, “and I don't want you to burn out.”

      He laughed. “Don't worry about me.”

      Holly raised one eyebrow. “Oh yeah? When did you last eat?”

      Dan had to think for a second. “It's been a while,” he confessed. “Yesterday. Lunch, I guess.”

      Which explains why, he thought, I feel a little buzzed from a single goblet of wine.

      “You are taking a break,” Holly said.

      “I don't have time for a break.”

      “You are taking a break,” she repeated, her voice stern. “I demand it. It will be good for you. And you’ll love it. Trust me.”

      Dan narrowed his eyes. “I know that smile, Holly. That’s your mischievous smile. What are you up to?”

      “You are getting a massage.”

      He frowned. “That’s ridiculous. I’m not getting a massage. I have work to do.”

      “Yes, you do. And it’s work that only you can do. Who's going to lift all of those heavy rocks if you get hurt?”

      “I'm not going to get hurt.”

      “I've already scheduled the massage. It will increase blood flow to all of your overworked muscles. You’ll be able to work even harder.”

      Dan laughed. “So, you're really just trying to get more work out of me?”

      “Guilty as charged,” Holly laughed. “But seriously, you're going to love it.”

      Holly had been getting daily massages from the red elves, and every night, she told Dan how great they were. Apparently, massage was one of the pleasure arts that the red elves had mastered after giving up warfare and fire.

      “I'll give it a shot,” he said. “But then I'm heading right back to work.”

      Following her directions, he left the tower, crossed the courtyard, and wound through the settlement to a small building in the far back corner.

      Thelia greeted him at the door, her gold-flecked eyes glowing with obvious excitement. “Master, I'm so happy to see you.”

      “Thanks,” Dan said. Suddenly, he wasn’t sure that this was such a great idea.

      The thin, silky material of Thelia’s short yellow gown clung to her curves and did nothing to hide her hard nipples.

      “Come, Master,” she chimed, and her little hand wrapped around his thumb. She led him past a gurgling fountain and opened a door. A sweet, floral aroma, like the very essence of femininity, wafted out of the room.

      Five additional red elf women waited inside, wearing silky gowns and sultry expressions.

      “You know what?” he said, stopping in the doorway. “This is a bad idea. I have too much work to do. But thanks, really.”

      “Master, please,” Thelia said, squeezing his thumb. “We're all so excited to give you pleasure.”

      That's exactly what I'm afraid of, Dan thought, but he said, “And it's really nice of you. But I can't. I have walls to build.”

      “Please allow us to give you at least a short massage, Master,” one of the girls said. “Otherwise, Lady Holly will be cross.”

      “Please, Master?” the others pleaded.

      “All right,” Dan said, knowing that Holly would give him shit if he walked out, “but just a quick one.”

      The red elves giggled with delight as they surrounded him and started taking off his clothes.

      He stepped away from them. “What are you doing?”

      “Undressing you, Master,” one of the elves said.

      “We don't want to massage you through your clothing,” Thelia said. “Please, Master, let us do our job.”

      “I don't know,” he said. “It feels kind of weird, you know?”

      The girls laughed.

      “Here, Master,” Thelia said, handing him a towel. “We will turn our backs while you undress, and you can wrap yourself in the towel.”

      “All right,” Dan said.

      The red elves turned away, and he started stripping.

      “Hey,” he said, “no peeking.”

      They giggled.

      “Oh, Master,” one of the girls said, “you have nothing to be shy about.”

      It wasn’t that he was shy. Old-world Dan would’ve been, but Dan the Barbarian thought nothing about standing naked before a woman. In fact, he was proud of his body. Bedding two beautiful women on a regular basis did wonders for one’s self-esteem.

      But there was something dangerous about the red elves, something almost sinister about their sexuality. Not that he thought that they would hurt him or anything. Quite the opposite. It just felt like if he wasn’t super careful, they’d trick him into an orgy or something.

      And he knew that he was vulnerable now. After weeks of non-stop sex, he hadn’t gotten laid in several days. If these red elves possessed some kind of sex magic seduction power…

      Thelia led him to a table covered in plush fur and told him to lie down on his stomach.

      He started to follow directions but paused when he noticed something strange. “What's that hole?”

      A hole went through the fur and the table itself. It was positioned where his hips would rest.

      The girls giggled harder than ever.

      “We will massage all of you,” one of them said. “Above and below.”

      “Yes,” another added. “We’ll play a fun game. It’s called ‘guess the mouth.’ You try to guess whose mouth is—”

      “Um, that’s all right,” he said, backing away.

      “But Master,” one of the girls said, “we are eager to please you, and we are talented in the pleasure arts.”

      “I believe it,” Dan said.

      “Don’t you find us attractive?” one of them pouted.

      “That’s not it at all,” he said. “You’re attractive. Very attractive. But I’m married.”

      The girls laughed. “We aren’t making love, Master,” one of the girls said. “We’re just massaging you.”

      “Sorry,” Dan said. “I can’t do that.” They were hot as Hades, and beneath his towel, he was hard as steel, but he would never stray from his women.

      Thelia touched his arm lightly. “We will not play the mouth game, Master,” she said. “And we will leave your towel on.”

      “All right,” Dan said grudgingly and lay down on the table.

      The girls cheered, and a dozen small hands started smoothing oil over his back and shoulders, arms and legs.

      “I have to admit,” he said, letting his eyes close. “It feels good to lie down.”

      He had been pushing hard day after day, working outside from before first light till after dark, and then working indoors late into the night. He’d been averaging two hours of sleep per night.

      The girls stopped rubbing, and he heard the soft whisper of fabric on flesh.

      He opened his eyes.

      The girls had removed their silky gowns, revealing the shapely hips, tiny waists, and large round breasts of red perfection.

      Dan laughed nervously. “Whoa. Could you put your clothes back on, please?”

      “But Master,” Thelia said, trailing her fingertips up his back. “You must feel our skin on your skin.”

      Without permission, his manhood hardened again like the traitor it was.

      Good thing I’m wearing a towel, he thought, or I’d be jutting through the hole. Not that they would mind!

      The red elves shimmied back and forth, making their naked bodies move in very interesting ways.

      “Yeah,” he said, “I need you to put your clothes back on. I'm serious.”

      The girls made a show of pouting as they slipped back into their skimpy gowns.

      Then they went to work on him. They added more oil, and a light, fruity aroma filled the air. The oil warmed his flesh beneath their working hands.

      Holly had been right. They were amazing.

      They surrounded him, massaging his neck and shoulders and back, his legs and feet, his tired arms and sore hands.

      Occasionally, a hand crept under his towel, rubbing up his hamstrings toward his ass, but he growled at them to back off.

      They laughed but obeyed, devious yet submissive, every last one of them a lovable pain in the ass.

      He started to relax. The girls rubbed and kneaded, pressed and stroked, making his muscles sigh. All stiffness and pain disappeared, and a pleasant warmth hummed over his body. He was starting to wonder if there was some type of magic involved when the door to the room opened.

      Dan lifted up and grunted with surprise when he saw Holly enter the room wearing one of the yellow silk gowns.

      “What are you doing here?” he asked. “I thought you were working on the gun.”

      Holly gave him a mischievous smile. “That's what I'm about to do.”

      “Huh?”

      “Ladies,” Holly said, walking to the table, “I don't care what my husband told you. Strip. Your master deserves the best massage possible. He needs to feel your bodies as you rub him.”

      Dan started to protest, but Holly pressed a finger to his lips. “Take off his towel,” she commanded, and the grinning elves, already naked again, unwrapped his towel and pulled it away.

      His manhood jutted through the hole in the table and hung in midair.

      Holly gave him a wicked smile and removed her own gown. Then she and the girls started rubbing oil over their bodies. Soon, he was surrounded by seven wet and glistening, achingly beautiful, completely naked females.

      “Okay girls,” Holly said, “massage your master.”

      Someone pressed his head gently back down on the table and started massaging the scalp. Girls leaned close, rubbing their firm, oily bodies against him. He could feel their hair tickle across his bare skin, feel their naked breasts pressing into him and rubbing up his body, and hear and feel their warm, impassioned breath in his ears.

      It was dizzying, almost maddening. Part of him wanted it to stop; part of him hoped that it never would.

      “Now,” Holly said, leaning close, “see if you can guess whose mouth this is.” And then she disappeared under the table.

      “Wait,” Dan laughed nervously, both excited and nervous. Sure, there was something to be said for being surrounded by seven incredibly beautiful, naked women, but it was kind of awkward, too. Especially if—

      “Oh,” he groaned as Holly's warm, wet mouth closed over him and went to work.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            26

          

          

      

    

    








            To Arms!

          

        

      

    

    
      Dan placed the last stone atop the rebuilt wall, and the elves cheered.

      “Good job, team,” he said. “Let’s shim that up, slap some mud on it, and move on down the line.” He nodded across the fortress toward the last remaining section of crumbled wall.

      The elves cheered again and got to work.

      Amazing, he thought.

      Not long ago, the crew would have begged for a break. But they crackled with excitement as they mortared the final stone into place, topping out the section.

      After just three weeks, his crew of male red elves had gone from a bunch of delicate slackers to a team of jazzed-up workhorses. Their hands were calloused, their muscles were noticeably more toned, and their red eyes were more focused, more awake. Their gestures, facial expressions, and conversations had all become more masculine, as if hard work had somehow triggered latent testosterone.

      Under Ula’s direction, the elves had also learned to fight. They weren’t exactly warriors yet, but they could swing swords, thrust and throw spears, and fire bows accurately at fifteen yards.

      Were they ready to go head-to-head with Roderick’s Raiders?

      No. Not by a long shot.

      But as long as their defenses were prepared, these three hundred elves should be able to repel the twenty to thirty raiders likely to come their way.

      Especially if Holly fixed the Fist of Fury. She and her crew had pulled it to pieces yet again and were scavenging parts from other guns. She was cautiously optimistic.

      Despite all of this progress, however, as Dan looked out over the wall, he could see only work, work, and more work.

      Yes, they had rebuilt all but one section of crumbled wall, but they needed to build scaffolding to defend those sections. Ideally, they would gather additional stones and distribute them around the walkway to drop on attackers.

      He had also begun to wonder if it might be possible to tap into the main steam pipe and spray boiling water down on the enemy. Holly said the idea might work. As usual, they just needed to find the time.

      The brush crew had cleared the meadow from the front gate to the forest, but they still had plenty to clear at the sides and back of the fortress, where their defenses would be weaker.

      So much to do. It was all he did, all he thought about, from the moment he woke until the moment he fell asleep.

      Or almost the only thing.

      Nadia.

      She and Lily were still out there somewhere, scouting the forest, warning other communities, and gathering reconnaissance.

      He missed Nadia and hated that they had parted on bad terms. He wanted to patch things up and get back to the way things were. Waiting for her return drove him crazy.

      In that sense, he was thankful for having so much work. It was certainly a distraction.

      He had always been able to lose himself in a project and work his ass off. The tough part was knowing when to stop. And with this fortress, there was no good place to stop. He could spend the rest of his life improving the defenses of Fire Ridge and still leave things unfinished.

      Soon, however, he would step aside and hand the reins to the red elves. A lot of work remained unfinished, but Dan and the girls had business in the crevasse.

      He and his team would finish rebuilding the inner wall in two or three days. Then he and the girls would say farewell to Fire Ridge and head back to the crevasse. That would give the elves at least two weeks to prepare for the raiding party, which would be expecting to massacre a village of weaklings cowering behind crumbled walls.

      Would Dan worry about the red elves?

      Of course. He’d come to care about these people, and honestly, it would be hard to leave them to their own devices.

      But he also knew that he and the girls had done good work here. By Crom, they’d given the red elves a chance to add more scenes to their historical tapestry.

      That felt good. Damned good.

      He climbed down the ladder, picked up the sledge and rock hammer, and told his crew to gather the mixing trough, shim buckets, and remaining tools.

      They were halfway across the fortress when a sentry called down with an excited voice. “Master! People coming!”

      “What?” Dan said, dropping the tools. “How many?”

      “I don’t know, Master. A lot of people! Forty or fifty! They have horses and wagons and—”

      The elf’s words were drowned out by the pounding of Dan’s boots as he charged up the stairs that led to the walkway atop the fortress’s front wall.

      Had Roderick’s Raiders come early? And with double the expected force? If so, how could Fire Ridge stand against forty or fifty hardened warriors?

      Halfway up the stairs, he slammed to a stop and bellowed across the courtyard, “To arms! Battle stations, everyone! Bows and arrows!”

      All across the fortress, elves squawked with dismay, dropped what they were doing, and started rushing around. He heard Ula shouting directions, and his heart surged with affection for the brave warrior woman and for the frightened elves, who, despite their terror, charged up the stairs, bows in hand.

      Heart pounding, he topped the stairs. They would fight, by Crom!

      Then, leaning against the battlement, he laughed, realizing that this had been a false alarm.

      Forty-some gnomes trudged across the meadow, carting with them what looked like everything they owned, including a herd of goats, a dozen stout ponies loaded with wares, and four wagons atop which teetered mountains of tarped-over cargo.

      Not raiders.

      Allies.

      For a brief second, he was excited to see most of the gnomes were armed. But then he realized they were carrying tools, not weapons.

      These weren’t warriors. They were farmers.

      Men, women, and children.

      Refugees.

      Mouths to feed.

      Great.

      Elves clambered onto the walls, bows in hand, shouting as they distributed spears.

      This was more than a false alarm, he realized then. It was also a valuable drill.

      A quick glance revealed mixed results. Elves lined the walls, but they were shouting over one another. A quarter of the forces remained on the ground, held up by bottlenecks on the stairs.

      Meanwhile, other stairs stood wide open, the walls above them sparsely populated or completely empty. There also seemed to be a lot of confusion around spear distribution. Looking down, he noticed children flocking around those waiting for the stairs to clear.

      You never told them to report to different quadrants, he thought, cursing himself. You never drilled spear distribution. You never assigned roles to the non-combatants.

      Chaos.

      Had this been an actual attack, chaos would have gotten them killed.

      He would speak to Ula. They must clarify everyone’s role and work out various contingency plans. The elves needed to drill every day, at different times, under different conditions.

      To survive, the defenders of Fire Ridge would need more than walls and weapons.

      So much to think of, so much to do. Leadership was hard.

      Now it was time to greet the gnomes.

      He stepped over the battlement and climbed down the ladder they had been using to leave and reenter the fortress since blocking off the gate hole.

      Holly emerged from the tower, and they walked out together.

      They stepped through a hole in the palisade as the gnomes arrived.

      “Greetings,” Dan said.

      A middle-aged gnome in studded leather armor stepped forward and puffed out his chest. He had nut-brown skin, white hair, and gray-blue eyes, stood around three feet tall, and was thick for a gnome, with a potbelly and the red, bulbous nose of a drinker. He wore a sword on his belt and a short bow on his back.

      Half a dozen gnomes in leather armor stood close behind him.

      “I am Jorbin Ateel,” the potbellied gnome squeaked proudly, “and these are my people.”

      Dan considered the self-important little gnome for a second, glanced at the other men, then turned to the women, children, and elderly gnomes who made up the rest of the procession. They were a pitiful lot, road-weary, dirty, and frightened.

      Apparently, Roderick’s Raiders had pressed most of their young men into the Duke of Harrisburg’s service, too.

      Jorbin Ateel started talking at Dan, almost shouting, his tone aggressive and condescending. “We have come to protect the red elves of Fire Ridge. What do you offer in return?”

      Pompous little bastard, Dan thought. Normally, he might’ve let it slide. Jorbin was probably just trying to protect his people, who were obviously shell-shocked.

      But Dan couldn’t stand cocky assholes, and after watching the inefficient response of his own forces, he was in no mood for letting things slide.

      Looking at Jorbin with no expression on his face, he said, “Pipe down, tough guy. For starters, my name is Dan, and this is my wife, Holly.”

      Following Dan’s lead, Holly stared icily down at the gnomish leader. “Choose your words carefully when speaking with my husband, Jorbin Ateel. Your people have clearly suffered significant losses. I would hate to see them lose your counsel as well.”

      The gnome’s gray-blue eyes narrowed, and he opened his mouth to respond.

      Before the cocky little bastard could sign his own death warrant, Dan cut him off. “Thanks for the offer of protection,” Dan said, “but we don’t need your help.”

      Behind Jorbin, the refugees murmured with concern.

      Then, for the benefit of the red elves crowding in alongside him, Dan added, “The red elves of Fire Ridge can defend themselves.”

      Jorbin glanced at the elves and smiled nastily.

      Yup, Dan thought. It’s official. Don’t like him.

      “Spears and bows don’t make warriors,” Jorbin said. “I fought in the Battle of Murky Fen. These men behind me have trained for years in the art of war. We—”

      “You’re farmers,” Dan said.

      “I fought at—”

      “Murky Fen,” Dan said. He didn’t have time for this bullshit. There was work to be done. “And I’ve killed ogres, zombies, giant spiders, and a lich—all in the last month—not to mention some of Roderick’s Raiders, who you seem to be fleeing. So why don’t you take it down a notch?”

      “You can’t talk to me that way,” Jorbin sputtered. “I’m—”

      “My Lord!” a gnomish girl cried out, racing forward from the wagons. She fell to one knee, bowing to Dan. “My Lord, please forgive my uncle. He is a proud man, only trying to protect his people. We come seeking refuge.”

      She looked up with hopeful eyes, and Dan recognized her as one of the girls he’d saved from the slavers.

      “We welcome you,” Dan said, addressing the main body of the procession, “so long as you follow our rules, obey our commands, and work alongside us.”

      Dan turned without waiting for their response, knowing that they would accept.
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      Alone in the cold night, Nadia cast one final look back at the fortress. She hated it. Yes, she was happy for the elves and proud of all that Dan and Holly had achieved, but she couldn't look at the cleared meadow and mended walls without thinking of Zeke.

      She knew that her emotions had something to do with the fact that she was an orphan. Abandonment cut her more deeply than it did those lucky enough to grow up with a loving family. But there was more to her reaction than just having suffered a shitty childhood.

      Mostly, it was her wolf. To wolves, pack was everything. A wolf would die for its pack. Without its pack, a wolf was nothing.

      She had thought that she had found her pack in Dan and Holly. But had she? Hadn't Zeke been part of that pack? And yet they had abandoned him to help these strangers.

      Worse still, she herself had stayed with them, abandoning not only Zeke but also her young friends back in State College. Gruss was no doubt getting angrier and angrier the longer she was away, especially since Dan had thumped two of his goons. Was the mobster taking his anger out on Little Bird, Toad, Stork, and Badger?

      She didn't know. Couldn't know. Because she was still out here in the woods, helping some weak-ass elves prepare for a fight that had nothing to do with her or her pack.

      She had gone out scouting with Lily. Together, they had warned several villages, studied the forest, and talked with every traveler they met on the road, keenly interested in news from the east, where day by day Roderick’s Raiders drew closer to marching on Fire Ridge.

      She had enjoyed her time with Lily, who loved the woods just as much as she did. But when Lily stopped at the grey elf grove, Nadia said her farewell. She’d had enough of that place, and she was missing Dan and Holly. But arriving here, staring out at the fortress and seeing the progress the elves had made, she could only growl.

      She didn’t want to go back in there. Fortress life drove her crazy. She had felt restless in the grove and while traveling beneath the waxing moon, but life within Fire Ridge had proven intolerable.

      The great shining eye in the night sky was waning again, soothing the Beast in Nadia and giving her human form more power with each passing night.

      She didn't know what she was doing.

      In town, she was a respected thief, the protector of street children, a straight A student, and the best RA on campus.

      In the woods, she was always one shift away from being the alpha wolf of all alpha wolves.

      But within the walls of the fortress, who was she? Who was she supposed to be? Sure, she had a relationship with Dan and Holly. But beyond that, what was her role?

      Dan had stepped up to lead the elves as they rebuilt their defenses. Always an amazing administrator, Holly handled countless problems without even telling Dan, while at the same time applying her great brain to fixing the Fist of Fury. Ula had taken charge of training the elves.

      What was Nadia's role in the fortress, though? There was nothing to steal. There were no street children. There were no classes or homework or grades. No anxious freshmen away from home for the first time and looking for advice. In the fortress, Nadia could only drift, and she felt like little more than an extension of Dan and Holly.

      Which would not have been bad, if Dan and Holly had truly been her pack. But after they had abandoned Zeke, she wasn't so sure that they were.

      And that was a painful uncertainty.

      Here in the woods, Nadia could become the alpha of all alphas, but was her true pack here?

      She was about to find out.

      Night after night, the wolves had called to her, howling as they ran through the surrounding forest. They must have caught her scent back at the crevasse and followed her all this way, willing to abandon their territory to follow her into the unknown.

      And yet they had abandoned her at the crevasse.

      She didn't even know what she wanted anymore. Day after day, night after night, she had been consumed by restlessness and emptiness and a burning desire to answer these questions.

      Now was the time to do just that.

      She stripped slowly, stilling her mind. She carefully folded her clothing and stacked it beside her boots and gear, as if some part of her was conscious of how these items would look should she never return to claim them.

      For a moment, she just stood there in human form, naked among the trees, the cold air pressing, studding her pale flesh in goosebumps and making her hard nipples ache.

      Then she shifted, flowing through her fused state and straight into her full-wolf form.

      Nadia the Beast stood at the center of the clearing, panting as the pain and elation of transformation ebbed away, breathing in the wilderness and the night and the moment. For a wolf understood the fullness of the present much more deeply than any human or elf, and as Nadia pulled her lungs full of cold night air, reading the myriad smells passing through her nostrils and registering the countless small night sounds of the forest around her, her entire existence drew down to this single moment in time.

      And yet, with the weakening moon above her, there was enough of Nadia the human left within her consciousness to understand that this moment was more than sights and smells and sounds. This was the moment where Nadia, all of Nadia—Nadia the human, Nadia the half-wolf, and Nadia the all-powerful beast queen of the forest—would determine not only her true identity but her place in the world.

      Her great lupine head rolled back on her powerful neck muscles, and out of her throat rose the old, sad song; a long, mournful howl that throbbed up out of her wolf blood and into the night, giving voice to the power and pain of a living thing alone in the wilderness, surrounded by old trees and ancient rocks, with the ageless stars twinkling apathetically in the eternal night sky overhead.

      The howl died away. Her breath rose as ghostly mist into the cold night.

      Nadia waited.

      And the pack answered.

      As the Beast, Nadia could hear the fear and elation in their answering call, fear and elation that throbbed and swelled as the wolves strained urgently toward her through the forest. For weeks, they had sought their queen, calling to her night after night with primordial begging, crying out for her to return to them and lead their pack forever.

      It would be a good life, simple and natural, a life lived nose to ground, without the foolish complications and betrayals and anxieties of life in the human world. A life where she could forget everything, live in the moment, and rule the forest as Nadia the Beast Queen.

      The wolves streamed, panting and whining, into the clearing, a rushing river of gray fur, lolling tongues, and shining eyes.

      Nadia stood at the center of the clearing with her head and ears and tail held high.

      The wolves hunched low, ears pinned, looking at her and looking away, wriggling their lips and licking nervously as they inched forward, whining like puppies as they approached their queen. Upon reaching her, the largest wolf flopped onto his side, whimpering, and lifted his snout to sniff and lick placatingly when she lowered her muzzle to his.

      One after one, the wild beasts fawned at her feet, showing total submission.

      Nadia’s howl leapt into the night, a throbbing pillar of primordial emotion powered by the ancient, supernatural force throbbing within her. And the pack set the forest ablaze with a chorus of joyous howling.

      It would be such an easy thing for her to embrace this moment as wholeheartedly as the pack had embraced her. Such an easy thing for the humanity in her to roll over and submit once and forever to the great Beast.

      But there was enough of Nadia the human left in her to demand one final test. She had no doubt that this pack would follow her into death. Their devotion and loyalty would be beyond question—so long as she remained the Beast.

      When she had paused to investigate the crevasse, the wolves had abandoned her. But she had not been acting like a wolf. Her insistence on investigating the crevasse had been completely unnatural. A human notion. And her hold over them had snapped, setting them free.

      Perhaps it was time to say goodbye to Nadia the human forever, but that would not change the fact that she was more than a wolf. Yes, life as the queen of the forest beckoned to her from deep within her marrow, but her would-be pack needed to pass one more test.

      Nadia shifted.

