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      Blood and fear.

      That’s what Nadia smelled as the two giggling thugs pushed her roughly into Gruss’s subterranean “playroom,” with its dirt floor, rough stone walls, and low ceiling strung in naked bulbs.

      In the forest, where life and death were two sides of the same coin, these smells were both common and natural.

      Here, however, in a basement at the center of State College, with cheery herds of co-eds passing obliviously on the sidewalks overhead, the smells of blood and fear were an aberration—a perversion.

      As was the leer of sadistic pleasure that twisted Gruss’s face as he bent over his gruesome work.

      “You checked her?” one of Gruss’s two main bodyguards asked. Gruss never went anywhere without these formidable bodyguards, a pair of hard-nosed enforcers from Philly, one a half-orc and the other a human so muscular and ugly that he could’ve passed for half-orc.

      “Yeah, we checked her,” the taller thug said, and chuckled nastily. “She’s clean.”

      The shorter thug giggled. “Real clean. Boss, she-”

      “Shut up,” Gruss said. The mobster turned toward Nadia and showed her a smile full of gold teeth.

      For the first time, fear skewered her heart.

      Not at the sight of Gruss, his bloody shirt, or even the gore-smeared meat cleaver gripped in his pudgy fist.

      No, her heart leapt at the sight of the small figure strapped in the heavy wooden chair mottled with stains and bolted to a concrete pad.

      Middle-aged and balding, Gruss had a thick neck, burly shoulders, and a gut like a sack of cement. He’d come up through the ranks of the Philadelphia Syndicate, making a name as a hitman before taking over central Pennsylvania. From the mean streets of Philadelphia, he’d brought along a reputation for dismembering those who displeased him.

      Now he eyed Nadia like a butcher receiving a side of choice beef.

      Today, Nadia had returned to State College from Fire Ridge with three goals: give Dan’s roommate, Willis, a ridiculous amount of money that would more than pay Dan’s share of rent and utilities; sell Roderick’s magical sword and his wizard’s spell book; and avoid Gruss.

      She’d achieved the first two goals within an hour of arrival.

      Willis’s eyes had nearly popped out of his head when he’d opened the door and seen her standing there in her black bodysuit. The little gnome’s eyes almost popped out again when she dropped ten times Dan’s annual rent on the kitchen table, where Willis and his friends were in the middle of an incredibly boring-looking game called Advanced Drudgery & Dullards.

      She’d sold the sword and spell book quickly and for fair prices. Then, as Nadia was leaving the Casters’ Guild, one of her urchins stopped her. Nadia’s eavesdropper, Goldfinch, sobbed out the chilling news.

      Gruss’s informants had seen Nadia entering town. And since she had not immediately reported to Gruss…

      “Go fugg y’self,” slurred the small figure lashed to the chair. His eyes were swollen shut to either side of his smashed nose. His mouth was a bloody slash across a badly lacerated face painted crimson.

      Nadia’s heart leapt again to see the bloody mess at the end of the boy’s right arm. Where was the hand she had taught to pick pockets and wield a sword? All that remained now was a bloody ball of bone and ruined flesh shorn of digits.

      But even here, beaten and blind and utterly hopeless, her brave little pup, the hard-ass halfling she had named Badger, remained defiant.

      “Fugg y’self all to Hades,” the boy spat and slumped forward, losing consciousness.

      Gruss smiled nastily. Not at Badger. At Nadia. “Mother Wolf, you are late.”

      “Set him free,” Nadia growled, struggling to control herself. “I brought money.”

      “Money,” Gruss said flatly, and his smile disappeared.

      One of the thugs who’d patted her down crossed the room, set Nadia’s leather backpack on the table with a heavy thump, and pulled back the flap.

      Gruss glanced inside and grunted. “That’s a lot of money.”

      “One thousand gold pieces,” Nadia said. “Yours for the boy’s freedom.”

      Gruss stared at the money for a second, then lifted lazy eyes in her direction. “One thousand gold pieces for a street urchin? A one-handed street urchin?”

      The thugs who’d brought her in laughed, enjoying the show, but Gruss’s bodyguards merely chuckled, eyes as hard as the steel pommels upon which their hands rested.

      Gruss snorted. “This kid, you’re willing to pay so much for him. What is he, a prince in hiding?”

      “No,” Nadia said. “Not a prince. Just a boy. But he’s one of mine.”

      “One of yours?” Gruss said. “One of hers, she says. Nadia, Nadia, Nadia. You are suffering from a fundamental lack of understanding. This boy isn’t yours.”

      Nadia tensed, gripped by dread. She had been afraid that things would go this way.