      The wolves yipped and snarled as Nadia changed, lifting onto her hind legs and shrinking into herself, growing more compact until she stood before them as the huffing half-wolf thing that was her fused form.

      The wolves backed away, snapping involuntarily at the air and pawing at the ground, hackles raised, tails clamped tightly between their legs, eyes flashing with fear.

      “Are you my pack?” Nadia growled.

      The wolves broke and fled away through the forest, disappearing into the night.

      Nadia stared after them, listening to their fading footfalls and breathing in the dissipating mist of a life that had almost been.

      Then she shifted back into her human form and wept, alone in the woods, alone in the world.
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      Dan stood alone atop the ramparts, staring down at the palisade and its many gaps.

      Have to work on that next, he thought. Have to dig trenches, lift fallen logs with pulleys, set the timbers in place, and tamp dirt along the base.

      So much work to do.

      After weeks of hard work and little sleep. His hands were hard and calloused. What little fat he’d been carrying had vanished, consumed by his growing muscles.

      But no matter how he looked, he was tired. Bone-tired.

      So be it, he thought. Can’t slow down now.

      Soon, his work here would be finished. Then he and the girls could head to the crevasse. Hopefully, this would appease Nadia and put their relationship back on good terms.

      She was still out there somewhere, presumably scouting with Lily.

      As he’d climbed up to check this new section of walkway, he’d heard a loud howl. A chorus of howls had answered, moving across the forest, and then the woods had exploded with howling.

      After that, things had fallen silent.

      He stared out at the dark woods. Are you out there, Nadia? Wherever you are, come back to me. Come all the way back.

      “Lord Dan!” a gnome shouted from the courtyard below. “Please come down!”

      Descending the stairs, Dan recognized the woman as one of Jorbin Ateel’s wives, a heavyset gnome with intelligent eyes and, he remembered from meals in the great hall, a pleasant, unchecked, and infectious laugh.

      Now her blue eyes shone with excitement as she grabbed his hand and begged him to follow her.

      “What is it?” he asked.

      Ahneena and the red elves had welcomed the gnomes with open arms, and the refugees had quickly settled in and joined in the defense of Fire Ridge.

      Dan was pleasantly surprised. At very least, he had expected Jorbin to be a pain in the ass, but inside these walls, the gnomish leader had become a completely different person. Not once had he acted pompously or questioned Dan. When Holly had assigned Jorbin the unremarkable role of brush crew laborer, the potbellied gnome hadn’t even frowned. He and the other gnomes reported to their duties on time and without complaint.

      Dan was beginning to suspect that all of Jorbin’s strutting and shouting at the gate had been nothing but drummed-up bravado of a desperate man trying to do right by his people. In that light, Dan was glad he hadn’t crushed the little fucker or turned his people away.

      Both of them could live and learn.

      As a fighting force, the gnomes were disappointing, but they were good workers, accelerating every aspect of the improvements. With the gnomes on board, the brush crews finally cleared the meadow for 360 degrees surrounding the fortress all the way to the forest, and they had not only finished rebuilding the inner wall but also were well on their way to hammering together the scaffolding that would soon create a contiguous defensive walkway all the way around the top of the ramparts. The gnomes had helped in everything from sharpening new spears to sweeping floors and clearing dishes, and Dan was happy to have them.

      More of the little people appeared now, beaming with excitement and gesturing for Dan to follow. “Lord Dan! Come see what we’ve discovered!”

      They sound more than excited, Dan realized. They sound proud.

      The excited men and women led Dan into a supply building, where still more gnomes grinned around a hole gaping at the center of the room. Dan saw the crates and tarp they’d shoved aside to access the now open trap door.

      “Weleena sensed the passage beneath us,” Jorbin reported, smiling with pride at a red-nosed little girl that could only be one of Jorbin’s many daughters.

      “What is it?” Dan asked.

      “A tunnel,” the matriarch said, entering the room with another group of gnomes who had apparently gone to fetch her. “And a safeguard of last resort. The tunnel runs beneath the wall and all the way to the forest. Unfortunately, the middle of the tunnel collapsed.”

      “I want to see it,” Dan said, and took a fluttering torch from one of the gnomes. He followed Jorbin down a set of stairs into a cool, dark tunnel with a floor of hardpacked earth. The passage was wide enough to fit a wagon, but the ceiling was so low Dan had to crouch-walk as he followed the tiny gnome deeper underground.

      The shaft sloped downward. After perhaps two hundred feet, they stood face-to-face with a wall of dirt and stone where the tunnel had collapsed.

      When they had returned above ground, Ahneena said, “In recent years, we have used the remaining tunnel space as a hiding place. The entire community can squeeze inside if someone volunteers to stay above and cover the trap door. That volunteer is generally my nephew, Tibbin. He is very good at hiding.”

      Which might explain why I never see the guy working, Dan thought. Of all the residents of Fire Ridge, the matriarch’s nephew, military advisor, and captain of the guard contributed the least. Rather than mending walls, clearing brush, or sharpening weapons, he lurked and loafed and disappeared on vague errands, a drunken malingerer.

      Now the man surprised Dan by stepping from the shadows behind Ahneena. He strutted into view like a malnourished chicken with perfectly braided hair. “As the protector of Fire Ridge, such duties of course fall to me.”

      “Did fall to you,” Dan corrected. “Hiding in this tunnel is no longer an option, not if Roderick’s Raiders overrun the walls. They would tear the fortress apart. Sooner or later, they would find the trap door and come down and slaughter everyone.”

      Tibbin sputtered, and Dan braced himself for a wave of bullshit.

      Luckily, Jorbin spoke up. “Lord Dan, we gnomes are expert miners. Would you object to our clearing the passage?”

      “There isn’t time,” Dan said. “You all have jobs, and we’ve come to rely on you.”

      “My Lord,” Jorbin said, “what if we worked at night, after our regular duties are finished?”

      Dan shrugged. “Your free time is your free time.”

      The gnomes burbled with excitement, smiles shining on their dirty faces.

      Whatever floats your boat, Dan thought, and bade them all goodnight.

      Walking toward his villa, he paused to fill his lungs with good, cold air and to stare up at the twinkling stars overhead. It would be hard to return to State College, where it never really got dark, after having been in the woods again. He loathed the thought of once more living in town, surrounded by people and pavement and spending his days sitting in classrooms and studying books.

      I’m a barbarian, not a college student, he thought. Old-world Dan had felt like a misfit at the university, too. Hell, he’d even felt out of place going to middle and high school in town. He was a country boy through and through.

      He turned the corner and entered the courtyard outside his villa. Lights burned inside. Holly would be working, of course. Hopefully, Nadia would return soon. He really missed her and—

      His head jerked sideways, sparks exploding in his vision.

      He staggered with the sucker punch but got his hands up in time to block a flurry of punches.

      “You are a asshole,” Ula said, rocking back and forth before him, fists raised.

      “Hey,” Dan laughed, surprised. “Who taught you to say that? Was it Holly?”

      Ula circled, cursing in Hobgoblin as she feinted and juked. She moved smoothly, her athletic body looking super-hot in the torchlight.

      “Can’t we just call a truce or something?” he said. “Or maybe you could attack me every other day or something? Or weekly? Yeah, how about weekly?”

      He batted away her jab, but she drilled him in the chest with a straight right before dancing away again.

      He twisted his torso, grinning and growling at the same time. “You hit really fucking hard, you know that?”

      She leapt in again, chopping at his neck, but he blocked the shot and grabbed for her shoulder. As she jerked away, his hand accidentally hooked her fur bikini top, which tore away, revealing her beautiful breasts.

      Ula gasped and reflexively covered the shapely green spheres. There was something sexy in this unusual modesty and vulnerability.

      Then she dropped her arms, thumped her chest, and started circling again. “Unta deel peeta feen!” she ranted.

      “Deel?” he said. “Are you saying that I have a small deel again?” Right now, blood was rushing to his deel, thanks to Ula’s naked breasts bobbing up and down as she circled him.

      Dan stepped to the left, as if cutting her off. A split second later, anticipating her response, he reached to the right, caught the warrior woman around the waist and hauled her into him.

      She roared and tried to knee him in the nuts, but he twisted and took the shot on his hip. After weeks of daily attacks, he’d learned her tricks.

      Ula tried to headbutt him. He leaned and the attack grazed off the side of his head.

      Normally, he would have thrown her to the ground at this point and choked her into submission, but the courtyard was paved in stone, and he didn’t want to hurt her, so he spun her around, wrapped his arms around her from behind, and carried her toward a patch of nearby grass.

      She squirmed as he carried her, and then next thing he knew, one of his hands was cupping her breast.

      Ula gasped.

      Her breast was smaller than Holly’s or Nadia’s but round and very firm, the tiny nipple at its center as hard as a pebble.

      He tossed her to the grass.

      Rather than jumping up to attack again as usual, Ula lay there, looking up at him and ranting about his dick.

      “No, my deel is not feen,” he said. He grabbed his erection through his jeans and moved it up and down so she could see the shape and size of his bulge. “My deel is big. In fact, it’s huge. What’s the Hobgoblin word for gigantic?”

      Ula’s insults died away, and she stared at his bulge with a hungry look in her yellow eyes. She looked hot as Hades, lying there topless, staring at his crotch with obvious desire.

      And then Ula really surprised him.

      Without waiting for him to choke her into submission, she rolled onto all fours, facing away from him. She lowered her head, raised her ass, and jerked down her bikini bottoms, exposing her shapely ass and red-fringed mound. In the flickering torchlight, her sex was swollen and glistening with excitement.

      Lust rose in him. Not just at the sight of her but also in the memory of how her breast had felt in his hand and the strange vulnerability she had shown yielding to him without a fight.

      “Please,” she moaned, using another word she’d picked up. “Please.” And reaching back, she spread herself for him.

      A low growling filled the air.

      Ula rolled into a defensive crouch. Dan turned, ready to fight.

      A huge brown wolf stepped from the shadows, glaring at them with burning green eyes.

      Ula jumped to her feet and stepped in front of Dan, ready to defend him with her life. He pushed her aside, shook his head, and pointed toward the villa. “Go,” he said. “Please.”

      Ula nodded, scooped her top from the stones, and retreated into the villa.

      The huge wolf watched, growling, until the hobgoblin had disappeared.

      “Nadia?” Dan said. The only time that he had seen her in full-wolf form was when she attacked Dr. Lynch, a desperate, chaotic moment that had saved Dan, ended quickly, and left Nadia fading back into her human form.

      But now he could really see her.

      She was huge, as big as a tiger, and still growling.

      Then, remembering things that she had said about not having complete control over her full-wolf form, he held out his hand and said, “Nadia, it’s me. It’s Dan.”

      Suddenly, the massive wolf rose onto its hind legs, blurring as it changed, drawing into itself, the fur shrinking away. Seconds later, Nadia stood before him, her naked body pale and perfect in the torchlight

      Dan sighed with relief. “Not gonna lie,” he laughed. “You had me a little worried there, love.”

      Nadia stared into his eyes for a second, saying nothing, then shifted again, this time morphing into her fused form. The half-wolf’s green eyes bore into him for several seconds. Then she shifted again, returning to her full-wolf form for several seconds before shifting once more back to her human self.

      “This is me,” Nadia said. “All of me. Do you understand?”

      He nodded.

      “You were going to mount her.”

      “No I wasn’t,” he said.

      “I smelled your desire,” she said.

      “I didn’t say that I wasn’t aroused.”

      Nadia stepped close and bunched his shirt in her hands. “If you had mounted her, she would have been your wife.”

      “Yeah,” he said. “I know. The idea doesn’t bother me. Ula’s tough and smart and really cares about me. You saw the way she stepped between us when you showed up. She’s—”

      Nadia gave him a shake. “You can’t. You can’t marry someone else before you marry me. It’s bad enough that Holly gets to be first wife. I won’t be third. Do you understand me?”

      “Yeah,” he laughed, pulling her into a hug. “I’ve been wishing you’d be my wife. You know that. But you always rolled your eyes at the thought.”

      “You can’t ever leave me, Dan.” Nadia’s voice was strange, muffled against his chest and throbbing with emotion. Was she crying?

      “I won’t,” he said. “Not ever.”

      “You left Zeke.”

      “I’m not married to Zeke.”

      “Zeke was pack,” Nadia said, “and you abandoned him.”

      “I haven’t abandoned him,” he said, and then he stopped himself. This was old ground. Going over it again would do no good.

      Besides, she didn’t need his reasoning. She needed his reassurance. He took her by the shoulders, stepped back, and stared down into her beautiful green eyes, which sparkled with tears.

      “I will never leave you, Nadia,” he said, and he meant it. “I am yours, now and forever. I will live for you or die for you, but I will never, ever leave you.”

      Nadia sniffed, almost smiling. “Even though you’ve seen me… shift?”

      Laughter burst out of him, borne upon the pent-up tension of the moment. “I’d already seen your three forms,” he said incredulously. “Why would seeing you shift bother me?”

      “The changing,” she said, obviously struggling to put her emotions into words, “the spaces between. You accepted me as Nadia, as the wolf, and in my fused form, but that was like accepting three different beings. Now, though, seeing me shift and change, you can see that I’m a monster. I’m not Nadia, I’m not the Beast, and I’m not the half-wolf. I’m all of them and none of them, all at the same time.”

      He reached out, took her face in his hands, and rubbed away her tears with his thumbs. “Nadia, I love you. All of you. In all your forms and everything in-between. Nothing in this world would make me happier than to call you my wife, but no matter what you decide, I need you to know that I will never, ever abandon you.”
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      “No, Holly,” Dan said. “Really. Don’t do this.”

      “Come back here, you crazy elf!” Nadia shouted.

      But Holly had already sprinted into the night.

      “Well,” Nadia said, “I guess I’d better put some clothes on.”

      Thirty minutes later, Dan and Nadia stood before a sizeable oak in the main courtyard, surrounded by the entire population of Fire Ridge.

      Glowing with happiness, Holly officiated.

      “I, Dan Marshall of the Free, promise to love you and serve you, Nadia, through sickness and through health, as your faithful husband, until death do us part.”

      And then it was done. Dan and Nadia were married.

      They kissed.

      The hundreds in attendance cheered joyously and crowded around them, shouting congratulations.

      Even Ula, who made for a grim bridesmaid with her shining axe, grinned.

      Holly embraced them both. “Now you have a real harem,” she told Dan, as if that was the greatest news in the world.

      “Yeah,” he said. “Um, thanks.”

      Holly kissed Nadia on the cheek. “And now we really are sister-wives.”

      “That makes me so happy,” Nadia said, embracing Holly. “But don’t get too excited, elf. Dan’s all mine tonight.”

      Dan pulled Nadia up against him. “Sounds great to me,” he said, and they hurried back to the villa.

      Their wedding night was wonderful. They had the villa to themselves. They talked and laughed, made love and just lay in one another’s arms, cuddling.

      At some point, Dan drifted happily into sleep.

      When he woke early the next morning, Nadia was propped onto one shoulder and staring down at him. “I’m so happy,” she said, and kissed him.

      “Me too,” he said, and he was. Marriage wouldn’t change much between them in terms of lifestyle, but it was a real commitment, a forever commitment, a commitment he was excited to honor.

      He was relieved to see his new wife was still happy this morning. After her recent moodiness and the abruptness of their marriage, a small part of him had been worried that they had moved too quickly, but her shining eyes and bright, easy smile put those fears to rest.

      “I was restless for so long,” she said.

      He laughed. “You think?”

      “But now I feel calm and happy. At last, I have my pack.”

      “Your family.”

      She nodded. “No more wondering, no more worrying about the future.” She kissed him. “I’m so happy that you’re my husband.”

      “And I’m so happy that you’re my wife.”

      Nadia sat up and repositioned herself, kneeling on the bed beside him and leaning slightly forward with a sly look on her face. At the sight of her perfect, spherical breasts swaying back and forth, he felt himself growing hard.

      “I can’t wait to have kids,” she said, beaming with excitement.

      “You’ll be a great mom,” he said.

      Nadia just looked at him for a moment, her smile getting a bit wider. “Let’s start trying right away. Well, in a few weeks, at the next full moon.”

      Dan sat up and laughed nervously. “Wow, we’ve been married for how many hours, and you already want to have kids?”

      “When I said my vows, I went all in,” she said. “You know I love kids. Now that I’ve decided my path, why wait?”

      Dan shrugged. He felt off balance. This was big news and a huge decision, but everything she said made sense. The thought of having children filled him with both excitement and dread.

      “You don’t think we should wait a couple of years?” he asked. “I mean, we’re both in school, and lately we’ve been hiking all over and killing people and stuff. Shouldn’t we wait until we’re, I don’t know… more settled?”

      Nadia laughed. “We don’t have to wait until we’re old and boring to have kids. Besides, you’re kidding yourself if you think that you’re going to settle down and live some normal life.

      “Holly’s right. You’re going to do great things, attract a powerful harem, and build a huge family. Holly might be first wife, but I want to be first mother.”

      As Nadia talked, a grin came onto her face. She was making sense. If Dan waited for some long, boring stretch, he wouldn’t have kids until he was ancient. After Griselda killed him, he hadn’t returned to this new world in order to settle down and swap adventuring for mowing and mulching. He’d come back for the three things he’d wished for on that fateful day in the library: gold, girls, and glory.

      “Besides,” Nadia said. “Aren’t you excited to meet them?”

      “Who?”

      “Our kids!”

      “Oh,” Dan said, and for a second, he let the question sink in, picturing how their offspring might look and act. Then he smiled. “Yeah, I guess I am.” His smile turned into laughter. “I definitely am. I hope they have your eyes.”

      On his way across the yard, he smiled to see that the residents of Fire Ridge were already up and at it without his prodding. Elves and gnomes offered congratulations as he passed.

      “Lord Dan,” Jorbin said, “a question for you.”

      Dan followed the potbellied little man to the rear of the warehouse, where now stood a massive pile of dirt and rocks. It was easily ten feet high and twice as wide. Tons and tons of dirt and rock.

      “Where the Hades did all of that come from?”

      Jorbin smiled proudly. “We worked on the tunnel last night.”

      Dan nodded. They sure had worked. “And you carried that up here all by bucket?”

      Jorbin nodded. “We formed an assembly line. It’s the gnomish way, Lord. Many hands make light buckets, we always say.”

      “Great work,” Dan said, “but don’t wear yourselves out digging. Roderick’s Raiders could be here in just a few weeks, and there’s still a lot of work to do.”

      Jorbin puffed out his chest like a fighting rooster. “We are a mining people, Lord. If anything, this work will give us more energy.”

      Dan shrugged. “Great, then. Have a good one.”

      But before he could leave, Jorbin said, “What do you want us to do with the dirt, Lord?”

      Dan paused to think, frowning at the huge mound. “That’s a lot of dirt.” He started to think about what they could do with it, then slammed on the brakes. “You know more about dirt and rocks than I ever will. What would you recommend?”

      Jorbin’s smile told Dan that he’d made a smart move, asking the gnome’s opinion. “We could reinforce the main gate. Place the biggest stones at the base and ramp the earth up against the wood.”

      “Excellent idea,” Dan said.

      Jorbin beamed, and suddenly, Dan realized that while the gnome had worked dutifully as a common laborer, he could do much more for the community.

      “You’re in charge of this project,” Dan said. “How many gnomes do you need?”

      Jorbin rubbed his bearded jaw. “Six should suffice, Lord.”

      “Good,” Dan said. “Choose your crew and get straight to it. I’m counting on you to make that gate strong.”

      “We will, Lord!”

      Cutting across the main courtyard, Dan felt pretty good. Old-world Dan had never been a leader.

      Now he was learning leadership on the fly.

      “Husband!” Holly called from the guard tower. “Come see what we’ve done!”

      Dan ran up the stairs, filled with excitement.

      “We have a wedding present for you,” Holly said, ushering him into the tower, where her crew of elves and gnomes stood around the Fist of Fury, practically glowing with excitement.

      “You fixed it?” Dan laughed.

      Holly nodded. “I think we have,” she said. “We had to scrap parts from four guns. We cleaned and reassembled everything, oiled the moving parts, and checked everything twice. It’s holding steam now.”

      “That’s fantastic,” Dan said, and kissed her cheek. Turning to the others, he said, “Great job, everyone. Really awesome!”

      The team looked overjoyed by his praise.

      “Only one thing left to do before we can declare it fully functional,” Holly said, gesturing toward the big gun. “Test fire it!”

      “Me?” Dan said. “I can’t shoot it first. You guys worked so hard on this. One of you should go first.”

      But they were all shaking their heads.

      “This is our wedding gift to you, husband. We would be overjoyed if you took the first shot.”

      Her crew nodded eagerly, and Dan felt a huge grin spreading across his face.

      He’d grown up shooting and hunting and had always loved guns of all varieties, including the high-powered potato gun his cousin had made out of PVC pipe, a grill starter, and some WD-40. That thing would dent an oil drum at fifty yards.

      The Fist of Fury was way, way cooler than a potato gun.

      “Thanks,” he said and stepped up to the Fist.

      “We placed a target for you, husband,” Holly said, pointing across the meadow to where a scarecrow of stick and straw brandished a tree branch overhead.

      Small target for this range, Dan thought. Probably should start with the broad side of a barn.

      He took the handles and hunched forward to line up the sights.

      “When you press the trigger pedal, the valve opens, steam rushes forward, fires the ball, and cycles the barrel,” Holly said. “For as long as you hold down the trigger pedal, the barrels will fire and spin.”

      Full auto, Dan thought, excitement building in him.

      “When you want to stop, let off the pedal. That caps the steam box, and the gun stops firing. The hopper will hold roughly four hundred rounds.”

      “Awesome,” Dan said. “But we probably shouldn’t waste the ammo.”

      “We will recover much of it,” Holly said. “Besides, there must be half a million rounds in the tower below us.”

      “Wow,” Dan said. “All right. Let’s shoot this thing!”

      The fire team lifted buckets from the ammo bins and poured metal spheres the size of ping pong balls into the hopper with a loud clatter.

      Deeper rattling sounded within the machine as gravity and the weapon’s interior design rolled ammo into place.

      “Steam,” Holly said.

      “Steam,” Teeka said, and cranked open the pipe valve.

      “Going hot,” Holly said.

      Dan nodded.

      The dragon-skin hose expanded with a loud hiss, and for a second, Dan thought they’d sprung a leak. But the hiss was just steam filling the box.

      The Fist of Fury trembled like a leashed dog attack ready to charge.

      “Fire at will,” Holly said.

      Dan swiveled the gun, surprised by how smoothly it moved now, and lined up the front and rear sights on the scarecrow. For what distance were the sights adjusted?

      Aiming center mass, Dan tapped the trigger pedal, meaning to fire a single round.

      Pang! Pang! Pang! Pang! Pang!

      Gouts of mud leapt into the air thirty feet beyond the scarecrow as errant rounds chewed a line in the meadow.

      Holly and the elves cheered. They had fixed the Fist!

      Dan grinned but wouldn’t cheer until he’d actually hit the frigging target.

      Aiming lower, he worked the pedal trigger again, this time holding it down for several seconds. The gun shook and pang-pang-pang-ed, barrels spinning and spitting steel.

      Hunks of sod flew into the air in front of the scarecrow. Dan angled up, walking the explosions of mud across the soil, and crack-crack-crack-crack, the scarecrow jerked, coming apart as metal balls punched it to pieces.

      “Awesome!” Dan roared as the demolished scarecrow fell to the ground.

      “You still have two-thirds of a hopper!” a gnome shouted.

      Dan nodded, scanning the meadow. Most of the way across the big meadow, perhaps two hundred yards out, towered a dead tree as gray and gnarled as the hand of a giant zombie reaching up from its grave.

      Dan swiveled the gun and drew down on the top of the main trunk. It was a long shot, but he wanted to see what this thing could do.

      He stomped the trigger pedal.

      Pang-pang-pang-pang!

      To his surprise, the meadow filled with a rapid tock-tock-tock-tock, and the face of the tree erupted in a fountain of gray splinters. He held on target and pounded away. The big gun shook and hissed as he emptied the hopper. Twenty seconds later, the pang-ing and recoil ceased. The spinning barrels hissed steam until Dan released the pedal.

      Two hundred yards away stood only a ragged gray stump.

      “Roderick’s Raiders won’t know what hit them!”
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      “You are the worst soldiers I have ever seen,” Ula ranted at the elves and gnomes gathered in the courtyard. As the warrior woman marched back and forth on the ramparts, Holly whispered translations to Dan and Nadia. “Train hard every day. Listen to Rape, Kill, and Eat. They are also horrible soldiers but not as horrible as you. Train hard and maybe some of you will live long enough to kill a raider before you die.”

      The hobgoblin panned her angry gaze over the assembly, snorted with contempt, and turned her scarred back on them.

      “Ula’s turning into a regular softie,” Nadia joked.

      Dan stepped to the edge of the walkway and smiled down at the elves and gnomes.

      “You will defend Fire Ridge,” he said, raising his voice so that his words carried over the courtyard. “You have the walls and weapons, and you know what to do. You’ve all worked hard, and I’m proud of your accomplishments and the strength you’ve developed.

      “Drill every day. Train hard every day. Continue to improve your defenses. Stay ready.

      “If snow falls early, and you see no sign of the raiders, do not grow complacent. They will come. And you must be ready.

      “When the raiders arrive, you will teach the world what happens to anyone foolish enough to attack Fire Ridge!”

      The gnomes cheered. The red elves tried to join in, but most were lost to sobbing.

      In the weeks he’d spent working here, he had become quite fond of these people. When he’d first arrived, the red elves had been completely hopeless, a herd of happy idiots waiting for slaughter. But they had changed.

      They had come to life and were ready to fight. Many would likely die when the raiders came, but more still would survive, and from that point forward, there would always be warriors at Fire Ridge.

      “Thank you,” Ahneena said. “You had business elsewhere, but you stayed at Fire Ridge to help my people. Now we have a chance to once more add to our long tapestry.” She bowed deeply to Dan and his women.

      They returned the bow.

      “We do hope that you will return to us someday,” the matriarch said with a smile, “and that we will swap tales of victory.”

      “Thank you for your hospitality, Matriarch,” Holly said.

      “Yes,” Dan said. Then, turning toward Holly, Nadia, and Ula, he said, “All right then, ladies. Time to hit the road.”

      “Before you leave,” Ahneena said, “I would like to give you a token of appreciation for all that you have done. A symbol of our thanks.”

      Dan started to wave her off. “You don’t have—”

      But Holly pinched him, and Dan shut up, suddenly understanding. He’d been so focused on getting out of here and finally heading to the crevasse that he had completely forgotten the whole gift magic thing.

      That morning, Holly had told him that this might happen.

      “Second gifts aren’t much better,” Holly had warned him. “They tend to be small and common, yet pragmatic. But again, accept any gift very graciously.”

      Third gifts, she reminded him, often looked commonplace, too; but once accepted, they transformed into items of great power, the stuff of legends.

      Dan, who was still carrying a bent and rusty needle in his rucksack, had his doubts, but he would roll with this, if only to keep Holly happy.

      Whatever the second gift was, it was small. Ahneena clutched it in one tiny fist, which she held out to Dan.

      Dan smiled and held out his hand.

      When Ahneena dropped the second gift into Dan’s palm, he managed not to laugh, smiling instead and thanking her profusely.

      After bidding Fire Ridge farewell and hiking across the meadow and out of view of the wailing elves waving farewell atop the fortress walls, Dan pulled the second gift from his pocket and shook his head. “Just what I always wanted. A thimble.”

      Nadia and Ula laughed, the sound of their voices beautiful to his ears.

      “Joke all you want,” Holly said. “This is incredible. No one has received two matriarchal gifts in over a century.”

      “Incredible,” Dan echoed, staring down at the tiny thimble.

      “All you need is some thread for you bent-ass needle,” Nadia said, “and you could give up adventuring and darn socks for a living. Much safer work.”

      “Ha ha,” Dan said.

      The four of them walked at a good clip, eating up the miles. It felt good to be out in the woods again, holding a sword instead of a trowel, and not having to tell anyone what to do.

      They passed the turnoffs toward the gnome and green elf villages and passed through the grim reminder of the village that had been decimated by Roderick’s Raiders. Seeing the charred and twisted corpses, Dan wanted to head back to Fire Ridge and help the elves kill these evil assholes.

      But they had other business now.

      Despite the late start, they covered thirteen or fourteen miles that day. Ula attacked Dan during a water break but didn’t put up much of a fight when he submitted her, so that didn’t end up being a significant interruption.

      They camped in an old stand of oak and poplar alongside a shallow stream. They made a small fire and broke out the wine and provisions the red elves had given them.

      The night was cold.

      Good, Dan thought, sitting beside the fire, eating dried meat and guzzling sweet wine.

      This was living.

      After too many hot meals served beneath a roof, he appreciated the roughness of the fare.

      Likewise, he looked forward to sleeping on the hard ground.

      Too much comfort led to ruin.

      He ate and drank and laughed, sitting on the fallen log with his arms around Holly and Nadia, while Ula sat across the fire, sharpening his sword, having already given her axe its nightly attention.

      The warrior woman seemed content enough, sitting over there, honing the blade, while Dan and his women hugged and laughed and talked in a language she couldn’t understand, but Dan felt a twang of sympathy.

      “Hey Ula,” he called across the fire. “Aren’t you cold in your little bikini?”

      He was buzzed on wine. Buzzed enough to accept the feelings he had developed for her and pitch aside all the bullshit of their daily fights.

      Fuck it. If Ula wanted to sign on, so be it.

      He liked her and wanted her and wanted to get to know more about her. She had already learned to call him asshole, and he was willing to learn some of her guttural tongue.

      So yeah, fuck it. Why waste time with all this bullshit?

      So he took another pull of wine and slapped his knee and said, “Come on over.”

      Grinning, Holly translated.

      Ula snorted and started shit-talking his deel.

      Dan laughed.

      “Speaking of deel,” Nadia said, standing and pulling Dan to his feet, “are you ready to perform your husbandly duties?”

      “Ready to roll,” Dan said, slipping an arm around her waist.

      Nadia nodded at Ula and grabbed Dan’s crotch. “Sure you don’t want some of this grade A deel? Getting laid might chill you out a little bit.”

      Ula pointed at Dan and sneered. “Asshole lips!”

      Nadia laughed. “Well, girlfriend has spirit, anyway.” She turned to Holly. “How about you, elf? You still sitting on your eggs, or are you back in the game?”

      “You have him to yourself for a few more days,” Holly said and gave a shooing motion. “You newlyweds go have fun. I’m going to teach Ula some new words.”
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      Dan and the girls stood at the edge of the cliff, staring down into the eerie crevasse, their troubled features lit green by the glowing mist.

      Beyond the unnatural illumination of the fog, deep blue darkness had fallen over the forest.

      And yet it was only midday.

      They had broken camp early and hiked the rest of the way without interruption, traveling beneath bright blue, late October skies.

      But entering this valley had been like stepping from noon straight into midnight.

      “Whatever the acolytes are up to here,” Holly whispered, “I’d say they’re having some success.”

      Dan nodded. “We’d better do something about that,” he whispered. He wasn’t sure why they were whispering, but it seemed like a good idea.

      “Where do we drop in?” Nadia asked.

      “The rift split open above the catacombs,” Holly said. “The middle of the rift is where we’ll find the heart of the catacombs.”

      So they walked along the edge of the cliff. Dan kept glancing down into the green mist. Somewhere down there, the ape-thing was lurking. And from the sounds of what Nadia had heard, the thing might have gotten bigger.

      They planned to avoid it. Slip into the crevasse, head into the catacombs, do what they had to do at the Pool of Dreams, and then get the Hades out of here.

      Nadia stopped. Everyone waited in the strange darkness, listening hard, trying to hear what she heard.

      “Chanting,” she said.

      So the acolytes were here again. Dan, Holly, and Nadia exchanged knowing looks. Ula grinned and rolled her muscular shoulders, ready for a fight.

      Moving tree to tree, boulder to boulder, they pushed on stealthily. Then Dan could hear the chanting, too, a low murmur growing louder.

      Edging closer, Dan crouched behind a boulder and stared through the billowing mist at a group of five or six dark-robed figures gathered at the edge of the rift.

      As Dan listened to the chanting, his blood chilled with loathing and rage.

      “Oh, Mother of Darkness,” they chanted, “Mother of Mysteries, Mother of Oblivion, please return to us. We thank you for opening this rift, this womb, and for birthing the Living Darkness. We serve you, feeding your child, that we might hasten your return.”

      A figure robed in midnight blue stepped to the edge of the cliff. The acolyte opened her robes and let them fall to the ground. Completely naked, she spread her arms, a pale and flat-chested girl with the bulging eyes and empty smile of an enraptured zealot. “Gather, Darkness!” she cried.

      From the misty depths of the chasm, something huge rumbled like waves against a rocky shore.

      Dan gripped the pommel of his sword, the hair standing up on the back of his neck.

      What the Hades was that?

      Nadia’s monster, the thing she’d heard.

      “Take me, Darkness!” the girl hollered and leapt into the void.

      Dan felt a jolt of surprise—then grimaced when the unmistakable sound of snapping jaws filled the rift.

      The girl cried out once, sharply, and then disappeared in sound of chewing, gulping, and snapping bones as the great beast bolted its meal of hot, raw meat.

      No one had pushed her. The crazy girl had jumped straight into the mouth of a monster.

      Peering out from behind the boulder, Dan saw a robed man at the misty edge of the crevasse. A few others in dark robes clustered around him.

      “We serve you,” the man intoned, “feeding your child, that we might hasten your return.”

      Fucking savages, Dan thought, burning with hatred. Suicidal assholes.

      Or formerly suicidal in the case of the next girl.

      “I’ve changed my mind,” she said as the tall man gestured toward the cliff. “I don’t want to die!”

      Within the priest’s hood, a stony face lit in green stared mercilessly down at her. He shook his head. “Remove your robes.”

      Spreading her robes, the girl squawked wild, terrified laughter. “I don’t want to die for the darkness. I want to live for darkness. I can recruit more sacrifices. I’ll—”

      When her robes hit the ground, the naked girl screamed with terror and ran away from the cliff.

      She didn’t make it far.

      Two acolytes—one male and one female, by the sounds of their voices—caught her and dragged her back to the tall man, who stood there smiling like the colossal asshole he no doubt was.

      All right, Dan thought. Enough spectating.

      They had to save this girl before the acolytes threw her to whatever the fuck was down there, making those horrible noises.

      Dan gestured to Holly, Nadia, and Ula, then pointed toward the two shorter acolytes. Then he pointed to himself and the tall guy calling the shots.

      Everyone nodded.

      Dan raised a finger to his lips, then used his fingertip to draw a weaving line toward the acolytes.

      Again, nods all along.

      They moved, staying low and moving silently, toward the cliffside horror show. The acolytes were chanting again, but it was hard to make out the lyrics, thanks to the girl’s screaming, which had grown frantic.

      Have to reach her in time, Dan thought, hurrying toward the girl’s terrified pleading. Have to save her.

      He and the girls came out of the fog at a sprint. The two shorter acolytes shouted with surprise and released the screaming girl. Dan turned his attention fully on the tall guy, who reached into his robes and started muttering strange words.

      A spellcaster! Dan realized with a surge of loathing. A fucking wizard!

      The guy pulled a short crystal rod from his robe and pointed it at Dan, spewing gibberish.

      A grunt cut off the gibberish when Dan’s boot slammed into the prick’s chest. The kick lifted the sorcerer off his feet and sent him sailing over the cliff. Arms spinning frantically, he flew into the gorge and plummeted, screaming into the green maw.

      Far below, the man’s screams cut off abruptly.

      Turning, Dan saw that his girls had made short work of the acolytes, who both lay dead on the ground.

      The naked girl twisted, whimpering, one arm held by Ula, the other by Nadia.

      “You’re okay now,” Holly said. “You’re safe. The acolytes can’t hurt you.”

      Ula and Nadia released the girl. She backpedaled away from them, wild-eyed, obviously still lost to the panic of having nearly been sacrificed.

      “Whoa,” Dan said, placing a hand on her back and stopping her. “Careful. You almost fell over the cliff. You’re all right now. We saved you.”

      The girl turned toward him with a smile. For a split second, he’d thought that she had come to her senses. Then he really saw the smile.

      The smile was both condescending and eager. And the eyes above it were completely, unutterably insane.

      “You can’t stop the living darkness!” she screeched. “Mother!”

      “Hey!” Dan shouted, reaching for her, but he was too late.

      The girl jumped from the cliff and disappeared into the mists, cackling madly until the thing below snapped its jaws, ending all laughter and noise, save for the rending of meat and snapping of bone.

      “What the fuck?” he breathed. “She was so scared. Why would she do that?”

      “I’m guessing that her being completely fucking insane had something to do with it,” Nadia said.

      Ula laughed. She might not have understood Nadia’s words, but the situation obviously hit the warrior woman right in the funny bone.

      Surprisingly, Dan felt a grin creeping onto his own face. Sure, a young girl had just died here—two, actually, along with three other people—and that was bad. But on the other hand, she had undoubtedly been, as Nadia had put it, completely fucking insane… and an acolyte to boot. Ultimately she was better as a punch line than a person.

      “Among the other acolytes, she had been terrified,” Holly said, “but we ‘heathens’ apparently snapped her out of her terror and gave her a second chance at glory.”

      “Whatever they’re feeding down there,” Dan said, “sounds kind of, oh, I don’t know… really fucking huge?”

      “I tried to tell you guys,” Nadia said. “But you insisted on helping the elves.”

      “Save it,” Holly said. “You can get your I-told-you-so’s if we survive this.”

      “I’m thinking there might be a better place to enter the crevasse than from this feeding platform,” Dan said.

      They moved down the rift perhaps a quarter of a mile and prepared to rappel.

      Dan ran the rope around the base of a tree and tossed both ends over the cliff. Facing the tree, he wrapped both ropes behind his back. Then he stepped over them, bunched the ropes together, pulled them back through his legs, and brought them around his right side.

      Backing up to the cliff, he set his heels on the edge.

      Nadia was already in place. A minute later, Holly and Ula were also ready.

      Dan leaned back against the ropes, letting his ass hang out over the void.

      Everything felt good… except, of course, for the fact that he was rappelling into the misty lair of something that devoured humans like a great white shark gobbling seals.
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      When everyone was rigged up, Dan stepped off the cliff. He wasn’t afraid of heights, but that first step made his stomach lurch.

      He leaned back into his makeshift harness and worked the rope as he walked down the face of the sheer cliff, hating the sound of the debris falling away below him.

      Maybe they had moved far enough from the feeding zone that the monster wouldn’t notice. Maybe the thing had shitty hearing. Maybe it was full.

      Or maybe you’re going to rappel straight into its mouth, he thought.

      But a minute later, they all came to rest on a ledge of stone perhaps fifty feet down the face of the cliff. The bedrock had split apart jaggedly here, leaving a shelf of rock that formed a ledge several inches in width. Holding the rope, Dan crouched and patted the cliff beneath the path. It felt solid.

      He imagined Willis sitting at the table back in their apartment, rolling percentile dice.

      “Everyone ready?” he whispered.

      The girls nodded, untangling themselves from their homemade harnesses.

      From here, they would have to follow the ledge and hope they found an entrance to the catacombs before the monster found them. Stepping away from the rope, inches from the void made Dan’s stomach lurch again.

      Then Nadia was beside him.

      “I’m stepping around you,” she said.

      “What? No.” The ledge was only six or eight inches wide. Beyond that, the chasm dropped away for Crom only knew how far.

      “Yes,” she said. “I’m the best climber.” And then, not waiting for his permission, she was moving around him, pressing her body into his. “Don’t let me fall, husband.”

      Dan tensed, holding still as she slid past him. There was nothing to hold onto, nothing to grip if she started to fall.

      Nadia’s lips brushed across his as she passed. Then she was on the other side, whispering laughter.

      “You’re crazy,” he breathed, and followed her into the green mist.

      They moved slowly along the ledge, inching toward the monster—and hopefully an entrance to the catacombs.

      Just keep tiptoeing along, sneak past the thing, and slip into the caves.

      At points, the lip of stone widened or grew narrower.

      Nadia stopped. “We’re losing our path,” she whispered. Beneath their feet, the ledge had narrowed to perhaps four inches.

      “What do we do, turn around?”

      “We could try rappelling lower,” Holly suggested.

      “I’m going to keep going,” Nadia said. She inched slowly along the narrowing lip of stone and disappeared around the corner. Dan held his breath, praying to Crom that she wouldn’t fall.

      Nadia’s voice called back, a whisper in the mist. “Come on. Be careful going around the corner. You have about an inch. And there’s one section where you have to step over a gap. Just a couple of feet. Then it gets wider again.”

      Great, Dan thought, and relayed Nadia’s message to Holly, who translated for Ula.

      Dan pressed his back against the raw stone and shimmied along the tiny ledge, heart hammering in his chest, very much aware of the pebbles falling away—and even more aware of the fact that he never heard these pebbles hit bottom.

      Shuffling around the corner, he had to arch his back to navigate around a bulge in the cliff, balancing with only the edge of one foot and the heel of the other. Then he came to the gap in the ledge.

      Nadia waited on the other side, a few feet back from the broken section. “Just hop across,” she said, “and grab onto me.”

      Dan nodded and forced himself to take a deep breath. He looked down at the broken ledge. A straight drop into mist and almost certain death.

      So be it, he thought, and hopped across the void. He landed it, no problem. Nadia gave his arm a squeeze and pulled him over so that Holly could jump across.

      Holly landed with all the ease and grace of a cat. When Ula jumped, however, a bit of the ledge crumbled away, and for a growling half-second, she wobbled on the brink.

      Holly grabbed her, Dan grabbed Holly, Nadia grabbed Dan, and thank Crom, they held on.

      A short distance later, the stone lip widened into a broad shelf.

      Dan unsheathed his sword. “I’m in front again,” he said, slipping past Nadia, who rolled her eyes but didn’t protest. Each of them had their strengths.

      Despite the much wider walkway, Dan stayed close to the cliff. The extra space was nice, but he didn’t trust it. The girls didn’t, either, apparently. They followed single file, staying just as close to the stone wall as he was.

      The path started angling downward. Visibility was completely dependent upon the luminescent fog, which roiled out of the depths like smoke from an inferno. The air was colder, and the chasm was full of a strange, unpleasant smell, somehow chemical and animal all at the same time. The smells of shit and decaying flesh joined the mix, making Dan feel like gagging.

      He rounded a corner, and the path opened onto a wide stone platform, easily ten feet across. The mists thinned, swirling like fog in a breeze. Some kind of draft was pulling the mist toward Dan’s right.

      Dan spotted a scattering of small stones glowing green upon rocky ground. Then the mists swirled, breaking apart for a second, and Dan saw what the glowing stones really were.

      The crystal rod, he realized with a jolt of apprehension. The one the spellcaster pointed at me. It lay shattered on the ground at Dan’s feet, the larger shards catching and reflecting light from the surrounding fog.

      But that meant that they had reached—

      A drop of warm water splattered off his cheek. He wiped his face, held out his hand, and saw a crimson smear on his fingers.

      Looking up, he saw the face of the dead sorcerer staring down at him with a shocked expression on his green-tinged face.

      Dan jerked backward with surprise.

      The man’s broken body hung from a jagged horn of stone jutting out overhead, and his empty eyes stared down from no more than two feet above Dan’s head.

      A lightning bolt of dread sizzled through Dan. They were standing directly below the spot where the acolytes had been feeding the monster.

      Crom.

      They were standing in the monster’s feeding zone.

      Nadia and Ula glanced warily toward the void. Dan didn’t have to ask what they were feeling. The monster was somewhere out there, perhaps just below this ledge, waiting for its next meal.

      Holly’s eyes followed the drifting mist, and a smile crept onto her beautiful face. She pointed.

      Dan looked in that direction. A second later, the swirling mist afforded him a glimpse of a yawning black mouth in the stone face of the cliff.

      An opening into the catacombs!

      They had done it. They had made it.

      Then Dan was falling, his legs pitching him sideways, away from the rift, his body reacting before his mind even understood that something was happening.

      A wall of darkness roared up out of the lower depths of the chasm and closed around the dead sorcerer with a loud snap.

      One second, the acolyte was hanging there, staring out from dead eyes and dripping blood on passersby like some kind of undead practical joker. The next he was completely gone, vanished into the pillar of living darkness that had rushed up out of the mists and which reared back now, a column of pure darkness towering thirty feet overhead like a gigantic serpent.

      “Run!” Dan shouted and thrust his sword into the otherworldly monster. His weapon plunged into the beast, but slowed quickly as the flesh closed around it, gripping the blade like hardpacked clay.

      The beast roared, shaking the chasm. Debris rained down.

      Dan yanked hard, trying to pull his sword free.

      Running past, the girls shouted for him to follow, but he couldn’t let the thing have his sword.

      Bellowing a war cry, Dan hauled back mightily, ripping the sword free and stumbling away from the roaring beast. He turned his stumble into a run—and not a second too soon, as the pillar of blackness slammed down, smashing into the ground where Dan had been standing only a second before.

      The ground shook beneath Dan’s feet. Ahead of him, the girls disappeared into the cave.

      Behind him the beast blasted an insane, warbling screech, and Dan could hear the monster rushing after him, hear its massive body racing across the ground.

      He hurtled into the cave at a full sprint. The beast smashed into the cliff behind him, too big to follow them inside. The cave shook with impact. A section of cliff-side stone shattered and crashed down at the mouth of the cave, closing it off from the chasm and, thankfully, keeping the roaring monster outside.

      “That was close,” Dan panted.

      He could hear the girls breathing but could see nothing in the absolute darkness of the cave.

      Then he heard a tick and a scrape, and a fountain of sparks sprayed in the darkness. Seconds later, a torch huffed to life in Nadia’s hand, bringing the passageway into view.

      They were standing in a corridor of raw stone, wide enough for two of them to pass side by side and just tall enough that Dan could stand straight without banging his head. He pulled out a torch of his own and lit it against Nadia’s.

      “I really hope there’s another way out of here,” Nadia said. “Even if rocks weren’t blocking this passage, it would be nice to find one that wasn’t guarded by the biggest monster in whole universe.”

      Holly unrolled the map her mother had drawn and held it close to the light. “I’m not sure yet exactly where we are. Maybe here,” she said, jabbing the center of the map. “We’re close,” she said and tapped The Pool of Dreams.

      Behind them, the pile of stones blocking the mouth of the cave shifted. Rocks tumbled down, clattering onto the floor of the cave, as a small opening appeared at the top of the cave in.

      The small opening widened seconds later as a tentacle of living darkness shoved through the gap and swung back and forth, busting apart the pile and shoving rocks aside.

      “Oh shit!” Dan shouted. “It can change shapes. It’s coming after us!”
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      They charged deeper into the catacombs. Not knowing what nasty surprises might be waiting for them, Dan took the lead, his torch fluttering as he ran. They rounded a corner, and the passageway angled downward, taking them deeper into the earth.

      Far behind them, the beast roared, sounding triumphant.

      Oh Hades, Dan thought. How fast could the thing move?

      The passageway intersected another. Dan charged straight across, not wanting to slow down even enough to change directions, but Holly called after him. “This way!”

      He whirled and chased after the girls as they plunged down the other passageway.

      A rumbling filled the passageway. Holding the torch aloft, Dan lurched to a stop. Terror punched him in the chest.

      A wall of pure darkness was rushing toward him. It filled the entire passageway, from side to side and floor to ceiling, like a raging flood of carnivorous tar.

      Dan chased after the girls. They must have run around a bend in the passage, because he could no longer see their torch.

      His own fluttering torch bobbed up and down, filling the passage with crazy, flashing strobes that only intensified the nightmarish moment. In the uncertain light, he stumbled over a stone and slammed into the wall but kept to his feet and sprinted on.

      “Dan!” Holly’s voice called.

      Rounding a bend, he saw their torch and heard their garbled screams far ahead. He couldn’t make out the words, partly because he was breathing so hard and partly because the passage behind him filled with a loud roaring, like the blast of a train rushing along subway rails, filling the tunnel.

      Glancing over his shoulder, he saw the wall of darkness rushing around the bend. It gave another deafening blast and hurtled toward him.

      Please, Crom, please!

      Dan sprinted as fast as he could, pumping his powerful arms and legs, huffing air, straining forward, his boots pounding off the stony ground as he raced toward the girls. Closer, closer now, closer, and he could see them shouting and gesturing, see them but no longer hear them as their voices were drowned out by the great beast thundering along behind him, shaking the passageway as it drew nearer and nearer. Debris rained down on Dan, and dust filled the subterranean corridor.

      He watched the girls leap to the side, disappearing one after another. First Holly, then Nadia, and finally Ula, her yellow eyes huge, waving for him to follow, fear and desperation obvious on her face.

      At the last second, she too ducked aside, and Dan followed, diving into an adjacent passageway. The stony ground skinned his elbows and knees, but he was so full of adrenaline that he didn’t even feel the pain. Behind him, the monster roared past.

      Ula grunted at him, offering her hand.

      They had to keep moving, had to get out of here. Soon enough, the monster would follow.

      He grabbed Ula’s hand, and she hauled him to his feet. They sprinted out of a much smaller corridor, which curved, wrapping round and round as it corkscrewed down into the earth.

      Far behind them, the beast roared.

      It would change forms again, he knew. No matter where they ran, no matter how small of a corridor they found, the beast would follow after. Even if they squeezed into a passage so small that they had to crawl, the thing would elongate and stretch, flowing after them until it gobbled them up, one by one, eating their flesh and bones and absorbing their life force, making it bigger and stronger.

      The passage opened into a large cavern, and he saw Nadia’s torch fifty feet ahead.

      Nadia and Holly were hurrying across a forest of giant mushrooms, weaving between white stalks thicker than telephone poles. The air was humid here, the ground carpeted in soft moss.

      “This way!” Holly called. “We’re almost there!”

      “Go ahead,” Dan said. “We’ll catch up with you.”

      He pointed his torch close to the cave wall, studying the rocks.

      There.

      He started to set his torch down, but Ula took it from him. He nodded at her then squatted down beside the massive stone. It had to weigh five hundred pounds.

      Dan reached under the stone. Growling, he used his legs and back and powered up. Straining, he lugged the big rock over and dropped it in front of the entrance to the corridor they’d just run out of.

      It wasn’t enough.

      They needed to block the passageway. Using rocks, even big ones like the one he’d just lifted, would take too long.

      His eyes fell upon a much larger stone, a boulder, nearby. It was far too large to lift, but maybe…

      He gestured to Ula. She set the torch on the ground and fell in beside him. They dug in their feet and pushed as hard as they could, groaning with effort.

      A faint roar was approaching as the monster spiraled toward them.

      Dan bellowed, his entire body shaking. Ula’s cries matched his own. The boulder rocked then tumbled forward. Dan rushed along behind it, shoving with all his might, and the boulder rolled into place, blocking the passageway.

      “Yes!” he shouted and wrapped the warrior woman in an embrace. They stood that way for a long second, their sweaty, trembling bodies locked together.

      Then they charged after Holly and Nadia. The boulder would buy them some time but likely only minutes, not hours.

      They padded over the mossy ground, weaving between humongous mushrooms, the trunks of which looked bruised in the torchlight.

      At the other side, they ascended a set of stone steps carved into the cave wall. Thirty feet up, they ducked through a small doorway and entered a narrow corridor that bored through the stone. Far ahead, perhaps a football field away, he saw Nadia’s flickering torch.

      The he froze in place.

      “Do you hear that?” he asked.

      Ula stared at him intensely but obviously couldn’t understand.

      He pointed to his ears, then pointed ahead.

      Ula turned her head to listen in that direction, then nodded with a snarl. She heard it, too.

      A roaring.

      The living darkness was on the move again. But the roaring wasn’t coming from behind them. It was coming from ahead. As if the living darkness had found a shortcut to where they were going.

      And Holly and Nadia were running straight at it.
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      “Holly! Nadia! Wait!” Dan shouted as he and Ula sprinted in that direction.

      But the winking torchlight in the distance disappeared.

      No, no, no!

      He raced out the narrow corridor. The roaring grew louder, swelling around him. This only made him run faster—so fast, in fact, that he would have missed the doorway if Nadia hadn’t popped out as he sprinted past.

      “The monster,” he panted, pointing past her, through the doorway. The roaring was coming from inside!

      But Nadia was all smiles. “Come on, slowpokes,” she said. “We found it!”

      They followed her through the doorway, closed and barred the heavy wooden door behind them, and stared in awe. They were standing upon a stone platform at the edge of a high-vaulted, conical chamber that reminded Dan of the inside of a volcano. The base of the chamber was a shimmering lake, two hundred feet across and lit from within by fronds of glowing blue vegetation wavering beneath the surface.

      The roaring here wasn’t due to a monster but a waterfall.

      Across the chamber, a sparkling cascade pounded down from high above, streaked in mysterious yet familiar red light.

      “We found it!” Holly called up from the water’s edge. “The Pool of Dreams. Come down to the water, and we’ll try to contact Zeke.”

      Squinting at the strange red light crackling through the waterfall, Dan laughed. “We don’t have to use the pool. Follow me!”

      He jogged around the Pool of Dreams’ narrow shore, ignoring the girls’ questions as he led them behind the waterfall.

      Beyond the wall of pounding water stood another wall, this one made of red light, and through its crackling crimson screen, he could make out a tall, stick-thin figure.

      “Zeke!” he shouted.

      The wall of red light split and spread open like parting curtains. Dan stepped through, and the girls followed him into the strange cave of red-veined black stones that he had visited in his dreams.

      The curtain closed behind them, shutting out most of the waterfall’s roaring, and a bright smile spread across the dark, mummified face of Zeke.

      “What took you so long?” Zeke asked. Before they could answer, he raised a finger in the air, turned, and launched a bolt of red energy into the crackling wall at the far end of the cavern.

      In the dream, dark predators had prowled back and forth like big cats.

      A much, much larger silhouette collided with the shield now, making the entire screen spark and shudder.

      “Hello, ladies,” Zeke said with a short bow. His voice was strained, and Dan felt bad for not coming sooner. “More darkness is arriving all the time. Right before I enacted the shield, two small ones, about the size of a cat and a dog, got through.”

      “One’s dead,” Dan said. “The other one got bigger.”

      “Um, understate the situation much?” Nadia said, “That fucker’s huge. Like a billion times bigger than a dog.”

      “That explains why these things,” Zeke said, nodding across the cave, where another impact shivered through the sizzling energy, “are so eager to get through. Living darkness has a hive mind. These monsters can sense each other.”

      “Where are they from?”  Holly asked. “The Plane of Ever-Shade?”

      “Exactly,” Zeke said, and another smile twisted across the withered face of the mummy. “When Griselda pulled her little stunt in the stadium, she opened more than one gate. Darkness flooded to the aerial gate, the one you saw me close. But later, this gate stayed open, and some of the living darkness found it. I tried to close the gate as soon as some of it slipped through, but those things,” he said, pointing toward the caterwauling beasts on the other side of the red shield, “jammed the gate open like a boot blocking a door. I cordoned off the rift with a globe of energy, but until the living darkness backs away, I can’t close the actual gate, and I’m stuck here maintaining the shield. Trouble is, those big bastards over there know that part of the hive is on this side. Maybe they can sense that the thing you met is feeding and growing. Maybe they have inferred that your world is a good hunting ground.”

      “You can’t force the gate closed?” Dan asked. “Just crush them or whatever?”

      Zeke shook his head and sent another jet of red light into the shield, which glowed more brightly. “Opening and closing gates is complicated magic. Takes a lot of time and energy and focus. Before I could finish, my force field would deteriorate, and the darkness would break through.”

      Dan nodded. “So what do we do?”

      “We have to make the darkness back off,” Zeke said. “That’ll buy me time to close the gate.”

      “How do you make the darkness back off?”

      The crazy smile that spread across the mummified face was undeniably Zeke’s. “That’s where you come in, tough guy. That’s why I’ve been trying to get your sorry asses over here.”

      “What do we have to do?”

      “Simple,” Zeke said, nodding toward the waterfall and the catacombs beyond. “Just kill the monster. Once it’s gone, it’ll stop sending signals to these bastards. They’ll pull back into the Plane of Ever-Shade, and I’ll slam the door.”

      Dan stared at him for a second, dumbfounded. “Just kill the monster? We barely managed to kill one the size of a cougar. This thing is the size of a whale.”

      “Yeah,” Nadia said, “like a psychotic whale that can shift shapes faster than you can say holy fuck, that thing’s squeezing through the keyhole.”

      Holly nodded, bewildered. Ula looked back and forth between them, gripping her axe.

      “You have to kill it,” Zeke said. “Until that thing’s dead, more and more darkness is going to flood here from the Plane of Ever-Shade. You kill that thing, the rest of the darkness will feel the pain, like you slammed the door on its nose. It’ll back off, and I’ll close the gate.”

      “All right,” Dan said, nodding numbly. “I understand why we need to kill it. But I don’t see how we can kill it.”

      “I’ll give you a little help,” Zeke said. He reached into his poncho and produced a feather and a dark, slender stick.

      Dan pointed at the stick. “Is that some kind of wand?”

      “Better,” Zeke said, flashing his crazy smile again and holding the stick out to Dan. “It’s black licorice.”
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      “I have to fight the monster alone,” Dan said later, standing at the edge of the glowing blue pool. “There isn’t much than any of you could do against it. I can fly.”

      Ula ranted.

      “Take my bow,” Holly said, handing him her short bow and quiver of arrows.

      Her words and movement seemed slow. Everything seemed slow now. Everything except his own thoughts and actions.

      He slung the bow and quiver over his shoulder.

      “Take my daggers,” Nadia said.

      “Just one,” Dan said. “I don’t want to leave you without a weapon.” Then with a grin he added, “Besides, if it comes down to daggers, I reckon I’m fucked.”

      Holly popped onto her toes and kissed him hard on the mouth, then melted into an embrace. “Come back to us, husband.”

      “That’s the plan.”

      He kissed her, and Nadia came into his arms. “Yeah, like the elf said. Take care of yourself, okay? I’m kind of getting used to you.”

      Dan kissed her, surprised to feel her trembling in his arms.

      He straightened his clothes and equipment.

      For a tense second, he and Ula stared at one another. Both clearly wanted to embrace, but neither made the first move. Finally, Dan nodded, and the warrior woman nodded back.

      “It’s go time,” Dan said. “I have something like thirty minutes to kill this thing.”

      “You’re talking really fast,” Nadia said with a smile.

      “And you’re talking reeeeaaaally slow,” Dan said. He pulled out his torch, which glowed brightly despite being unlit. Zeke had cast a continuous illumination spell on it, and now the torch would shine until destroyed.

      It had been no problem for Zeke to maintain the energy shield while casting simple spells. After enchanting the torch, he had cranked Dan’s speed with an acceleration spell and given Dan another ability that kicked serious ass.

      Waving goodbye, Dan launched into the air.

      The acceleration spell would only last thirty minutes, but he would be able to fly for five or six hours. He had to find the monster, attack at double speed, and destroy the living darkness before the acceleration spell expired.

      He flew to the top of the waterfall, which spilled out of a dark tunnel high up the chamber wall. Soaring over the waterfall, he entered the dark tunnel. There was only three feet of space between the rushing river and the tunnel ceiling.

      He flew slowly, doing his best to stay between the water and the stone ceiling, deafened by the roar of the raging river, forced to squint by the spray of the churning water. The magic torch lit his way, revealing strange runes etched into the dark stone walls.

      He popped out of the tunnel and was in the forest again, hovering above the stream that fed the subterranean waterfall. The forest here was dim. Feathers of green mist drifted from the left.

      He flew over a short rise then downhill, weaving between trees. Around him, green mist thickened in the gathering darkness.

      The glowing crevasse opened beneath him, and Dan flew along, scanning the scene until he landed at the spot where they had killed the acolytes. Perching on the edge of the cliff, he peered down into the swirling green fog.

      Are you down there? Or are you still hunting us in the tunnels?

      He jammed the enchanted torch into his belt at the small of his back, hiding its light beneath his cloak. He could see without it, thanks to the fluorescent green fog.

      Time to hunt.

      The bow felt small in his big hands. Small but deadly, much like Holly herself.

      The bow was simply yet elegantly designed. Elvish runes twisted across the limbs, which gave off a soft glimmer of illumination. The handle was made of antler, with corrugated ridges that provided a good grip. The bowstring was as thin as spider silk.

      Selecting an arrow, he marveled at its beauty. Delicate runes crawled along the silver shaft, which glowed faintly, as if infused with moonlight.

      More magic. His barbaric soul snarled instinctually, but with a magical dagger and an enchanted torch in his belt and not one but two spells lending him magical abilities, it wouldn’t make much sense to reject a magical bow or arrows now.

      He nocked the arrow and tested the bowstring. The draw was short, but he was strong enough to bend his lead arm and still brace the weapon. It would work.

      He had to make it work.

      Every second that this beast lived, more darkness gathered from the Plane of Ever-Shade. Zeke couldn’t maintain the shield forever. If that shield collapsed, living darkness would flood through the gate to join the beast. Living darkness would ravage the forest and destroy Holly’s grove, growing as it ravaged this world, all the while drawing more darkness from the Plane of Ever-Shade.

      Find it, then. Find it and kill it.

      He took a deep breath, leaned over the edge, and whistled like he was calling a dog. The whistle echoed back to him, bouncing back off the opposite cliff and ricocheted down into the foggy depths of the canyon.

      A flurry of birds rushed past, squawking, and an animal in the woods across the chasm scampered away, crunching leaves and snapping branches. A deer, probably, or a squirrel.

      Then silence and stillness.

      He saw nothing but the boiling green mist.

      He heard nothing but the breeze in the trees and the faint howling of wolves on some far-off hill.

      Shit, he thought. I’m going to have to go down there and find this thing, aren’t I?

      Oh Hades.

      Yes, that’s exactly what I’m going to have to do. Fly down there and go back into those fucking catacombs, where the monster will be waiting for me in the darkness like a ten-ton rattlesnake.

      Maybe I should—

      The beast rushed up out of the chasm with a bloodcurdling shriek.

      Dan shot backwards, lifting off the ground and flying backward, and the thing slammed down on the stony ground where he’d been standing, making the cliff side shake.

      Dan shot into the air.

      The hulking darkness roared up at him.

      Dan drew the bow and looked for the best target, only to realize that there was no best target. The thing was a liquid tower, a column of pitch-black terror with no discernible features, no eyes, no ears, no throat, no face or mouth or anything.

      A tentacle of night-black flesh peeled away and lashed out at him.

      The attack surprised Dan, and if he had been moving at normal speed, the monster would have snatched him clean out of the air. But thanks to Zeke’s acceleration spell, Dan dodged the tentacle and loosed the arrow, sinking the missile into the dark flesh near the point where the arm had sprouted.

      The beast cried out with rage. Another, thicker limb swung free of the main mass, swinging up from below, braced itself on the cliff’s edge like the leg of a climbing man, and the monster swung itself onto the top of the cliff.

      The tarry mass spread sideways across the ground in both directions, losing height but gaining width as the thing went from column to wall. Suddenly, it was ten feet tall and forty feet wide.

      Dan fired another arrow, sinking it center mass.

      The beast howled, the sound seeming to blast from its entire surface.

      Dan fired again.

      With another scream, the beast morphed again, sprouting a dozen tentacles that writhed along its upper edge like snakes atop Medusa’s head.

      “Well, you’re ugly enough,” Dan said, and fired again.

      The beast gave another bloodcurdling, big cat scream and lunged.

      Dan zipped aside and circled behind the monster to attack from behind.

      No sooner had he flown around the other side than the thing was attacking again, lashing the air with its many tentacles, which thinned and stretched now into slender cords thirty feet in length. They lashed the air, cracking like whips. One slashed across his cape, slicing the fabric.

      Dan zipped backward over the crevasse.

      Trying to flank the thing had been a mistake. This monster had no front, no back, no blind spots.

      He fired again and again and again, driving arrows into the nightmare creature as it screeched and slashed the air with its deadly appendages.

      The monster convulsed, shot upward with shocking speed, and stretched over the chasm in an arch of living darkness that almost skewered Dan in midair.

      He nocked another magical arrow and fired.

      The monster roared, scrunched back into itself, and sat there, still as a black boulder.

      Was it resting? Plotting? Setting a trap?

      Dan fired another arrow.

      The beast snarled with frustration but didn’t counterattack.

      For a split second, Dan understood how the dark thing felt. He remembered his own frustration that day on the training field, when Holly’s brother, Briar, had nearly beaten him to death, dancing and striking, ducking and jabbing, never giving Dan the chance to land a powerful blow.

      Well, now the tables had turned. Dan had become the slippery opponent, flitting this way and that and raining down strike after unanswered strike, while his larger, more powerful opponent raged on, swinging harder and missing all the same.

      Hit and run, he told himself. Stick and move.

      The beast surprised him then, sweeping a tentacle across the ground and launching stones and debris like a shotgun blast.

      “Whoa!” Dan shouted and dove like a hawk. The projectiles whooshed overhead. That had been close.

      He swooped down into the mist and zoomed back out forty feet from the monster.

      Unexpected laughter barked from his lungs. The blend of combat high, flight, acceleration, and dominating his much larger opponent was one hell of a rush.

      Hovering there, he fired again, sinking yet another glowing arrow center mass.

      He reached to load another missile and realized that the quiver was empty.

      Shit is about to get interesting.

      He shouldered the bow and drew his sword.

      Despite taking nearly a dozen magical arrows, the creature showed no sign of slowing down. Just how many hit points did the fucker have?

      The beast roared a challenged and hurled a stone the size of a bowling ball.

      Dan jetted to one side, evading the projectile easily, and dove like a hawk.

      The beast reacted quickly, lashing with its whip-like tentacles. But in this accelerated state, Dan not only moved more quickly, he saw more quickly, processed more quickly, and adjusted more quickly.

      He jagged to one side, slipping the tentacle like a slick boxer ducking a sloppy haymaker. Then he swung his sword, slicing the whip-like arm from the beast’s body.

      “That had to hurt!” Dan laughed.

      He fought fiercely, fueled by a primal ferocity that boiled unexpectedly out of him, the revulsion of one creature against a thing that had no business in his reality, let alone his territory.

      Again and again, he swooped in, struck, and rocketed away to safety.

      Occasionally, the beast surprised him with a strange counterattack, but each time Dan ducked or parried the blow.

      Over and over, he struck a blow and zipped away. Fifty times, a hundred. He stayed cautious, careful to never swing too hard or linger too long, committed to needling this living terror slowly to death. Better to poke and leap away than commit to a heavy swing and get caught by a counterattack.

      With every attack, the beast screamed its otherworldly hatred up at him. Slowly, a change started to come over the monster. Its counterattacks slowed. It scrunched down into itself, as if growing cagey. Soon its roars and screams downgraded into grunts and mewling.

      Dan raced overtop it, slicing a long tear in the ebony flesh, and the beast let out a new sound, not a cry of challenge but a yelp of pain.

      “Scream, you son of a bitch!” Dan roared, and zoomed back in to deal another blow.

      With a startled squawk, the monster flattened to the ground like an oil spill and poured over the cliff’s edge into the misty canyon.

      Dan scored one final blow on the retreating mass, but then the last of it flooded over the edge, and the monster disappeared into the rift. He could hear it moving down there in the swirling green mist, sliding over the cliff wall, descending.

      Oh Hades.

      Why couldn’t the thing just fight it out atop the cliff? Now he had to follow it down into the fog, where he wouldn’t have as much space and would only be able to see five feet in front of his face.

      And what of the monster? Did the fog impair its senses? Probably not. These green mists had come with it through the gate into this plane of existence.

      So be it. I have to finish this thing before it can crawl off and hide.

      Dan gave a barbaric yawp and plummeted into the canyon’s swirling green maw.

      Crom, he thought, descending through the fog.

      Could the thing see him? Hear him? Smell him? Was it armed with otherworldly senses that he couldn’t even comprehend?

      He moved slowly through the mist, sword at the ready. He couldn’t see or hear the monster, but he could smell it. Not just its strange, alien stink but also the gagging odor of its foul blood.

      Good, Dan thought. Anything to help him find this thing before it disappeared into the catacombs.

      So he drifted toward the cliff wall, the horrid smell growing stronger with every inch.

      There!

      Through the mist, he could see a large, dark shape flattened against the cliff wall, emanating stench.

      He raced forward, holding the sword before him like a lance, and punched straight into the black mass. The sword rebounded with a surprising jolt, a loud clang, and a spray of sparks. Dan jerked away, adjusting his grip, then dipped back in for a second look.

      He was hovering above the ledge where they had first seen the humongous beast, he now realized. He hadn’t attacked the beast. He had attacked a huge, stinking bloodstain oozing down the cliff wall.

      His eyes swung to where the mist was breaking apart and drifting into the wall. This was the very spot where they had entered the catacombs. Had the beast already fled inside?

      He darted ahead to check the rocks that had collapsed across the opening of the tunnel. Had the thing moved them aside and—

      A wall of force exploded into Dan, knocking the thoughts from his head, the air from his lungs, and the sword from his hand.

      The impact pitched him through the air, and he crashed hard into the unforgiving stone cliff wall with an explosion of pain. Temporarily stunned, he dropped—and not a second too soon, because a massive black fist smashed into the cliff wall above him, trying to finish the job.

      Dan hit the stone ledge with another burst of pain but responded with the speed of Zeke’s acceleration spell, rocketing off the path and into the chasm just before another slab of darkness pounded down where he’d been only a second before.

      The monster roared with frustration.

      Join the fucking club, pal, Dan thought, enraged that he’d dropped his sword.

      He drew Nadia’s glowing dagger, and his own words echoed bitterly in his mind. If it comes down to daggers, I reckon I’m fucked.

      Fucked or not, he had to finish this.

      He zoomed back in, slashing the arm that lashed out at him.

      The blade ripped through the dark flesh, but the arm slammed into Dan, batting him away like an annoying fly.

      Dan dipped back in, scored a hit, and zipped away.

      Again and again he stuck and moved, jabbing with the short blade and narrowly escaping thunderous counterattacks. With each attack, the beast grew slower and its roars grew feebler, until its screeches turned to whining complaints and it swiped only halfheartedly.

      Then it was fleeing again, spilling away from the ledge and oozing down the cliff wall, racing deeper into the chasm.

      Dan wouldn’t give it a chance to escape. He followed closely, jabbing and stabbing as the monster fled.

      Down and down they raced, descending to an incredible depth, but Dan didn’t let his brain consider the implications. He was like a wild animal locked in a death struggle, determined to kill or die trying. He stayed close to the fleeing beast, stabbing again and again, moving with enhanced speed, like a woodpecker drilling a tree, poking hundreds of holes into the thing.

      Suddenly, noxious fumes filled the air. The black shape sighed and stiffened, going as hard as the rock to which it had been clinging. The darkness, no longer living, peeled away from the cliff wall and tumbled into the void, as stiff as a coffin lid.

      “Yes!” Dan shouted with barbaric elation.

      And trumpet blasts filled the chasm.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            36

          

          

      

    

    








            You Put the Bastard in Bastard Sword

          

        

      

    

    
      “Nice work, asshole!” a familiar voice bellowed.

      Dan roared with laughter. “Wulfgar!”

      Dan hovered in the dim chasm. Time had once again paused around him. The mist had stopped swirling, and the only sound he heard was that of the disembodied voice of his friend, mentor, former sword, and one-time T&T character, Wulfgar Skull-Smasher.

      “The one and only,” Wulfgar said. “What the Hades took you so long? I’m not cut out for nonexistence. Instead of lollygagging with those horny elves, you should’ve been out killing shit and racking up experience points.”

      “Really, dude?” Dan said. “I just killed some extra-planar monster with about a billion hit points, and you’re going to bitch about me helping the elves?”

      Wulfgar’s voice snorted with contempt. “A true barbarian would’ve killed that thing hand-to-hand, not flying around with a magic bow like some kind of faerie.”

      Dan laughed. “That thing would’ve killed me in about two seconds hand-to-hand.”

      “Oh,” Wulfgar said, “so you actually did learn something from the humiliating ass-whipping that Holly’s brother gave you!” The disembodied voice bellowed laughter. “That was some funny shit! When he—”

      “Yeah, yeah,” Dan said, cutting him off. “Did I just level up or what?”

      “Welcome to fourth level, pansy!”

      A giant scroll unfurled in the air, shining brightly through the stalled mist.

      

      Name: Dan the Barbarian

      Strength: 18(92)

      Intelligence : 9

      Wisdom: 8

      Dexterity: 17

      Constitution : 17

      Charisma: 17

      

      “My charisma went up?” Dan asked. “I didn’t know that I could raise my ability scores.”

      “Here we go again,” Wulfgar said. “Give the guy a potful of gold, he starts whining that he doesn’t deserve it. Look man, you’ve got two hot wives and a few hundred people following your commands. You’re starting to strut around with more confidence. People eat that shit up. So effectively, yeah, your charisma went up.”

      “Awesome!” Dan said and kept reading.

      

      Strength bonuses: + 2 attacking / +5 damage

      Dexterity: +6 armor rating, unless bulky armor is worn; +3 initiative, reaction, and missile attacks

      Constitution: +6 hit points per level

      

      Class: Barbarian

      Level: 4

      Hit points: 72

      Alignment: Chaotic good

      Experience: 30005

      

      Dan grinned.

      4th level! The extra hit points were especially sweet.

      And he’d overshot the 24,000-point threshold by quite a stretch. Of course, he’d still need an additional 18,000 experience points to make 5th level, but he was farther along than he would have guessed.

      

      New experience point breakdown:

      Zombie acolytes: 450

      ¼ share of Griselda: 4000

      ½ share of smaller Living Darkness: 420

      Slaver: 24

      Acolyte magic user kicked off cliff: 425

      Living Darkness, larger: 9600

      Leadership (Building up the defenses and citizens of Fire Ridge, recruiting the gnomes): 3000

      

      “Cool,” Dan said. “I actually got points for leadership stuff?”

      “Lucky for me,” Wulfgar said. “It was taking you forever to level up.”

      Reading ahead, Dan saw that his sheet had a new category.

      

      Harem members: Holly (wife), Nadia (wife)

      Barbarian saving throw bonuses: +4 vs. poison; +3 vs. paralysis, death magic, petrification, and polymorph; +2 versus magical rods, staffs, or wands; +2 versus breath weapons.

      

      Primary barbarian abilities:

      Scale cliffs and climb trees

      Hide in wooded settings

      Surprise opponents

      Prevent blind attacks

      Jumping

      Detect illusion

      Detect magic

      Leadership

      Leadership II

      

      “Leadership II is new,” Dan pointed out.

      “Should I add another skill, announcing the obvious?”

      “Did I mention how much I’ve missed you?”

      “No,” Wulfgar said.

      “That’s because you’re a pain in the ass.”

      “Guy gets Leadership II, suddenly he’s too cool for his friends. Look, you got this for actually leading people. Keep it up, and maybe someday you’ll be able to summon your very own barbarian horde.”

      Dan let that idea sink in for a second. Being able to summon a few hundred badass barbarians would be sweet. For starters, he’d wipe out Roderick’s Rangers.

      Yeah, he thought, but then you’d piss off the Duke of Harrisburg, who has a real army.

      

      Secondary barbarian abilities:

      Wilderness craft and survival

      Primitive first aid

      Hunting and tracking

      

      Tertiary barbarian abilities:

      Long-distance running

      Small boat building and use

      Imitate animal sounds

      Snare and trap building

      Sexual stamina

      Sexual stamina II

      Seeing his new ability, sexual stamina II, Dan grinned and pointed.

      Before he could say anything, however, Wulfgar cut him off. “Spare me the gloating. If you weren’t such a wuss, you’d already be at sexual stamina III. Speaking of which, why haven’t you banged the hobgoblin or any of those hot-ass red elves?”

      Dan laughed. “You really are living vicariously through me, huh?”

      “Don’t remind me. Twenty billion adventurers in the multiverse, and I have to be stuck with Timmy Timid. What are you, a barbarian or a nun?”

      “Hey,” Dan said, “I just singlehandedly hunted and killed a humongous monster from another plane of existence.”

      “Yeah, you already mentioned that,” Wulfgar grumbled. “Just remember that you get more experience points for adding women to your harem. All work and no play makes Dan a dull boy… and gives Wulfgar a case of 10th-level blue balls!”

      

      Native territory: The Endless Mountains

      

      Weapons of proficiency:

      Hand axe

      Spear

      Knife

      Two-handed sword

      Battle Axe

      Short bow

      Bastard sword

      

      He’d added another weapon of proficiency along the way. Before he could make a joke about swords and bastards, however, Wulfgar got serious.

      “Now hurry your ass back up to the surface,” Wulfgar said. “As soon as that crazy wizard realizes that you killed the beast, he’ll close the gate. This canyon will slam shut. If you’re still here, the cliff walls will squish you like a worm. Toodles, fucknut!”
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            Everything Falls Apart

          

        

      

    

    
      Dan flew back up through the mist as quickly as he could, very much aware of Wulfgar’s warning. What an inglorious death that would be, bravely killing a mega-monster, leveling up, and then getting unceremoniously squashed when a clueless sorcerer closed an inter-planar gate and slammed the cliff walls back together.

      He flew up for a long time. This chasm was deep!

      Then, spotting the stone ledge, he swooped in, snatched up his sword, and rocketed the rest of the way out of the chasm and up the hill, where he paused to sheathe his sword and pull out the enchanted torch.

      Following the river, he plunged into the cave and flew down into the earth. The strange runes on the stone walls of the tunnel whipped illegibly past, and he emerged into the large, cone-shaped cavern that held the Pool of Dreams.

      The three women cheered wildly at the sight of him, and Dan lowered down to them, beaming.

      Holly and Nadia crashed into him, wrapping their arms around him and peppering him with kisses.

      Ula stood nearby, her yellow eyes gleaming with joy and her little tusks jutting up out of a big grin.

      “Easy with the hugs,” Dan said, wincing. “I think that fucker broke my ribs.”

      Holly cast her healing spell, and Dan’s pain vanished.

      He told them everything, except the part about Wulfgar. There really was no good way to explain to people, no matter how much you loved each other, that you had created this reality by making a wish in another dimension.

      Dan returned the girls’ gear, apologizing to Holly for the empty quiver.

      She laughed. “I won’t complain.”

      “Let’s go tell Zeke,” Nadia said.

      But as they turned toward the waterfall, they heard a tremendous bang, and the earth shook, knocking them from their feet.

      “That was the rift slamming shut,” Dan said, as debris rained down from overhead. “Zeke closed the gate.”

      Beyond the waterfall, the crackling red light sizzled, flashed brightly, and winked out.

      “That’s it,” Holly said. “The shield is gone. And Zeke probably already teleported.”

      The wizard had explained that he was currently too weak to return to their plane of existence. As soon as the living darkness beyond the shield retracted, he would slam the inter-planar gate and teleport to the high plane where Zuggy was apparently drifting around on a pool floaty, sipping tropical drinks.

      “Good for Zeke,” Nadia said, looking up with a concerned expression, “but not so good for us.”

      Around them, the catacombs continued to rumble with aftershocks from the cliffs slamming back together. Dust lifted from the walls. Chunks of stone fell from above, clacking along the shore and splashing into the Pool of Dreams.

      “Let’s get out of here!” Holly shouted.

      “Climb aboard,” Dan said, and squatted down with his arms held out.

      Holly climbed onto him. She wrapped her legs around his waist, hugging her chest against his, and slipped her arms around his ribcage.

      Nadia and Ula each straddled one of his thighs and threw their arms around his neck. He held them both around the waist.

      Old-world Dan never could have supported their weight—over four hundred pounds—but they felt light now, even when he lifted off the ground and flew into the air.

      They entered the tunnel, Nadia clutching the enchanted torch. Because of the narrow space between the river and the ceiling, Dan had to fly upside down, dragging his back across the surface of the river.

      All around them, the rock walls of the tunnel shook and rumbled. Here and there, cracks appeared, spiderwebbing through the strange runes, the mountain coming apart.

      Every fiber of Dan’s being wanted to rocket up and out of the tunnel as fast as he could, but he had to go slowly. There was no room for error. If he accidentally bumped the girls into the ceiling and one of them fell, she would be whipped away by the river.

      So Dan forced himself to fly slowly and evenly, ignoring as best he could the shaking walls and the icy water pulling at his back as if the river was trying to pull him under and drown him.

      Then they shot free of the tunnel, whooping for joy. The mist was gone, and the blue sky had returned overhead, though the light of day was fading as afternoon shifted toward evening.

      Dan landed, and the girls climbed down.

      “I have a great idea,” Nadia said, glancing back at the tunnel. “Let’s never do anything like that ever again. As in never. Ever. Times infinity.”

      Behind them, the roaring and grumbling of the earth intensified. The ground shook beneath their feet. Plumes of dust rose from the tunnel.

      “The catacombs are collapsing,” Holly said. For a moment, they just stood there, listening to the loud underground crashing.

      Then they heard a voice shouting up at them from the woods downhill. “Holly?” the familiar female voice called. “Dan?”

      “Lily!” Holly shouted. “We’re up here!”

      “We’ll come to you,” Dan said. Then to his girls, he said, “I don’t want to make her walk uphill.”

      “Bullshit,” Nadia laughed. “You just want her to see you fly, hotshot.”

      Dan shrugged and squatted down. “Climb back up, ladies.”

      He was excited to reunite with Lily. He hadn’t seen her since she’d left to scout the roads and woods. What news would she have?

      Lily waited on what had been the opposite side of the chasm, a terrified expression twisting her beautiful features.

      No surprise there, Dan thought. It’s not every day that you watch a canyon slam back together.

      But as soon as Lily spoke, he realized that her terror had nothing to do with the crevasse. “I was heading back to the fortress when I saw your tracks coming this way. I’m so glad. Every second counts now. Roderick’s Raiders are marching on Fire Ridge!”

      “Why so soon?” Dan said. “They were supposed to be busy for at least another few weeks.”

      “The word on the road is that one of the guys we killed was Roderick’s son. Roderick ditched the Duke of Harrisburg’s work and started marching as soon as he received the news.”

      “All right,” Dan said. “This is bad, but we left the elves in good shape. While you were scouting, we fixed the wall and the Fist.”

      “You don’t understand,” Lily said. “Roderick didn’t send some small detachment. He’s leading the force himself. His entire force. A thousand soldiers!”

      “Crom,” Dan breathed.

      “Roderick has probably reached the green elves. In another day or two, he’ll attack Fire Ridge.”

      “They don’t stand a chance.”

      Dan pictured the old matriarch puffing her cigars, beautiful and clueless Thelia, and his work crew, beaming with pride when they’d finished rebuilding the wall.

      Looking around at his women, he said, “I have to go back.”

      “Oh Hades,” Nadia said. “I knew you were going to say that. All right, then. If you’re going, I’m going. We’re pack.”

      Ula thumped her chest, obviously understanding what was happening—and just as obviously supporting Dan without hesitation. “Ula strong! Ula fight!”

      Dan smiled. “Ula, that’s great. You’re getting a lot better at speaking Common.”

      Ula was in war maiden mode. She thumped her chest again. “Ula make strong babies!”

      Dan nodded. No doubt she would.

      She thumped her chest again. “Ula fight with Dan!” She pointed her axe at Dan.

      He nodded. “Thank you.”

      “Ula fight with Dan wife,” the warrior woman said, pointing her axe at Holly. Then she swiveled the weapon in Nadia’s direction and said, “Ula fight with whore!”

      “What?” Nadia shrieked, her jaw dropping open.

      Lily laughed and raised her hands defensively. “I did not teach her that.” Grinning, she turned to Holly.

      But Holly had missed the joke. She didn’t seem to have even registered the conversation. She frowned, deep in thought, her purple eyes far away.

      “A thousand soldiers,” Holly said, bringing them back to grim reality. “Even with our help, Fire Ridge will fall.”

      “We can’t abandon them,” Dan said.

      “We won’t,” Holly said. She let out a shuddering breath. “I must return to the grove and beg Father for help.”
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            A Grim Warning

          

        

      

    

    
      Halfway back to Fire Ridge, Ula started grunting and pointing. Dan couldn’t see anything at first. Then he spotted smoke on the horizon.

      “The green elves,” Nadia said.

      Dan nodded and flew in that direction.

      After hours of carrying Nadia and Ula, his arms ached with fatigue. But he wouldn’t quit, couldn’t quit.

      Turning in the direction of the smoke, he gritted his teeth, narrowed his eyes to slits, and concentrated on his breathing, pushing through the pain and fatigue.

      A short time later, he settled onto a thick limb high up a tall tree at the top of the ridge overlooking the valley of the green elves. Pillars of dark smoke rose against the red sky. Drifting ash filled the sky like snow flurries.

      It was too late for the green elves.

      From this height, Roderick’s Raiders looked like a swarm of marauding ants pouring over a toy village that had been smashed and set aflame. A large section of palisade had fallen, and most of the fence was on fire.

      Within the shattered walls, elves scurried and scampered, fell and died. Small, dark shapes moved quickly between them, pulling the elves off their feet to maul them.

      Dogs, Dan realized. War dogs. Dozens of them.

      Roderick’s Raiders followed after their dogs, raping and killing and burning. There were so many of them. A thousand, at least.

      Most were foot soldiers, but here and there, raiders on horseback streaked through the chaos, impaling elves on lances.

      The battle was over. This was slaughter.

      Dan spotted a group of elves using an overturned wagon for cover as they fired arrows at the raiders.

      A massive raider appeared from between columns of black smoke and marched straight at the wagon, barely flinching when arrows struck him.

      The humongous raider bellowed, kicked the wagon aside, and started smashing elves with a club the size of a tree trunk.

      “It’s a giant,” Dan said. “They have a frigging giant.”

      Nadia shook her head. “Two giants,” she said, pointing to where a second giant was kicking through the wall of a burning building.

      Ula stared grimly, her yellow eyes studying the battle.

      Those giants would smash right through the flimsy gate he’d made for Fire Ridge. Then a thousand raging psychopaths would flood the fortress.

      How could they possibly defend against two giants? Should he hurry down there now and try to kill them while he could still fly?

      No. Roderick’s Raiders would feather him with arrows.

      Besides, he didn’t have time. The flight spell would last for only another hour or two, and he needed to warn everyone at Fire Ridge as quickly as possible.

      Even if Holly and Lily somehow managed to convince their father to send reinforcements—and that seemed very, very unlikely, given the fact that the last time Holly had seen her father, the Iron Druid had exiled her from the grove—the grey elves would still need to mobilize and would be a full day’s march behind Roderick’s Raiders.

      The scene below proved that Roderick wasn’t a surround-the-fortress-and-starve-them-out kind of attacker. Considering Roderick’s strength, numbers, and aggressive tactics, the battle for Fire Ridge would likely be over before the grey elves could arrive.

      A loud cracking noise split the air. Blue lightning sizzled across the central courtyard and exploded into a tower, blasting a hole in the wall and setting the thatched roof ablaze.

      “Sensational,” Dan snarled. “They have a son-of-a-bitching sorcerer.”

      And not just any sorcerer. A powerful sorcerer.

      He’d seen enough.

      “Come on,” he said. “Climb aboard. We have to warn the red elves. We’re going to need every second we can get.”
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            The Return to Fire Ridge

          

        

      

    

    
      Dan was pleased to see braziers burning in the guard towers of Fire Ridge.

      He was less pleased to cross the meadow unopposed.

      He, Nadia, and Ula marched straight through one of the large gaps in the palisade. Pausing there, he imagined that he was a raider.

      They had put a lot of time and effort into mending the outer fence, but there was no way to close these gaps in time. Therefore, the palisade was already breached. Roderick would focus on breaching the inner wall. Even a crack just large enough for men to squeeze through one at a time would do, and the raiders would stream inside Fire Ridge.

      With Roderick’s forces only a day’s march away, what could Dan possibly do to shore up these defenses?

      “Lord Dan!” a red elf called down from atop the inner wall.

      “Let us in!” Dan shouted. His entire body was aching and twitching with fatigue. His upper body was wrecked from carrying two women for over a dozen miles, and the rest of him was exhausted from jogging for the hour since the spell had faded.

      There was a commotion at the top of the wall as elves lowered a long ladder down to Dan and the girls. As Dan scaled the ladder, he shouted up at the sentries, “Call the war council!”

      Ten minutes later, the war council had assembled around a large table in the great hall. In attendance were Dan, Nadia, Ula, Ahneena, her foppish nephew and commander of the guard, Tibbin, several other important elves, Jorbin Ateel, and two of the potbellied gnome’s sons.

      It felt good to sit. Too good, in fact. Dan rose from his chair and leaned against the wall.

      When Thelia appeared before him with a curtsey and a goblet of wine, he pushed the drink aside and asked for water.

      Likewise, he would eat sparingly. A heavy meal would weigh him down and make him sleepy, and he didn’t have time for sleep now.

      Dan told the council what they had learned and seen.

      The war council convulsed with panic.

      “Nadia, Ula, and I will fight alongside you,” Dan said, reining in the attention of the frightened council members.

      Ahneena exhaled a dark cloud of foul cigar smoke and offered Dan a sad smile.

      “Holly and Lily are trying to get help from their grove,” Nadia added, “but it’s a long shot. To say the least.”

      “We have to rethink everything,” Dan said. “Here and now. Before we leave this table, we need a plan to prepare our people and redirect our resources. Roderick’s Raiders could be here tomorrow.”

      Tibbin stood. A bit unsteadily, Dan noticed. Drunk again, it appeared.

      The commander of the guard and chief military advisor of Fire Ridge loved wine far more than battle. Normally, Tibbin wore his long, blond hair in elegant braids, but having been summoned so quickly to this surprise meeting, he had pulled it back into a simple ponytail.

      “Master Dan,” Tibbin said importantly, and gave a slow bow, “with all due respect, sir, it is my opinion that we should consider parlaying with Roderick.”

      Tibbin’s attendants nodded enthusiastically.

      Jorbin and his sons scowled and grumbled high-pitched complaints.

      The matriarch regarded her delicate nephew through hooded eyes, her mouth curdling as if she’d bitten into a rotten peach.

      “We cannot defend Fire Ridge from Roderick’s Raiders,” Tibbin continued. “We should abandon the fortress immediately. Perhaps by offering no resistance and leaving the fortress and its finery as tribute, we will appease him.”

      “Tribute?” Jorbin blurted, sounding disgusted. “The man lost a son. The only tribute Roderick wants is blood.”

      Tibbin straightened, lifted his chin, and glanced dramatically around the table before speaking. “Roderick will have his reparation of blood. I volunteer as sacrifice. He shall have the satisfaction of executing the commander of the guard, high military advisor of Fire Ridge, and nephew of the matriarch.”

      “No!” Dan slammed his fist on the table, startling the council. “No more cowardice!”

      “Cowardice?” Tibbin’s face darkened to blood red. “I offered to sacrifice my life in defense of my people. How dare you call me a coward?”

      “Sit down,” Dan said.

      Tibbin just stared at him with flashing eyes and his mouth all puckered up like an asshole.

      Dan came off the wall, stood up straight, and drilled Tibbin with a death stare. “Sit the fuck down. Now.”

      Tibbin couldn’t take it. First he dropped his eyes. Then he dropped his ass back into the seat.

      “I’m not calling you a coward,” Dan said. “I’m calling parlaying cowardice. You want to die for your people? Good. You probably will. But you’ll die on the wall, fighting, like the rest of us.”

      Dan looked around the table. “We won’t beg, bribe, or bargain with these bastards. That type of half-stepping would just give Roderick and his army of assholes an even bigger hard on for burning this place to the ground. Jorbin’s right. Roderick wants blood. We’ll give them blood. Their blood.”

      Jorbin and his sons pounded their fists on the table. These gnomes were small but they were full of fight.

      He was happy to see that Ahneena, too, was smiling.

      “Let’s move on to how we’re going to fight these bastards,” Dan said. “I need updates. Jorbin, how goes the tunnel?”

      The gnome stood. He was filthy from head to toe. He’d been down in the tunnel, digging, when Dan had returned.

      “Lord Dan,” Jorbin said with a quick bow, “we have been working night and day to dig out the tunnel. Unfortunately, we are still shoveling fresh dirt. I’ve walked the ground above, but there’s no way to say for certain, at that depth, how big the cave-in is. My sons,” he said, nodding to the two other gnomes, “discovered the exit in the forest and were able to walk most of the way back to the fortress. No guarantees, but I think we’re close.”

      “Good,” Dan said. Earlier, when he had expected a much smaller raiding force to arrive weeks into the future, he hadn’t put much faith in the tunnel. Now, however, things had changed. If the tunnel was open, it might provide an escape for survivors, should the fortress fall. “What do you need?”

      “Lord?”

      “What can I give you? This tunnel is suddenly important.”

      Jorbin thought for a moment. Then the potbellied gnome said, “We could use three more workers. Maybe four. I won’t know for sure until we’re all working down there. In such close quarters, an extra body can be a help or a hindrance.”

      “I leave it to you, then,” Dan said. “You choose the workers and let me know if there’s anything else you need.”

      Jorbin bowed again. “Thank you, Lord. We’ll do our best.”

      “I know you will. Thank you.” Dan turned to the matriarch. “At the first alarm, I would like you to lead the children and all those not actively involved in our defense down into the tunnel, regardless of the state of the cave-in. This will help us to avoid senseless deaths and will give the noncombatants a chance at survival, should the raiders breach the wall.”

      The old matriarch smiled wisely, squinting as she smoked another of her stinking cigars. “Prudent thinking,” the ancient elf said with a smile. “And shuttling the very young and very old below will also keep us out of the way.”

      “I’d be lying if I said that thought hadn’t crossed my mind,” Dan said.

      “A request, then,” the matriarch said, “from an old woman who has lived her entire life within these walls?”

      “Of course.”

      “I would like to assign this babysitting task to another,” she said, and cast an enormous smoke ring into the air. “If this is to be the end of Fire Ridge, I would like to drop a stone on someone’s head.”

      “No one’s saying that it’s the end,” Dan said. “I just—”

      “If, on the other hand, we should win the day,” Ahneena interrupted with a smile, “I don’t want to be stitched into the great tapestry as an old woman hiding in a basement.”

      Dan laughed. “Of course,” he said. Looking around the table, he saw everyone staring at him expectantly. “What do we do? How do we best prepare? We’ll need to abandon some projects and double-down on others. I want to hear everyone’s ideas, one at a time. No holding back.” Turning to the matriarch, Dan said, “After everyone has spoken, I will give you my suggestion.”

      “And your suggestion will be my command,” the matriarch said. “You are in control of Fire Ridge. We will follow your orders to the death.”
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      By the time the war council had finished, the citizens of Fire Ridge packed the main courtyard, burbling like a flock of frightened pigeons.

      Walking beside Dan and smoking another cigar, Ahneena said, “It is time to address your people.”

      “Me?” Dan protested. “You’re their matriarch. Shouldn’t—”

      “No,” the old woman interrupted. “I have coddled my people for centuries. I have offered comfort, love and, occasionally, wisdom. But they don’t need these things now. They need strength and rage. They need fire. They need you.”

      Dan let that sink in for a second before nodding. “All right, then.”

      The frightened murmuring grew as Dan topped the ramparts. He stood for a moment, looking down at their frightened faces.

      Ula roared them to attention.

      “People of Fire Ridge!” Dan shouted. “You’re frightened.”

      Elves shifted back and forth, staring up at him with wide eyes.

      “Good,” Dan said, and paused, watching their expressions go from fearful to confused. “Your fear means that you’re seeing what’s real, not what you want to see.”

      The elves blinked up at him, their eyes gleaming in the courtyard torchlight.

      “Roderick’s Rangers will be here tomorrow. We will spend this night preparing for battle.”

      The elves burbled, shifting from foot to foot and trading nervous glances.

      “This is not just another raid,” Dan said. “Roderick’s Raiders are coming for blood. If we don’t defeat them, they will kill every last one of us. Every man, woman, and child. They will burn you and everything you love.

      “I know that you’re frightened,” he repeated. “Roderick’s Raiders know that you’re frightened, too. They’ve raided you without resistance in the past, and they sure as Hades don’t expect any resistance now. They expect you to be submissive and passive. They expect you to curl up and die without a fight.

      “That is our great advantage. They will come here expecting lambs, and they will meet wolves.”

      He paused, happy to see elves standing up straighter, their faces hardening.

      “They will expect you to shout cries for mercy,” Dan said, “but you will shout battle cries. They will expect you to rain down bribes and sacrifices, but you will rain down arrows and spears. They will march onto this meadow without even considering that the elves of Fire Ridge might dare to resist them. And we will pound them with the Fist of Fury!”

      At the back of the crowd, a cluster of young elves hooted and pumped their spears overhead.

      “Never again will Roderick’s Raiders force young men to serve the Duke of Harrisburg,” Dan said. “Never again will they steal away your women and children to sell them as property, like livestock at auction. Never again will anyone look upon the elves of Fire Ridge as weak and fearful creatures.

      “We will not surrender. We will not appease. We will make our stand. We will fight. We will kill those who wish to kill us. And when the battle is over, the world will know that great warriors have returned to Fire Ridge!”

      Dan held his sword aloft, and the courtyard roared to life. The elves and gnomes pumped their weapons overhead, chanting, “Fire Ridge! Fire Ridge!”
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            Holly Goes Home

          

        

      

    

    
      A high stone wall surrounded the great delving tree at the heart of the grove.

      To a visitor, the grove within the grove would seem like a cluster of huge trees, but in reality, the thick trunks all belonged to a single tree.

      The great delving tree sat, millennia old, in the shade of its thick canopy, receiving a steady flow of energy from the forest for miles and miles around. Its tremendous root system was like a humongous brain. The roots stretched out for miles to tie into the root systems of other trees and groves, causing them to extend and entwine their root systems with those of still more distant trees and groves. The roots of the delving tree read the energy and health of these many trees, carried that information back across the miles, insulated by soil and stone, and delivered the state of the forest to the tremendous delving tree.

      Many thousands of years earlier, the grey elves had built their community around the delving tree. The druids of the grove prayed to the sun and stars and moon, the wind and earth and water, to all the trees and stones of the forest, to every plant and stream, leaf and windblown seed. But towering over these entities, just as it towered over the forest, was the delving tree.

      The druids focused their prayers on the great tree, which in turn powered their spells, gave the druidic council its all-important delving power, and connected the grey elves forever with their past. For here among the uppermost, partially exposed roots of the great tree, the grey elves entombed their dead.

      They lay their corpses upon the ground, and within days, the bodies disappeared beneath a shroud of moss. As the dead elves’ physical remains melted into the ground, the roots absorbed the life force and consciousness of the deceased. This fed the tree, which in turn powered the people.

      Over the generations, the great delving tree had melded with the elves of the grove. Its energy was their energy. Its past was their past. Its life was their life.

      Holly waited beyond the wall, as custom demanded, for her father to finish mourning. She paced back and forth, growing more impatient with every passing second. She had been here for several hours already, wracked with worry.

      Had Dan and Nadia made it safely to Fire Ridge? Where were Roderick’s Rangers? How long before the army of slavers reached Fire Ridge? And how could she possibly convince her father, the Iron Druid, to help hundreds of strangers and a daughter he had exiled?

      If she couldn’t convince her father to send soldiers immediately to Fire Ridge, Dan, Nadia, Ula, and the red elves would die.

      She, too, would die, because with or without her father’s help, she would return to fight alongside her husband and sister-wife. Lily, too, would likely join the fight—and die, if their father refused to help.

      The Fist of Fury would pound anyone in front of it, but the weapon was fixed to its position. After the initial clash, Roderick’s Raiders would shift their attack to other sections of the wall. Once they broke through, a thousand bloodthirsty mercenaries would flood the fortress with only one mission: kill everyone.

      Growling with frustration, Holly stopped her pacing and turned toward the door. She needed to talk to her father now, or his decision wouldn’t matter. Fire Ridge could be destroyed while she waited for her father to emerge from the grove within the grove.

      Yes, she needed to speak with the Iron Druid now. Unfortunately, interrupting someone’s mourning was strictly forbidden.

      Her father had already been mourning for weeks. This session alone had lasted for days. Despite his formidable strength and the intimidation he engendered, the Iron Druid had been a loving son. Doting, even. His mother’s death had nearly felled him.

      How long might he continue to mourn if left undisturbed? Another hour? All night? Days? There was no way of knowing—and with dawn rimming the Eastern horizon in bloody hues, Holly was out of time.

      “Oh to Hades with it,” Holly said, threw open the door, and entered the grove within the grove.

      Beyond the wall, everything changed. The air was cool and damp, rich with oxygen, and redolent with the good, earthy smells of bark and moss and old loam. Within these walls, time seemed to stop. The vast canopy above blocked out the sky, eliminating day and night. The world beneath the canopy dwelled in perpetual twilight, lit by the soft blue glow of luminescent spore that twinkled like the countless stars of a vast constellation spread throughout the dark moss sheathing the great trunks and carpeting the forest floor.

      Holly followed the stone walkway through the wide mossy spaces between the huge trunks, heading toward the center of the grove, where the greatest of deceased elves were entombed. Here she would find her father, mourning his mother and no doubt hoping to receive some whisper of affirmation from his dearly departed.

      To either side of the path, oblong hummocks rose from moss. These were the dead, and like the forest floor upon which they had been lain, they were covered over in dark moss glittering with twinkling points of bright blue spore.

      When her ice-cold fingers began to tingle, Holly realized that in her panic she had been nearly hyperventilating. She took a deep breath and shook out her hands.

      Beyond this last row of trees, she would find her father. In fact, was that his voice she could hear faintly now? Was that soft moaning the voice of her father’s pain?

      It was hard to know here in the heart of the grove. The air was never really still, never really silent.

      As a young child, she had once sneaked alone into the grove within the grove. This transgression had thrilled her, but her excitement soon shifted into fear when she heard the voices.

      At first, she’d mistaken the sound as the sigh of some passing breeze. But her subconscious mind had registered something, and Holly had frozen on the path.

      Voices.

      She had stood there, trembling, as whispering voices swirled around her like a breeze of words. So many words! Hundreds of faint voices all speaking at once. Speaking so softly that the words lost their shape, blurring into vague exhalations infused with loss and doomed to misunderstanding.

      Holly the little girl had panicked, sprinted away, and never spoken of the experience to anyone.

      You can do the same thing now, she thought, pausing just outside the heart of the heart. You can turn and run and wait for your father outside the wall, as you should.

      But those were the thoughts of Holly the girl.

      Holly the woman asked, And how many miles would Roderick’s Rangers march while I waited outside like a frightened little girl?

      She took a deep breath, said a prayer to the great tree surrounding her, asking for the strength to do what she needed to do, and strode into the circular space at the center of the delving tree, the heart of the heart.

      She paused again, struck by the sight of her father.

      He kneeled with his back to her, weeping softly before a mossed-over hummock and another, smaller object just disappearing into the moss, the head of her grandmother.

      “Mother,” the Iron Druid wept. He didn’t look powerful or stern now. He looked old and frail and broken. “Mother, please speak to me.”

      This raw moment filled Holly with sorrow and shame. Seeing her father kneeling there, hearing the pain of his private words, she was again tempted to flee. It wasn’t too late. She could still—

      But no. Dan and Nadia needed her.

      “Father,” Holly whispered.

      The Iron Druid leapt to his feet with astonishing speed. His eyes were red from crying, his cheeks streaked in tears. Seeing her, his face convulsed through various emotions. His pain-filled eyes lit up at the sight of her, and he almost smiled. His mouth wriggled and he blinked. Then iron returned to him as his face hardened into a mask of fury. “How dare you interrupt my mourning?”

      Holly went to one knee and bowed then rose again before answering. “I’m sorry, Father, but I need your help.”

      “I sent you away.”

      “And I’ve come back. You know me, Father. I wouldn’t have returned if I didn’t need you.”

      “You’ve come to your senses, then? Did the human cast you off for some other amusement? They’re children, all of them.”

      Anger sparked within Holly, but she tamped it down. It would be impossible to argue the character or wisdom of her nineteen-year-old husband against her thousand-year-old father. Besides, that wasn’t her fight. Not today. “I need you to call the grove to arms.”

      Bitter amusement curdled her father’s facial expression. “Call the grove to arms? Has an army of woodsman descended on the forest to steal away our trees? Has a legion of arsonists invaded our—”

      “No, father,” she interrupted. She didn’t have time for his sarcasm. “An army of slavers is marching on Fire Ridge.”

      For a second, he stared down at her haughtily. She and her siblings favored the angular, fine-boned features of her mother’s people. Her father, on the other hand, had a square jaw, a boxy face, and dark eyes set predatorily close to his hawk-like nose. He kept his hair short and wore no ornamentation. His robes, like the hair at his temples and the irises of his hard eyes, were iron gray.

      In rare moments like this, when anger broke through his default stoicism, she could see her brother Briar in him.

      “Fire Ridge,” her father said, his voice cold and mocking. “Isn’t that the ancient fortress that’s fallen into ruin, along with the entire red elf culture? The crumbling home of the once tyrannical elves who have long and thankfully been fading toward extinction? A people we once feared and hated? A people we don’t even pity as their last ember winks away into darkness? That Fire Ridge?”

      Wrestling with anger, Holly said, “Yes, Father. That Fire Ridge.”

      “Then why in Hades should I care?” the Iron Druid thundered.

      “Because Dan and Nadia are there, defending the elves!”

      “Ha!” her father barked cruelly. He shook his head, a look of disgust coming onto his face. “You had such promise, Holly. I really thought that you, of all your siblings, would be the one to carry forth our proud druidic heritage. But—”

      “We can talk about my path later, Father,” she said. “This cannot wait. We need your help now.”

      Her father’s eyes flashed dangerously. “I expelled you from the grove. Now you return without my pardon, interrupt my mourning, and demand that I sacrifice grey elf lives in a battle that has nothing to do with the grove?”

      “Dan is your son-in-law now, Father, like it or not. And Nadia is my sister-wife.”

      “Enough!” he shouted with an impatient wave of his arm. “Even if your human plaything survives this absurd engagement at Fire Ridge, he’ll die of old age tomorrow. The so-called sister-wife as well. The lesser races are insects. Born one day, they swell rapidly to full size, buzz loudly, sting a few people, and die.”

      “I love them!”

      The Iron Druid snorted derisively. “Let us not talk of your girlish mistake. You have returned. That is enough. I will forgive you, and you will forget these children and return to your studies. And not at that infernal distraction of a university. Here, in the grove, under my direction. We will return you to your proper path, and one day a few hundred years from now—”

      “No!” Holly shouted. “This is real, Father. I love them, and we need your help. With your help or without your assistance, I am returning to Fire Ridge to fight by their side. If you love me, Father, come to our aid.”

      The Iron Druid stared at her with hard eyes. “You do not know what you ask. The grove is neutral. We are neither good nor evil. We do not involve ourselves in the affairs of men, unless it is to protect and preserve the forest. So it has always been and so it shall always be, the great tree willing, from the Long Before to the Last Tomorrow at the end of time.

      “If we involved ourselves in these concerns, we would violate our neutrality, disrupt the enduring balance, and endanger our grove. Yes, I love you, Holly. More than you could ever know. But even for you I will not betray my duty, our grove, and grey elves past, present, and yet unborn.”

      Tears filled Holly’s eyes. “Father, please. Roderick’s Raiders killed Nettle! And now you’ll let them kill me?”

      “Yes,” her father said, staring into her eyes. “Yes, I will let them kill you if you ignore my advice and join that fight.”

      Holly was too horrorstruck to speak.

      “The grove will not involve itself in these affairs,” her father said. “The grove will endure, as it has always endured, as a force of neutrality and equilibrium. This is my final word.” And with that, he turned his back on her.

      “Father…” she whimpered and fell to her knees. Not to beg. Her father had spoken, and nothing would change his mind now. She fell beneath the crushing weight of the full knowledge that she must now head off to die, forsaken by grove and family, alongside her husband and sister-wife, all while her father and his army remained safely within the walls of their magical sanctuary.

      There was nothing left to say. Nothing left to do except to summon the strength to rise and walk away… forever.

      “Son,” the air whispered.

      Something shifted in the moss between them.

      Holly and her father stared down at the withered face of her grandmother. Behind its blue-spangled veil of dark moss, her grandmother’s head whispered, “Child.”

      “Mother?” the Iron Druid said, falling to his knees beside the face in the moss.

      “The grove,” the head whispered. “Danger. Death. Destruction. Unless. Child.”

      Countless voices whispered across the mossy ground, echoing her, “Child, child, child.”

      The Iron Druid, streaming tears again, said, “Mother, what do you mean? What child? What do you want me to do?”

      “Child,” the head said again. “Grave danger. In time. Death of the grove.”

      “What danger?” the Iron Druid asked. “What child?”

      “Child, child, child,” the voices whispered.

      “A special child,” the head said. “Conceived in blood, born in war, raised in fire. The savior yet unborn.”

      “What do you want me to do, Mother?” the Iron Druid asked again.

      “Save the boy.”

      “The boy? You mean the child? The unborn savior?”

      “No,” the head said. “Save the boy. The human.”

      “Dan?” Holly said, hope sparking in her chest.

      “Yes,” the head said.

      “Yes, yes, yes,” the voices whispered.

      “Save Dan and save the child,” said the head of Holly’s grandmother. “Go to Fire Ridge.”

      The Iron Druid stared down, struck speechless.

      The head said, “Holly must promise. Must pay the price.”

      “Price, price, price,” the dead whispered from all around the heart of the grove.

      “What price?” Holly’s father asked.

      “I don’t care what it is,” Holly said. And she didn’t. She would rather die and go to Hades with a broken back than abandon Dan and Nadia. “I’ll pay the price. Tell me what to do, and I’ll do it, whatever it is.”

      And her grandmother told them what Holly needed to do to secure the help of the grove.

      Holly nodded, blinking away tears. She thought of Dan, of Nadia, of the future she had planned. All gone now. All flames and ash.

      Holly lifted her chin. “All right,” she said with a sniff. “I’ll do it. I vow this upon my life and my blood before my ancestors living and dead, here within the heart of the grove. I will do it.”
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      “Heave!” Dan roared, and hauled down on the rope as hard as he could. Around him, elves hollered, throwing themselves into the effort.

      Dan’s exhausted muscles strained, dragging the rope backward yet again. Overhead, pulleys worked their magic, lifting the huge log off the ground and raising it vertical again, the pointed end jutting skyward. Workers surged forward, guiding the flat end of the log into the deep ditch they had dug in front of the makeshift main gate.

      When one of the elves had initially shared Ula’s idea, Dan had wondered if there had been an error in translation.

      Tear down a section of the palisade fence? Was Ula serious?

      She was.

      And not just any section. Ula suggested that they pull down the palisade that ran in front of the fortress, in plain view of anyone entering the meadow. She wanted to knock down the outer wall directly in front of their weakest point, the slapped together main gate that could never withstand a direct assault.

      This was an insane idea. They had worked so hard to repair the palisade. Why would they pull it down and expose the chink in their armor?

      But then the warrior woman had explained her reasoning.

      Had they fixed the entire palisade, it would have served its purpose. Fragmented as it was, however, the outer fence would only work against them. Roderick’s Raiders would hide behind it, using the thick timbers to shield their staging area, and then pour through the gaps.

      If Ula had her way, they would have pulled down the entire palisade. But without the time to mend or destroy the fence, she suggested they pull down the most visible section, inviting Roderick’s Raiders to attack the front gate, which could be reinforced by the toppled logs.

      The enemy would pour through this gap, straight into the Fist of Fury’s kill zone.

      Dan had agreed at once, and they set immediately to dismantling the outer fence.

      An incredible transformation had come over the elves in the hours since his speech. Throughout the night, they worked feverishly, without rest or complaint, as if possessed. And when the light of day had broken across the meadow, Dan noticed something strange about the elves working around him.

      “What’s on your faces?” he had asked.

      Grinning, a nearby elf had touched the dark smudge along his jawline and said, “Ashes, Master. We don’t have time for tattooing, but if we’re going to die fighting, we’re going to die with the black fires of our ancestors burning on our faces!”

      Dan had roared approval. That’s when he knew that this was more than just stubbornness and suicide. With the warrior spirit returning to his forces, they actually had a chance.

      “That’s it,” he called to the top of the wall, where elves were lashing this last log into place beside the others. Now a solid wall of thick timber stood before the flimsy gate between the guard houses. “That will do it. Excellent work! Lash it tight.” Turning to the elves around him, he said, “All right, let’s fill in the ditch.”

      As one, they cheered and started shoveling dirt into the ditch and tamping it down around the logs.

      Shouts rose along the wall. Dan straightened and stared out across the meadow, where a dark figure appeared, sprinting out of the woods on all fours.

      “Your wife returns, Master!” a sentry called down from the tower.

      Dan dropped his shovel and strode into the meadow to meet her. Still in full-wolf form, Nadia raced across the cleared meadow with incredible speed, streaking along close to the ground in a chestnut-brown blur.

      Nadia lurched to stop before him and transformed. Since the wedding, she had cast off any hesitation about shifting in front of him, and now she shifted in front of everyone. Seconds later, she stood, naked and panting and beautiful in her human form.

      A wave of unexpected emotion struck Dan as he beheld her shapely naked body, her perfect breasts rising and falling as she struggled to catch her breath. He felt jealousy at the thought of his wife standing lovely and naked before so many eyes, but even more, he felt a surge of pride, affection, and hot desire.

      He wanted to pull her to the ground and make love to her. In the middle of the night, Nadia had separated him from the others and proposed just that, begging him to make love to her in the shadows, just a quickie, standing up in a narrow alley between two buildings. But he had refused her. They needed every second to work.

      Now, watching the rise and fall of her perfect breasts, he regretted his decision.

      Nadia’s green eyes glowed with intensity. “They’re coming,” she panted. “They’ll be here in fifteen minutes, maybe ten.”

      He nodded, heart pounding. This was it. “Thank you, my love.”

      He kissed Nadia and gave her a hug. Then he removed his cloak and wrapped her in it.

      Turning to the elves, he shouted, “To arms! They are almost upon us! This is the hour of your glory!”
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      Standing inside the guard tower, Dan heard Roderick’s Raiders before he saw them.

      The army was making no effort to disguise its approach.

      Bah-roo!

      A war horn sounded in the woods, followed closely by the clamor of shouted curses, marching boots, and the clanging of sword against shield.

      “Warriors of Fire Ridge!” Dan called to the archers crouching behind the battlements. “The enemy is upon us. Stay hidden. Let them get close. When you hear the Fist, fire at will. Today, we destroy Roderick’s Raiders!”

      A muffled cheer wrapped around the wall and across the courtyard, where a formation of Ula’s troops stood, ready to fire their bows into the meadow and then rush to whatever sections of wall needed reinforcement.

      Catching the hobgoblin’s attention, Dan nodded.

      Ula nodded back and thumped her chest.

      “Just how close are we going to let them get?” Nadia asked.

      “All the way into our jaws,” he said. “The closer they get, the harder it will be for them to run for cover.”

      She nodded without meeting his eyes. “And the shorter distance they’ll have to charge the wall.”

      “You’re turning into a real goblet-half-empty kind of person.”

      “Waiting for two giants and a thousand of their bloodthirsty pals can do that to a girl.”

      Roderick’s Raiders emerged from the forest with a tremendous roar.

      These weren’t knights in armor, marching in neat ranks.

      These were savages. They boiled out of the forest, bellowing and slamming weapons against shields.

      Nadia kissed Dan, shifted into her half-wolf form, and descended into the courtyard, where she would rush any raider who made it over the wall.

      These foot soldiers were dressed in patchwork furs and armor. Most carried shields. Some wore breast plates, some helmets, some only greaves or gorgets, as if in their eagerness to destroy Fire Ridge, they had forgotten to don the rest of their armor.

      Others, stripped to the waist, wore only scars. Dan saw painted faces, long hair, and wild beards. From this distance, it was hard to say for sure, but by their bulky muscles and blunt heads, he guessed they were half-orcs.

      The irony didn’t escape him. In his first battle, he wasn’t facing an organized army as had his barbaric ancestors; he was defending a fortress against what looked very much like a barbarian horde.

      Each pack of savages carried a ladder or two. They would have ropes, too, Dan knew, and axes. Anything to breach the defenses.

      Here and there, muscular dogs with boxy heads strained against leashes, pulling toward Fire Ridge and the promise of fresh meat.

      No, Dan corrected himself. These creatures weren’t dogs. He loved dogs. But these animals weren’t dogs any longer. Roderick’s Raiders had turned them into monsters.

      One more reason to kill every last one of these assholes.

      Mounted soldiers rode onto the field. The riders wore more armor than the ground troops and rode in three loose ranks with perhaps forty riders in all. Each man carried a lance. They would be murder in the open.

      Behind the cavalry trundled a line of wagons. Naked green elves were strapped to the front of each wagon like figureheads decorating the prows of sailing ships. Even at this distance, Dan could hear their cries and see the lash marks crisscrossing their naked bodies.

      Monsters, he thought. Roderick and his Raiders are monsters.

      He wouldn’t think about the screams of the green elves or their terrible wounds. That was exactly what Roderick wanted, precisely why he’d put them on display. He expected the terrible sounds and images to crush the spirit of any unlikely opposition.

      Next came the giants, two of them, fifteen feet tall.

      “Hold,” Dan called down the line.

      One giant carried a club the size of a tree trunk. The other shook a gigantic axe overhead and launched a tremendous bellow across the field.

      Dan glanced out at the soldiers along the wall and was glad to see them holding position.

      Around the giants swarmed another wave of barbaric foot soldiers. Behind them marched what looked like a hundred archers with long bows.

      Finally, a huge wagon emerged from the forest, drawn into view by a team of giant horses armored in shining plate mail. Atop this wagon sat what looked like a squat black building topped with a curved metal roof like a turtle shell. Dan could make out arrow slits staring from the face of the short structure.

      Roderick’s command center, he guessed. So the king of the assholes could hide in safety and still enjoy the show as his savages wiped out another village of innocents.

      Only this village had a surprise for Roderick.

      “Hold,” Dan called again, and he watched the command pass along the walls. Crouching elves clutching bows nodded before passing on the word.

      Dan took up his position behind the Fist.

      The fire team had already loaded the hopper. Both ammo bins were heaped with shining spheres of death.

      “Steam,” Dan said.

      “Steam,” Teeka, the red elf fire team captain, said and cranked open the pipe valve.

      “Going hot,” Dan said.

      Steam inflated the dragon-skin hose and hissed into the gun. The Fist of Fury shuddered in his hands, ready to kill.

      The army was moving faster now.

      Halfway across the field, the savages at the front gave a loud roar and broke into a trot. Behind them, the war horn, which Dan now spotted riding behind one of the naked green elves, gave a blast. Baaah-roooo!

      The army broke apart.

      Taking long strides, the giants marched to the front of the ranks and headed straight for the main gate with four hundred savage foot soldiers jogging along behind them. The cavalry slowed, trotting along the road behind them, followed by the wagons, save for Roderick’s armored command center, which remained at the edge of the woods across the meadow.

      The archers split into two groups, one going left, the other going right. The second group of barbarian foot soldiers, four or five hundred strong, likewise split into two groups and streamed into opposite sides of the surrounding forest.

      Dan tensed, watching the raiders adjust their formation. He ached to blast away with the Fist and thereby unleash three hundred arrows at his enemies. But he had to wait. Had to let them get closer. Couldn’t let them run for cover.

      Once he fired, he and the elves would pound away, killing as many raiders as quickly as they could. Once they had lost the element of surprise, the battle would shift. If they killed enough raiders in those opening moments, perhaps Roderick would withdraw. Otherwise, the slaver would throw everything he had at Fire Ridge.

      Closer and closer the raiders came.

      Glancing to the walls, Dan saw his soldiers fidgeting but staying in position.

      Closer…

      The giants were fifty feet away now.

      He put the crosshairs on the chest of the smaller giant.

      Forty feet.

      The giant’s face was ugly. Huge and misshapen with a dead eye, a thick black beard, and an ugly blue scar splitting a crumpled nose. The giant’s other eye swiveled toward the tower and narrowed, spying Dan. The giant opened his mouth to shout, and Dan stomped the pedal.

      Pang-pang-pang-pang-pang!

      The Fist jolted in Dan’s grip. The barrels cycled, spitting steel.

      The giant jerked and roared with surprise as red holes opened in his stomach.

      Pang-pang-pang!

      Dan walked a line of red explosions up the giant’s torso. Divots of bloody flesh leapt away. The Fist punched a line of holes up the huge chest and—Pang!—the giant’s forehead caved and a red cloud blew out the back of the massive skull, raining down brain matter and bone fragments. The hulking raider toppled, dead as a stone, and crushed screaming foot soldiers bunched up behind him.

      One second had passed since Dan first stomped the pedal.

      The cry of “Fire Ridge!” erupted along the ramparts, and hundreds of arrows fired as one, raining death upon the barbarians below.

      Judging by how few savages managed to raise their shields before the arrows struck, Dan figured that they had indeed taken the raiders by surprise.

      But a barbaric horde like this was less rattled by a surprise attack than a more organized army might have been. They didn’t break ranks. There were no ranks. And they didn’t hesitate, trying to reposition elements of assault.

      The savages roared as one, sounding both furious and elated, and charged the front gate.

      Dan swung the Fist toward the second giant, who was drawing back his great battle axe and bellowing at the guard tower where Dan stood.

      By the time Dan had the giant in his crosshairs, a dozen arrows slammed into the huge warrior, sinking to the feathers in his limbs and torso and face.

      Dan stomped the pedal.

      Pang-pang-pang!

      He watched holes open in the giant’s arm and shoulder—and then saw the gigantic axe whirling straight at him.

      “Down!” he shouted to his fire team.

      The tower shook as the axe sheered through a support, hit the floor, and bounced back up again, fifteen feet of shining death spinning through the air straight at Dan.

      He shouted and dropped behind the Fist. There was a loud clang, and the gun jerked above him, clipped by the passing axe, which slammed into the far wall with a crunch and lodged there. Overhead, the roof cracked and sagged to one side, but the tower held.

      “Holy shit!” Dan shouted, and then, inexplicably, he was laughing, a strange thing not just because the axe had nearly killed him but also because he was at that moment seized by a red fury the likes of which he had never known.

      How dare these assholes march across his field and attack his people? He was going to kill every last one of these motherfuckers!

      And then he was firing again, shouting curses as the Fist pang-pang-pang-ed, punching red holes in the giant’s back as the huge man broke and ran, stepping on his allies and crushing them as he zigzagged around the far corner of the wall.

      Down below, barbarians crashed into the gate of lashed palisade logs. They roared, chopping at the heavy timbers with axes.

      Dan swiveled the Fist and stomped the pedal.

      Pang-pang-pang-pang!

      Steel rounds tore through the shock troops as if they were boiled chickens. Whole vectors of savages died as spheres blasted through one man and another and another. Only the sharp angle at which Dan was forced to fire stopped the rounds from plowing through still more raiders.

      He raked the Fist back and forth across the mass of raiders chopping at the wall, while from the walls flashed wave after wave of elven arrows.

      Around him, the fire team hustled. He heard the winch cranking as one of the ammo crates lowered into the floor for a refill.

      Along the wall, elves screamed as arrows rained down. Dan saw only one elf drop away from the ramparts. Otherwise, his soldiers had shielded themselves behind the battlements.

      Arrows rained down on Dan’s tower. One skipped off the railing and sliced across the arm of Teeka, who cursed and got back to work.

      Pang-pang-pang!

      He pounded the swarm of savages assaulting the gates.

      Grappling hooks sailed up into the air, catching along the wall and his tower.

      He swiveled the gun, blasting climbers from the wall, but he couldn’t see whoever had hooked onto his tower. “Cut that line!” he shouted to his crew and pointed to the grappling hook. “They’re trying to climb up!”

      Two more hooks sailed into the tower, dragged back across the floor, and hooked into the railing.

      Fuckers!

      One of his elves ran to the hooks, cut a rope, cut another, then yelped and staggered back, shot through the shoulder with a arrow.

      Teeka took the fallen elf’s place, slicing through the remaining rope, but two more hooks sailed in and dug into the railing.

      “Don’t let them up here!” Dan shouted, and the entire fire team rushed bravely forward and started slicing lines.

      More arrows smacked into the tower. One zoomed past Dan’s head.

      He swiveled the Fist toward the enemy archers, who were firing from a hundred yards out.

      Pang-pang-pang-pang-pang!

      His first several shots chewed the meadow, pitching chunks of sod into the air, but he zipped this line across the ground and raked the archers, who were drawing to fire again.

      The effect was beautiful.

      In the front rank, twenty archers folded as if they’d all been punched in the gut. His rounds tore across their midsections, opening their flesh as if he’d pulled an invisible zipper. Blood and guts spilled to the ground.

      Archers behind them jerked and toppled as rounds blasted out the backs of the front row to claim more victims.

      Then he swept fire back the other way, mowing down more archers.

      The survivors broke and retreated.

      The cavalry had disappeared.

      Arrows rained down on his tower from the other side of the meadow, rattling across the rooftop like hail. Points jutted down through the wood like stalactites. One of his fire team members cried out, skewered through the thigh.

      Meanwhile, more hooks latched onto the rail.

      “Keep them off!” he roared, but more hooks appeared.

      “Teeka!” he shouted. “Take the Fist!” With half of his team injured, the archers pounding the position with constant fire, and more grappling hooks clawing onto the railing every second, he would be of more use repelling climbers.

      “Yes, Master!” Teeka said, taking the gun.

      Pointing across the field to the other set of archers, he shouted, “Kill those bastards first!”

      He yanked his sword free of its sheath and rushed to the rail, where he started chopping ropes. One after another, raiders fell away, crashing down on those below.

      There were so many!

      Behind him, Teeka worked the Fist.

      Pang-pang-pang-pang-pang!

      Dan charged across the tower, chopped another rope, and something punched him hard in the shoulder as another wave of arrows slammed into the tower.

      Looking down, he saw an arrow had blown almost through his shoulder. Only half the feathers were still visible at the front.

      “Gint!” he shouted to one of his elves. “Snap and pull this thing out.”

      Without hesitation, the red elf snapped the arrow, yanked it free, and got back to loading the Fist.

      “Kill those fucking archers!” Dan roared.

      A second later, Teeka’s shots tore across the archers, crumpling half of the front rank.

      “Back and forth,” Dan shouted, “mow them down!”

      Teeka snarled behind the gun, swiveling the spinning barrels back and forth.

      Pang-pang-pang-pang!

      And the arrows stopped raining down on the tower.

      A loud commotion rose along the far wall, halfway across the compound, and Dan’s blood chilled to see the giant climbing over the ramparts.
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      “You’re doing great, everyone!” Dan shouted. “Keep pounding them at the gate, Teeka. Everyone else, do not let anyone up here. I have to defend the wall!”

      If the giant broke through the side wall, the entire army would rush the breach.

      Dan jumped from the tower, landed on the wall, and raced along the walkway.

      The giant topped the wall. Elves jabbed at him with spears, but he swung his massive arm and batted several defenders off the walkway.

      Dan charged in that direction, shouting at elves to follow him. If the raiders got over the wall, things were about to go very, very badly.

      Around the roaring giant, ladders slammed into the battlements. Heads appeared. One head, two, four, seven—a horror show of tattooed faces framed in wild beards split by crazed smiles clamped around shining blades.

      No!

      Down on the ground, elves charged the nearest stairwell. Racing at the head of the defenders was Nadia in her fused form.

      Dan’s heart hitched to see his wife racing up the stairs toward the giant, who leapt down from the wall and landed in the courtyard.

      Then Dan reached the spot where soldiers were boiling over the wall. A battle cry ripped from his lungs as he waded in, hacking and slashing.

      Thirty feet away, Nadia had reached the top of the stairs. He heard her growling as she tore into the attackers.

      Dan slid into a red rage, roaring as he punched and kicked and swung his sword, fighting his way toward his wife.

      Parry, duck, headbutt, hip check, thrust…

      He surged and spun, leapt and bulled forward in a frenzied dance of death, all to the pang-pang-pang music of the Fist pounding away behind him.

      Raiders fell away, screaming from the wall, missing hands, missing arms, with smashed faces and opened guts.

      Dan was a killing machine, batting enemies over the wall and carving those who kept their balance. Leaning over the battlements, he hacked away heads and arms and sent ladders crashing down on the raiders swarming on the ground below.

      Blood rushed in his ears, rage roared in his head, and curse-laden battle cries spewed from his mouth.

      Occasionally, one of the raiders would score a lucky blow, stabbing him or slicing him or catching him with a desperate punch just before Dan headbutted their nose to pulp and tossed them over the wall.

      Swept wholly into the blood rapture of barbaric rage, Dan barely registered his injuries.

      Over the course of recent weeks, Dan had less and less frequently remembered that his life was now based upon a game, but that knowledge fueled him now.

      These raiders were mostly first-level fighters.

      Dan, on the other hand, was a fourth-level barbarian with 18(92) strength. His damage bonus alone would kill most men outright. Meanwhile, he had a base of 74 hit points, enough to absorb their pitiful attacks and roll straight through the middle of these assholes who had dared to attack his home, his women, and his people.

      Wherever a hand appeared, he swung his sword, solving the problem. Behind him, elves joined the fight, roaring “Fire Ridge!” as they followed him bravely into the fray.

      Then the walkway was clear, and he was face-to-face with Nadia. She was panting hard, bleeding from a wound on the shoulder, her muzzle washed to the eyes in blood.

      She gave him a wicked smile. “Husband,” she growled.

      “Wife,” he said, and then turned to the troops behind him. “Defend this wall, warriors. No more ladders. Fire Ridge!”

      “Fire Ridge!” the bloody elves echoed and went to work with their spears.

      Down in the courtyard, the giant stomped on a red elf. A dozen raiders had massed around him to fight three dozen elves and Ula, who was a thing of terrible beauty as she danced in and out, working her axe, stealing limbs and heads.

      The giant turned in Ula’s direction with a loud roar.

      Dan sheathed his sword and leapt from the rampart. His boots pounded into the great hairy back, and he fell forward into the back of the giant’s head.

      The giant stumbled, roaring with surprise.

      Dan’s left hand grabbed a fistful of thick black hair. His right hand ripped a knife from his belt. Reaching around the massive head, he jammed the blade into the giant’s eye. The great orb popped like an overripe tomato, spewing forth the jellied contents of the ruined eye.

      Dan drew back his arm and struck again, this time thumping the blade into the side of the giant’s neck. Sure, it was only a knife blade—1 to 3 points of damage, some crazed part of his brain chimed—but his strength bonus basically tripled the damage.

      He drew back to strike again, and the whole world exploded.

      Stunned, he tumbled from the giant’s shoulders and slammed into the courtyard cobblestones with an explosion of pain.

      See, the trouble was, strength bonuses worked both ways.

      He’d been punched by a fucking giant!

      The giant roared and staggered back, stepping on one of his own people. Nadia was on his shoulders now, tearing into his neck with her jaws.

      Leaping to his feet, Dan rushed forward. In a single move, he unsheathed his sword and brought the blade around in a wide arc that sliced across the giant’s hamstring.

      The giant wobbled but didn’t fall. He bellowed and tossed Nadia away.

      Dan parried an attack from a raider, elbowed the man in the face, and then split the bastard in two, from skull to gut.

      He turned just in time to see a massive fist rushing toward him—and came to a second later, lying on the cobblestones several feet away, face throbbing and ears ringing.

      The giant had punched him again. Stunned him. Knocked him off his feet.

      And now the massive fucker was coming this way, raising a huge boot into the air to stomp Dan to a pulp.

      Dan tried to roll, but his stunned body wouldn’t respond, wouldn’t move.

      As the boot rushed toward him, Dan heard a grunt, and he was hit again, not by the boot but by someone else, someone who dived into him, knocking him out of the way just in time.

      Then the giant foot slammed down. Dan heard a crunch and a cry as the boot crushed the person who had saved him.

      Struggling to stand, Dan saw Ula stretched unmoving upon the cobblestones.

      “No!” he shouted, as the giant lifted his foot again.

      Pang-pang-pang!

      The giant stumbled backward. His colossal head jerked back and forth, coming apart.

      Then the huge raider crashed to the ground, dead as a pile of slag.

      “Yes!” Dan shouted. “Teeka!”

      He rushed to Ula. Nadia was already there, touching the warrior woman’s neck.

      “She’s alive,” Nadia said. “Barely.”

      “Thank Crom,” Dan said.

      Ula had saved his life, throwing her own body into the path of the crushing boot just to push Dan out of the way.

      He lifted Ula into his arms and jogged across the courtyard. “Hold on,” he told the unconscious hobgoblin. “I’m tucking you away in the tunnel until the fight is over.”

      Jorbin Ateel appeared in the doorway of the building. “Lord Dan! I was just coming to find you. We’ve cleared the tunnel, sir!”

      “Good work,” Dan said, handing Ula over to the group of gnomes who appeared behind Jorbin.

      He started to give them directions, but a loud crack split the air, and the tower exploded in a blinding flash of blue lightning. Bodies tumbled, limp and smoking, from the ruined tower, which burst into flames.

      “No!” Dan roared. Teeka, his crew, the Fist… all gone.

      How could they possibly hold the gate now?

      Nadia pulled at his arm. “The wall.”

      He looked to where she was pointing and saw raiders scampering over the wall he’d abandoned. The elves were battling bravely, but they were outnumbered, and more raiders were scrambling over the battlements every second.

      At the rear of the fortress, flames burned brightly, lifting high in the air. The buildings are on fire, Dan realized. Everything is falling apart.

      “Lord Dan,” Jorbin said, “should I tell those waiting in the tunnel to flee?”

      Dan looked at the little man for a second, trying to think. The very old and very young were huddled in the tunnel, awaiting his command. Should he send them away?

      Enemies were boiling over walls, much of the fortress was burning, and the Fist was out of commission.

      But the tunnel would drop them at the edge of the woods, too close to the enemy. In fact, they would emerge not far from the wagon that was protecting Roderick and the wizard who had destroyed the Fist and killed Dan’s crew.

      “No,” Dan said. “Not yet. It’s too—”

      Beyond the wall, something whooshed loudly. Bright light lit the meadow. Defenders upon the ramparts screamed. The front gate shuddered, suddenly engulfed in flames.

      Roderick’s mage had launched a fire ball!

      The magical fire raged, eating the gate, and rapidly spread to the wooden portion of the remaining guard tower.

      Beyond the flaming gate, the raiders roared victoriously. Only a matter of time now.

      Another loud crack split the air, and blue lightning blasted away an upper section of the wall. Elves rained down in the courtyard, dead or dying.

      The upper third of the wall was gone. Brave defenders rushed into the smoking gap and slammed into a wave of howling raiders.

      “We have to kill that fucking wizard!” Dan shouted.

      “How?” Nadia asked. “He’s sitting in that wagon, all armored up, taking potshots from across the meadow.”

      Dan’s brain raced. With the Fist, Dan might have been able to blast through the armor, but with the big gun out of commission, they couldn’t reach the wizard. Arrows would just bounce off the wagon’s shield.

      Trying to cross the open field between would be suicide.

      More elves rushed to defend the broken wall, but another bolt of blue lighting struck, frying elves and raiders alike, leaving the crumbled section a smoldering ruin.

      Seconds later, raiders clambered over the wall. Soon, Roderick would swing his entire force in that direction.

      Think, Dan, think!

      Could he drop down the other side of the wall, sprint to the woods, and circle around to the wagon?

      No, they would see him running across the kill zone.

      He needed to kill that sorcerous asshole!

      If only there was a way to just teleport to the wagon.

      He pictured himself just appearing in the woods, ready to kill, and in that second knew what he had to do.

      “Come on, Nadia!” he shouted. Then, looking around, he said, “Jorbin, I need you. And your sons.” Settling his eyes on a trio of fierce looking red elves with blood-spattered faces running toward the main battle, he called, “You three! With us!”
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            In Through the Out Door

          

        

      

    

    
      Dan rose out of the earth like a demon, his face painted in blood and streaked in soot, sweat, and soil. He ran, snarling, out of the woods, his eyes gleaming with bloodlust.

      He and his friends had hurried out the long tunnel, repurposing the exit of last resort to stage a surprise attack.

      The guards posted around the wagon never saw Dan or his band of bloodthirsty fighters coming and died in a flash of swords, spears, and fangs.

      Their death cries served as an alarm, however, and a second later, a tall red-haired man in banded mail emerged from the wagon, brandishing a glowing sword. Beside him appeared two burly raiders with the hard-bitten look of veteran sergeants.

      Dan didn’t waste time or breath on threats, promises, or introductions. He knew who this man was, just as Roderick, judging by the look of white-hot rage that flashed in his eyes, knew who Dan was.

      One of the burly sergeants stepped forward, blocking Dan—and then shouted as a chestnut-brown blur rushed past, snapping. The man stumbled away, gurgling and clutching at his throat, bright red blood bubbling through his fingers.

      Roderick’s other muscular attendant rushed forward—straight into three elven spears that pounded into his torso. Growling, the big man began yanking the spears out of gaping wounds.

      Dan made that job considerably harder by lopping off one of the man’s thick arms. The raider barely had time to scream before a potbellied gnome jammed a dagger up between his legs, sheathing the blade to the hilt in groin-flesh.

      Several raiders appeared and joined the battle. Steel rang against steel.

      Dan charged forward and swung at Roderick, who parried the blow with his glowing sword and called, “Asha!”

      Dan attacked with three rapid backhand slashes, keeping Roderick on the defensive, then launched his real attack, dropping into a crouch and swinging at the man’s thigh.

      Again, Roderick parried the blow, and Dan, who felt one of his berserk rages coming on, forced down the red bloodlust.

      Roderick was no first-level raider or bumbling acolyte. The man commanded an army of a thousand savages, brandished a glowing sword, and had calmly blocked all of Dan’s attacks.

      Dan dredged up the lesson of the ass-whipping he’d received from Briar. He couldn’t just attack Roderick blindly, couldn’t pretend that things weren’t what they were, couldn’t pick an approach and keep hammering away, regardless of consequences.

      Against lesser opponents, Dan’s strength, frenzied fighting style, and deep determination won the day. Against a superior opponent, relying solely on those advantages could get him killed.

      He had to be patient. Had to keep his head. Had to remember the mission statement.

      “Asha!” Roderick shouted again, and a blue-robed elven woman with a shaven head and a bunch of weird symbols tattooed on her face stepped from the wagon.

      “Everyone!” Dan shouted, putting voice to the mission statement. “Kill her!”

      As one, Dan’s friends disengaged from the raiders and rushed the magic user, who raised a hand, screaming incantations.

      Roderick moved to protect her.

      As Roderick shifted his attention, Dan struck, driving his sword up under the tall man’s guard. The blade punched into Roderick’s armpit and out the back of his shoulder.

      Roderick counterattacked, focusing once more on Dan, who ducked the blow and spotted an opening but couldn’t find his balance in time to thrust before Roderick pivoted defensively.

      Light flashed beside them, strobing once, twice, three times.

      Nadia yelped sharply, and other voices cried out. How badly Nadia was hurt and whether the other casualties were elves or gnomes, Dan couldn’t say, because he was busy fending off a fierce barrage from Roderick.

      Dan fought like a barbarian, leaping and ducking, relying as much upon speed, agility, and ferocity as upon strength. As he found his rhythm, offense and defense disappeared. By attacking, he kept Roderick on the defensive, and every time Dan parried, blocked, or ducked a strike, he created an opportunity to counterattack. The two battled back and forth, round and round, in a stalemate of flashing steel and shouted curses.

      Neither man could overextend and attack, recede into a defensive posture, or avert his attention for even a quarter second, for to do so might afford his opponent a slight edge that could rapidly snowball into a fatal advantage. Theirs was a constant, clanging battle, each man balancing offense and defense, locked with complete and terrible focus upon the other, determined to end him.

      Dan felt the weight of recent days—the battle with the living darkness, the grueling trip back to Fire Ridge, the feverish work to prepare for this assault, all without rest and capped off with non-stop combat leading up to this fierce battle.

      His arms burned. His shoulders ached. His back and legs felt heavy and stiff. But these obstacles only made him fight harder. He dug deep, rejected all weakness, and launched another attack.

      He was aware of the battle between his friends and the elven magic user raging on beside him and took grim satisfaction in registering the occasional sharp and unfamiliar scream that meant the wizard, too, was taking damage.

      Stay strong, Dan thought. Stay strong and stay focused.

      He didn’t need to beat Roderick. Not yet. He only needed to keep the man from defending the wizard. After that, Dan’s friends would turn their attention to Roderick, and together, they would overwhelm him, Roderick’s fancy glowing sword be damned.

      But then a blast sounded above them. Or rather, three blasts in close succession, as someone atop the wagon blew three times upon the war horn.

      Bahroo-bahroo-bah-rooooooo!

      Parrying an attack, Roderick smiled, and with a sinking sensation, Dan realized the man had been playing the same game as Dan. Those three blasts had sent a specific message across the battlefield.

      Defend Roderick.

      This was a battle of seconds now.

      Glancing over Roderick’s shoulder, Dan saw men on horseback streaking this way across a meadow littered with corpses. Behind them, the gate to Fire Ridge was completely gone and tiny figures battled all along the ramparts, silhouetted against blazing infernos burning within the compound.

      “You’ve lost!” Roderick said, driving into Dan with a flurry of slashing attacks. The last strike sliced a line of fire across Dan’s shoulder.

      Dan growled and countered, but Roderick leapt deftly back, avoiding the attack. Since the blasting of the horn, Roderick’s smile had not faltered, and the man fought now with renewed energy and confidence.

      The magic user cried out—and the cry cut off sharply, replaced by the wild and muffled growling of a wolf shaking prey by the throat.

      “No!” Roderick shouted, and suddenly he was backpedaling, battling fiercely to fend off not only Dan but also a bellowing potbellied gnome covered in gore and screeching red elf who rushed wildly forward, thrusting a spear at Roderick’s chest.

      The spear grazed harmlessly off Roderick’s armor, and he batted the elf away with a backhand, but Dan and Jorbin Ateel attacked in that moment.

      Roderick bellowed and staggered backward, bleeding from gaping wounds in his chest and abdomen, wounds that would have killed most warriors. Apparently, Roderick also had a lot of hit points.

      Nadia pounced, snapping at his throat, but Roderick’s mailed fist knocked her to the ground.

      Dan lunged, stabbing Roderick in the forearm. Jorbin dipped between the slaver’s legs, dragging his blade along the inside of Roderick’s thigh. The elf reappeared, surging forward with the battle cry of “Fire Ridge!” and punched his spear into Roderick’s chest, knocking the man from his feet. Nadia surged forward, grabbing Roderick by the back of the neck.

      Then the ground shook, and Nadia yelped and rushed into the air, skewered on the lance of the forwardmost rider.

      “No!” Dan shouted. Leaping forward, he yanked the horseman from his saddle and drove him to the ground. The man hit with a crunching clang. Wild with rage, Dan found the man’s hair and chin, twisted hard, and snapped the bastard’s neck.

      Then the world exploded.

      A lance pierced Dan’s shoulder. The warhorse slammed into him, knocking him flat, and ran straight over him, pounding its iron-shod hooves into his gut as it passed.

      Ignoring the pain, Dan scrambled to his feet. He and his friends drew together, back-to-back, bleeding and breathing hard, weapons at the ready, as horsemen reined into position, forming a circle around them. Lances lowered. Horses stomped, steam huffing from their nostrils into the cold night.

      “You killed my son,” Roderick called from behind the stamping horses. “Now you will suffer. You’ve lost the fight and the fortress, and soon, you will lose your miserable lives. How does it feel to lose everything?” He laughed pointing behind him at the burning fortress.

      “Shut your cocksucker and fight!” Jorbin Ateel squeaked.

      Nadia barked laughter.

      The last elf standing cackled madly.

      And Dan realized that he was laughing, too. Roaring laughter, in fact, as the gnome’s high-pitched voice echoed in his ears. Shut your cocksucker and fight!

      If Dan was going to die, he was glad to be dying alongside Jorbin Ateel, a fierce and foulmouthed fellow if ever there was one.

      “Try not to kill them,” Roderick said. “Aim for the arms and legs. After they’re in chains, I’ll summon a healer. The torture session will last for weeks, months, possibly even years.”

      The horsemen nodded and lowered their lances.

      Dan turned his head quickly and kissed Nadia on the snout. “I love you.”

      “I love you, too,” she growled. “What you say we kill more assholes?”

      “You read my mind.”

      “All right, men!” Roderick shouted, raising his sword in the air. “Fifty gold p—”

      Whatever he was about to say was lost in the screams of the horsemen as they were ripped from their saddles and yanked into the night sky, gripped in the talons of griffons.

      Yes! Dan thought. Holly!

      A river of griffons rushed past. Elven riders loosed arrows, killing the few horsemen who hadn’t been snatched from their saddles.

      Roderick cried out, jerking and twisting, and fell to the ground, bristling with arrow shafts.

      The warhorses, having lost their riders and their nerve, rolled their big eyes skyward and scattered in all directions.

      Dan marched across the meadow to where Roderick was struggling onto all fours.

      Dan punted the man’s face.

      Roderick dropped again and rolled onto his back, coughing blood and staring up with hatred burning in his eyes.

      “You expected the red elves to be weak,” Dan said, speaking loudly so that everyone could hear him, “but they are strong. That’s why you’re going to die. Any last words?”

      Eyes blazing, Roderick coughed up more blood and snarled, “Fu—”

      Dan chopped his head off. Turning to Nadia, who was limping toward him, holding her side, he said, “I didn’t like where he was going with that.”

      He bent, snatched up the decapitated head by its long red locks, and pointed his sword toward Fire Ridge, over which dozens of griffons now swooped and dove. “Fire Ridge!” Dan shouted, and he and his friends charged toward the battle.
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      Sometimes victory is a relative term.

      Dawn broke cold and stark upon the smoldering ruins of Fire Ridge. Dan strode across the courtyard, surveying the damage and doing his best not to limp.

      The elves would look to him for strength now. He would do his best to give them that much.

      Their fortress was decimated—its walls smashed, its buildings gutted by fire, a third of its citizens dead, the majority of the survivors wounded, some gravely.

      Having recharged their magic through predawn prayer, grey elf healers moved through the carnage, treating serious injuries. One of the healers, a silver-haired girl with kind amber eyes, approached, offering to heal Dan’s wounds.

      He waved her off, just as he had previous healers, including Holly, whom he had seen only briefly since the battle. He was covered in wounds, some serious, but he would tend these with his own barbaric first aid. He would heal in time.

      Others were more urgently in need.

      Ula had survived, thank Crom. The brave warrior woman had nearly lost her life saving his.

      The first time he’d visited her in the triage area, she had been unconscious. Returning to her now, he was happy to see that she had awakened.

      Seeing him, however, Ula frowned and turned away.

      Dan told a red elf to ask Ula what was wrong.

      Ula grunted, sounding dejected.

      “She apologizes for failing you, Master,” the red elf translated.

      “What?” Dan said, confused. “She saved my life.”

      The elf relayed Dan’s words. Ula shook her head and spoke again.

      “She says, ‘I fell,’” the red elf translated.

      “Yes,” Dan said. He lifted Ula’s chin. “You fell after I fell. You fell saving me. Thank you.”

      Ula wouldn’t meet his eyes. She continued to frown even after the red elf delivered Dan’s thanks.

      “Look,” Dan said, “whatever hobgoblin warrior woman bullshit you’ve latched onto, drop it. You saved my ass. In fact, you’ve erased your debt to me, all right? I’d love for you to stay, but your debt is paid, and you’re free to leave whenever you please.”

      Impulsively, he leaned over and kissed her cheek. Then he stood and turned away, not wanting to embarrass the fallen warrior woman.

      But Ula started grunting, and the red elf called to Dan.

      When he turned back, Ula was staring up at him, pointy tusks jutting from her sheepish smile.

      “Master,” the red elf said, “Ula says that she will not leave. She says she will stay by your side until she is dead or until you send her away, may that day never come.”

      Smiling, Dan gave them both a nod. “That makes me very happy, Ula.”

      As he continued his rounds, Dan recognized the young red elf warrior who had fought by his side against Roderick. The young warrior was attending the wounded, dispensing water and celebrating the injured soldiers’ bravery.

      Here’s a warrior to watch, Dan thought. He shook the young elf’s hand. “What’s your name, soldier?”

      “Parus,” the warrior said.

      “You fought bravely, Parus,” Dan said. “Thank you. Without your help, many more would have died.” He gestured around them.

      Parus bowed. “It was an honor to fight alongside you, Master.”

      “Likewise,” Dan said, and returned the bow.

      Walking among the wounded, Dan offered what encouragement he could.

      Red elves saluted as he passed, their eyes fierce and proud and alive in a way they hadn’t been before the Battle for Fire Ridge. They had earned the dark smudges of ash that mimicked the black flame tattoos that had adorned the cheeks of their warlike ancestors. Teetering on the brink of oblivion, these elves had resurrected the ferocity of past generations and made their stand.

      The red elves’ fight was far from over, of course. Even if these had been times of peace, their situation would have been grim. Their home lay in ruins, their possessions and food stores were reduced to ash, and winter was coming. As if that wasn’t bad enough, they would likely face the wrath of the Duke of Harrisburg.

      So Dan had suspected and so Roderick’s sergeant had confirmed, ranting with venomous glee in the moments before Dan had lopped off his murderous head. “The Duke has a right proper army, he does, tens of thousands of knights. He’ll fuck your women to death and cook your babies on a spit! He’ll—” but the man’s words, along with his head, were cut off at that second by Dan’s blade.

      He hadn’t counted on prisoners. It was one thing to kill a man in battle, another to kill him once the battle was over. And yet Dan had made his decision seconds after seeing the bound men. He wouldn’t torture them, but he wouldn’t suffer them to live, either. They’d made their bed when they’d signed on to destroy Fire Ridge and now, by Crom, they were going to sleep in it—forever.

      He’d cut off their heads himself, feeling no doubt or guilt, only leaden resignation and machinelike purpose. He left only one survivor, the youngest of the bunch, whose life he had spared in return for a promise. The raider would deliver Roderick’s decapitated head to the Duke of Harrisburg. There was no accompanying message. The head was the message.

      “Why not send back all of the heads?” Briar had asked as Dan dispensed justice.

      Dan turned to his grinning brother-in-law. Briar had been almost friendly since the battle. He was no doubt pleased to have avenged the murder of his brother, Nettle. Also, Dan suspected that the guy just liked fighting. “One head will do.”

      “One head is a whisper,” Briar said. “A thousand heads, though? That would be a roar.”

      “One head will do,” Dan repeated, “if it’s the right head.”

      Briar grinned again. “Subtlety? You surprise me, barbarian. Perhaps there’s more to you than I had assumed.” The grey elf, who remained uninjured and unrumpled, pretended to study Dan then shook his head. “No, you’re still just a savage.” Then, lifting his voice, Briar called across the courtyard. “Grey elves, form up! We return to the grove!”

      Briar started to turn away, but Dan caught him by the arm.

      The elf turned, slipped his arm free, and regarded Dan with bored eyes. “Yes, I know. You’re grateful. Of course, you are. We saved your lives.”

      “I am,” Dan said, “and you did. So yes. Thank—”

      “Save the predictable goodbye,” Briar said. “Protect my sisters, or someone will be deciding what to do with your head. Understand?”

      Dan felt a spike of irritation. Why did Briar have to be such a cocky asshole?

      But Dan did his best to hide his anger. Briar and the grey elves had saved him and everyone else. If the prick wanted to rub Dan’s nose in it, Dan would let it slide—once.

      Someday, when Dan was truly prepared, he would repay the ass-whipping his brother-in-law had given him. But not today. Not today.

      “I’ll protect them with my life,” Dan said.

      Whether Briar heard him or not, Dan couldn’t say, because the elf had already turned and walked away.

      Lily’s farewell was far more pleasant. She hugged Dan fiercely, explaining that she had to return to the grove. Otherwise, her father would lock her in a tower for a few decades.

      “Why?” Dan asked.

      “Isn’t it obvious?” Lily said, a twinkle in her eyes. “He’s afraid that I’ll marry you, too.”

      Before Dan could respond, his sister-in-law pulled his head down to hers and kissed him fiercely.

      A few seconds later, Lily broke the kiss and stepped back, showing Dan a mischievous smile very much like her sister’s.

      “Until we meet again, esteemed brother,” Lily said. She gave a bow and sprinted away.

      He called after her, trying to thank her for her help, but she was already across the yard, hugging Holly and Nadia and saying her goodbyes.

      Briar shouted angrily to his younger sister, who finally climbed on top of her griffon.

      As the grey elves departed, lifting into the air as the griffons’ great wings beat powerfully, Holly and Nadia joined Dan.

      He smiled. “My beautiful wives.”

      He had barely seen Holly since the battle. She’d been composed and capable amidst the chaos, organizing, directing, and assisting the red elves in countless ways, a natural born leader. “Husband,” she said, embracing him. “A moment of your time.”

      “Of course,” Dan said. “Roderick won’t mind the delay.”

      Nadia, who had regenerated before shifting back to her human form, smirked at the decapitated head.  “Is that supposed to make you look fearsome?”

      “Hey,” Dan said, “nothing says ‘I’m a badass’ like carrying around the severed head of your enemy.”

      “Spoken like a true barbarian,” Holly said. “Now, you remember earlier, when I mentioned my father’s wishes?”

      “Of course,” Dan said.

      How could he forget? When he had thanked Holly after the battle, she had confessed to some cryptic debt they now owed her father. Dan had assured her that he would pay her father’s price, whatever that might be. Holly had smiled sadly, and they had separated again to go about their separate duties.

      Now, with the high of combat dissipating, weighed down by fatigue and the pain of his many wounds, Dan felt suddenly cautious. “Wait,” he said. “Your dad isn’t demanding a divorce or something, is he? Because if so, you tell him to go f—”

      “No,” Holly said. “Quite the opposite, really. Nadia, stay. Please. I want you to hear this, too. We are one, the three of us, okay?”

      “Sure,” Nadia said. “Thanks.”

      “The thing is,” Holly said, smiling nervously, “we’re about to be four.”

      “Huh?” Dan and Nadia said in unison.

      “My father,” Holly said, and paused, seeming to search for the right words. “My grandmother spoke.”

      “Wait,” Nadia said, “your dead grandmother?”

      Holly nodded.

      “I believe it,” Dan said. “She talked to me in Lynch’s classroom.”

      “Father refused to help us,” Holly said. “But Grandmother started talking about the future.”

      “Like a prophecy?” Nadia said. “Cool.”

      “Yes, a prophecy, but no—not cool. Definitely not cool. The grove is in danger. Or rather, it’s going to be in danger. Extreme danger.”

      “When?” Dan asked. “From what?”

      “We don’t know,” Holly said, “but Grandmother said that only one person could save the grove.”

      A ha, Dan thought, jarred out of the moment by what felt like a set-up straight out of Willis’s T&T adventures. It would make little sense, given how powerful the grove was, but Holly was about to announce that only Dan could save the grove.

      Willis’s adventures didn’t always make sense. Making sense wasn’t the point. Fun was the point. Kicking ass, leveling up. Gold, girls, and glory. Amen.

      “The grove can only be saved by our child,” Holly said gravely.

      Dan cocked a brow. He hadn’t seen that coming. “Our child?”

      “Yes,” Holly said, looking worried. “I agreed to father’s demand and said that you and I would conceive a child immediately. I hope you’re not upset.”

      Dan looked at her for a second, a confused smile coming onto his face. Then he laughed. “Upset? We would have died without the grove. Why would I be upset?”

      “A child will change everything,” Holly said.

      Dan shrugged. “Sure,” he said, “but we’ll roll with it.”

      Nadia laughed. “You’re both completely insane.” Nodding to Holly, she said, “You’re acting like this is a death sentence. And you,” she added, nodding at Dan, “are acting like Holly suggested getting a puppy.”

      Dan and Holly started talking over each other, offering up personal defenses against the grinning werewolf.

      “Relax,” Nadia said. “I have to admit, I’m a little pissed that you’re stealing my thunder again, you greedy elf. You were dead set against getting pregnant any time in the next twenty or thirty years. I figured I’d at least be first mom if not first wife.” She shook her head. “That being said, we’ll handle this. You’ll be a great mom, and despite his cluelessness, old Glarg the Northman here will make a great dad. And if you guys want me involved, I’ll help in any way I can.”

      Holly brightened instantly. “Of course I want you involved! Every step of the way. It’s why I waited until we were all together to tell Dan. I want our child to have two mothers, and I hope that your children will view me as their mother, too.”

      The girls embraced, both of them smiling and seeping tears.

      “Well, if you’re happy, I’m happy,” Dan said, “but I have a head to deliver.”

      Laughing, Holly said, “Sometimes I think my father is right. You humans grow up too quickly to develop wisdom.”

      “Wisdom is overrated,” Dan said, hoisting Roderick’s decapitated head into the air. “Thinking kills action.”
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      He started across the courtyard, meaning to deliver Roderick’s head, but Holly stopped him.

      “Where do you think you’re going, mister?” she said, and started pulling him toward an alley. “We have to conceive a child.”

      “What, now?” Dan said. He wanted to fall down and sleep for a long, long time. “I’m wounded.”

      “The child shall be conceived in blood,” Holly said, “born in war, and raised in fire.”

      Dan released a shuddering breath and tossed the head aside. “All right, all right. But after this, I’m sleeping for a year.”

      “Oh no, you aren’t,” Nadia said, slipping in beside him. “You can’t neglect your second wife.”

      “I haven’t slept in days,” he complained. “I’m cut to ribbons.”

      “Cry me a river,” Nadia said. “We didn’t marry you just for your roguish good looks. We want the barbarian special. Prophecy Girl first, then your sexier wife.”

      But just as they were entering the alleyway, Thelia appeared, jogging up to them in a fetching display of bouncing curves, her red and gold eyes huge. “Master,” she panted, “come quickly. The matriarch wants you.”

      “I’ll be right with her,” Dan said. “Just give me a minute to—”

      “Now, Master,” Thelia said, her voice throbbing with desperation. “She’s dying.”

      “Dying?” Dan asked. It made no sense. The old woman had bravely joined the fight but had weathered combat without so much as a hangnail. How could she be dying?

      Thelia nodded, wiping tears. “It’s her time. She wants to speak with you before she goes.”

      They hurried across the courtyard, deflecting those who called out to them, and rushed to where the matriarch lay upon a litter, smoking a smelly, black cigar beside the steaming ruins of what had been the Hall of Memories.

      “Keep searching,” the old woman called to a crew of red elves who were digging through the rubble. Then, seeing Dan, she smiled and said, “Ah, you’ve come. Good. Good. And you’re all three here. Most excellent.”

      “How are you?” Dan asked, taking the old woman’s hand. “Thelia said you were… said you weren’t doing so well.”

      The matriarch laughed, exhaling a cloud of smelly cigar smoke. “No time left for politeness, young man. And no dancing around. We only have time for the truth.”

      Dan nodded. “All right, then. Why in Hades are you dying? You weren’t hurt in the battle.”

      “No, I was not,” Ahneena agreed. “But nonetheless, I am dying. It is my time. And since I am the matriarch, that means that change is coming for my people. And I don’t mean that life will change for them after I’m gone. It will, and hopefully for the better, but what I mean to say is that I am dying because it is time for my people to change.”

      Dan didn’t know what to say to that. “Is there anything we can do?”

      The matriarch smiled and shook her head. “I cannot be healed. Nor would I wish to be. Two thousand years is long enough. And I have high hopes for you and our people.”

      “Thanks,” Dan said.

      “Matriarch,” the elves in the rubble called, lifting a section of charred carpet from the debris. “We’ve found it.”

      “Excellent,” the matriarch said. “Uncover the entire tapestry, wash away the ash, and prepare it for travel.”

      Nadia squinted at the soot-covered tapestry then looked back at the matriarch. “That doesn’t make sense. The whole building burned. The rocks cracked from the heat. How could cloth survive?”

      The matriarch smiled. “Fire could never destroy our history, child,” she said. “On the contrary, our history can be written only in fire.”

      The old woman shifted her eyes back to Dan. “You have rekindled the fire in my people, and for that, I would like to give you one last gift.”

      Dan looked at the old woman for a second, letting her words sink in. This was the big moment, the potential jackpot that Holly had talked about for so long, the legendary third gift that would supposedly enact some kind of super powerful gift magic.

      According to Holly, no matriarch had awarded a third gift in centuries. This was a huge deal, and Dan should be exploding with excitement. But instead, he was shaking his head.

      “I can’t accept your gift,” he said, ignoring Holly’s frantically prodding elbow. “I’ve heard the legends about gift magic, and I appreciate the offer. I really do. But you said we were going to talk truth, and the truth is, I don’t deserve a gift. Just look around.”

      He spread his arms and swiveled back and forth. “Fire Ridge is gone. I’m happy that your tapestry survived, but you don’t even have a wall to hang it on. A third of your people are dead. And what of the survivors? It could snow any day. They have no homes, no food, nothing.”

      “They have you,” the matriarch said, squinting as she puffed her cigar.

      No, they don’t, he thought but didn’t have the heart to say. I have to go back to college. And I sure as Hades can’t cram two hundred elves in my apartment.

      “You stayed with us and rebuilt our fortress, trained my people, and risked your life, helping us to repel an enemy that would have eradicated us to the last elf,” the matriarch said, “but that is not why I am offering you this gift. I don’t have time to repeat myself, young man, so please listen carefully. I am offering you this gift because you rekindled the fire within my people, and because you have the power to spread that fire. Do you understand?”

      Dan thought for a second of the changes he had seen in the red elves. He thought of their ash-smudged cheeks and bravery in the battle, of Parus fighting back-to-back with him against overwhelming odds, and of the grim pride he saw on the faces of the wounded soldiers he’d visited. Yes, he knew what she was talking about, and this wasn’t the time for false humility. “Yes, I understand what you’re saying. They have come to life.”

      “They have come back to life,” the matriarch corrected him. “You have resurrected them. That is why I offer this third gift. Now, you annoyingly conscientious boy, will you or will you not accept this gift?”

      Holly again dug an elbow into his side, but it wasn’t necessary. He wouldn’t have accepted a gift, no matter how fantastic, for protecting Fire Ridge while standing among its ruins. But this was different, and he nodded. “I will accept the gift,” he said. “And thank you, Ahneena.”

      The matriarch smiled. “That’s more like it. I’ve made so many mistakes over the centuries. I’d hate to wrap up my legacy by botching the delivery of a third gift.” She laughed softly, and Dan became aware of quiet sobbing all around him, soft as muffled rain. While they had been talking, a crowd of red elves had gathered and stood now, wiping tears from their ash-smudged cheeks, watching the matriarch with intense eyes.

      Last-minute stragglers were still arriving. Many limped. Others hobbled along with the help of canes or makeshift crutches. Still others arrived on litters.

      He saw Ula waving off help and struggling along, using her massive battle axe like a crutch, staring with suspicion toward Dan and the proceedings. He saw Jorbin Ateel and his family, all of them wounded, all of them beaming proudly. He saw men and women and children, elves and gnomes alike, the entire community gathering to witness what was happening here beside the steaming ruins of the Hall of Memories.

      “Thank you for rekindling the flames within my people,” the matriarch said. “Now, with your help, they will spread the fire, continuing our history and reigniting other red elves.”

      The sobbing red elves smiled fiercely, grief and excitement not so much fighting as coexisting in their features.

      “First I gave you the needle,” the matriarch said. “Then I gave you the thimble. To continue adding history to our tapestry, however, a needle and thimble are not sufficient. You will need thread.”

      She’s going to give me thread? Dan thought. That’s the third gift? He had been trained since birth to smile and thank somebody for any gift, even a pair of ugly socks on Christmas morning, and he wasn’t about to be rude to this wonderful old woman, but after all this build up, the third gift turning out to be a spool of thread was pretty frigging underwhelming.

      “But the future of the red elves,” the matriarch said, “like our past, can be stitched only in fire. For the third gift, I give you… a wife.”

      The elves gasped.

      A wife? Dan thought, forcing an awkward smile onto his face.

      He already had two wives, both of whom were very demanding in the sack. They got along great, but a third wife would undoubtedly cause a ton of complications. Not to mention a certain hobgoblin warrior woman determined to kick the shit out of him on a daily basis until he agreed to marry her.

      A wife he did not need. All things considered, he’d rather have the spool of thread he’d been expecting.

      The matriarch puffed her smelly cigar and watched his reaction with twinkling eyes. “Do you accept this gift?”

      “A wife?” Dan said, and laughed. “Well—”

      This time, Holly’s elbow hit his ribs like a hammer strike.

      He grunted and glanced in her direction. Her eyes flared dangerously, and she nodded.

      He glanced then to Nadia, who stood there with an amused smile on her face. She shrugged, obviously enjoying his predicament.

      “Sure,” he conceded grudgingly. All along, Holly had insisted that third gifts, no matter what they looked like on the surface, turned out to be very powerful. Perhaps the matriarch had been hiding some amazing healer or ass-kicking warrior woman. “Thank you. I accept your gift.”

      The matriarch beamed. “Wonderful. In that case, I hereby give my great-great-great-granddaughter and sole heir, Thelia of Fire Ridge, to be your wife.”

      Thelia? Dan thought, reeling. The girl was pretty enough, achingly gorgeous, in fact, but she had the IQ of a dandelion.

      The matriarch gestured, and Thelia stepped forward, smiling and crying, looking shocked and surprised, frightened and happy, all at once. She glanced at Dan, tittered, turned an even brighter shade of red, and stared at her feet.

      Or rather, her cleavage. There was no way she could actually see her feet from a standing position.

      The matriarch took their hands, laid Dan’s over Thelia’s, and held them both in her own.

      “Thelia,” she said, “do you take Dan as your husband?”

      Thelia smiled nervously, looked up at him with huge eyes, and batted her long lashes. “I do,” she said, and giggled happily.

      The matriarch nodded approvingly and said, “Dan, do you take Thelia as your wife?”

      Dan took a deep breath. This was all happening so fast.

      He looked into Thelia’s huge eyes. In those gold-flecked red irises, he saw nervous hope—and fear. She wasn’t afraid of him. She was afraid that he would reject her.

      The matriarch’s proposition had taken Thelia by surprise, just as it had taken Dan by surprise, but he could see that Thelia wanted this. Very much, in fact.

      “I do,” he said.

      Cheering erupted around them, but Dan barely noticed it due to his surprise. Because as soon as he said those two words, Thelia’s eyes changed. The gold flecks in her irises thickened and wavered, flickering momentarily like streaks of fire against a field of fresh blood.

      Then Thelia’s irises were normal again, and the matriarch told them to kiss, and Dan leaned forward. Thelia gave him a chaste little peck on the lips and threw her arms around him.

      The matriarch rose. Reaching up, the old woman guided the newlyweds’ heads down to hers and kissed their cheeks.

      “Leave this place,” the matriarch whispered. “Spread the fire.”

      With that, Ahneena stepped back from the crowd, which happily mobbed Dan and Thelia, everyone reaching out awkwardly to pat Dan without hitting any of his many wounds.

      Then, with a bright flash, the matriarch burst into flames.

      Everyone cried out, but Dan saw immediately that the matriarch was feeling no pain. In fact, the old woman stood there calmly, a contented smile on her face.

      The bright yellow fire did not destroy her clothing or her flesh or even singe her long hair, but she did change within the flames.

      As they stared, the matriarch grew younger. With each passing second, a century away. Wrinkles smoothed out. The woman stood taller and grew more beautiful. Soon, she was in her prime again, a young woman of exquisite beauty, her red eyes twinkling with intelligence and humor.

      The fire burned on, and Ahneena began to shrink, shifting through the stages of childhood, growing ever younger until she was a tiny baby.

      Finally, the flames clapped together into a small, bright spark, which lifted into the air, spun above them in a great arc and dove in a flash, plunging straight into the chest of Thelia.

      Thelia gasped and squeezed Dan’s hand.

      “Are you okay?” he asked her.

      Thelia blinked her long lashes, looking stunned, then exhaled and nodded, smiling peacefully.

      Dan patted her hand, relieved, and looked up, surprised by the sight awaiting him. Surrounding him at the heart of the smoldering ruins, two hundred people bowed down, awaiting his command.
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        * * *

      

      Thank you for reading Dan the Adventurer!

      Dan, Holly, and Nadia’s story continues in Dan the Destroyer.  GET IT HERE!

      If you enjoyed this book, please consider leaving a review on Amazon. By sharing your opinion, you’ll help me because Amazon will show my book to more readers. Thanks so much for your time and help!

      Want to know when new books are available?

      Join my list!

      Many thanks to the Harem Lit Facebook group, where I enjoy talking books with other fans of the genre. Come join the discussion!
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