      “This is my town,” Gruss said, spreading his thick arms and gesturing with bloody hands at the stone walls, low ceiling, and the bustling, happy university a hundred million miles above them. “The streets are mine. This boy is mine. You are mine.”

      Nadia drew breath through flared nostrils and stilled her trembling body.

      “You were supposed to come and see me weeks ago,” Gruss said.

      “I apologize,” Nadia said. “I was—”

      “You ignored me,” Gruss said, his eyes burning with sudden anger. “Avoided me. Disrespected me. Now you come here with money, telling me what to do? You think I care about your money? If it’s yours, I already own it!”

      The mobster backhanded the sack, which toppled to the floor and vomited gold onto the bloodstained ground.

      Nadia stared at Gruss, breathing hard. She had wanted so badly for this to work. Just pay the mobster, get Badger, and walk out. But now her worst fear was coming true.

      “I don’t give a shit about the boy or you or money,” Gruss said, his voice growing angry. “Only one thing in this world matters: power. Once you’re in my chair, you’ll understand that.”

      To either side, his bodyguards waited, ready to seize her.

      The lesser thugs laughed eagerly, backing away. They thought they knew what was coming next.

      Oh Hades, Nadia thought. No hope now, no hope. Everything was crumbling around her.

      And that’s when Nadia slipped—and laughed.

      Gruss squinted at her, an incredulous smile coming onto his cruel face.

      “I’m sorry,” Nadia said, reining in her laughter. “I didn’t mean to laugh. But you’re trying to frighten me.”

      And I moved beyond fear when I was twelve years old.

      She reached up, undid the clasp at her throat, and let her cloak fall to the floor.

      The thugs burst out laughing. One of them crowed excitedly, “That’s what we were trying to tell you, boss! She’s fucking naked!”

      Gruss looked her up and down, nodding. “Yes, now I see.” He licked his lips. “You want to negotiate. But certainly you’ve heard about my… tastes.”

      “Yes,” Nadia said, sudden heat building in her. “You like it rough. Then you have your thugs join in.” She arched her back, lifting her breasts and cracking her spine, her true self coming to life within her. “I’ll give it to you rough.”

      Gruss and his thugs laughed. Even the stone-faced bodyguards grinned.

      “You’ll give it to us rough?” Gruss said, his face going mean again. “Oh sweetie, you are special. First money, then pussy. Thinking you can buy me.” He nodded at his bodyguards, who started in her direction. “You’re about to learn what rough means, girl. Ready to scream?”

      “I don’t scream,” Nadia said and grinned, hearing the low grumble in her voice. “I howl.”

      The burly bodyguards jerked to a stop, shocked by her transforming body. The street thugs backpedaled toward the exit, yipping like frightened puppies.

      Gruss’s eyes went wide. “What the fuck is wrong with you?”

      And then Nadia did howl as the wolf roared to life inside her, filling her with pain and pleasure. She had avoided this moment for so long, ignoring Gruss’s threats and extortion, pretending to fear him—like a common thief should fear a big, scary mobster.

      But they had pushed her, forced her.

      And now, she thought, shifting into her half-woman/half-wolf form, now they have become prey.

      One of Gruss’s heavies drew a sword and swung at her.

      In her fused form, supercharged with the rage of a mother wolf protecting her pup, Nadia reacted so quickly that her attacker seemed to move in slow motion.

      She leaned away from the arc of the sword, letting the attack miss her by inches, not feet. She wanted to stay close.

      When the sword passed through the air in front of her, Nadia slammed into the asshole. She wrapped one arm around his waist, one around his shoulders, and sunk her fangs into the side of his face.

      She pulped his eye, cracked the orbital, and crunched down on his skull. Then she twisted her head to one side and tossed the screaming thug into Gruss’s other bodyguard. As she released her embrace, she raked her claws across the man’s abdomen, slashing his gut open and releasing a tangle of hot, wet viscera.

      The second bodyguard, armed with a club, was quick enough to sidestep his dying colleague but not fast enough to brace himself for her attack.

      Growling, Nadia snapped out a jab, keeping her long fingers straight and stiff, and jammed her claws into the man’s throat. Her fingers speared through the windpipe, wrapped around his vertebrae, and yanked sharply, snapping his neck.

      The man dropped, already dead. His dying partner knelt on the bloody ground, whimpering as he tried to stuff his guts back inside his ruined belly.

      “The fuck?” Gruss shouted. He stood there clutching the bloody cleaver like a child holding a lollipop.

      “It didn’t have to end this way,” Nadia growled. She licked her muzzle, thrilling at the taste of hot blood. “You were a pain in the ass, always barking threats, but you were useful in your way. With a loud asshole like you running the underground, I could hide in the shadows. But you involved the boy.”

      “Okay,” the blood-soaked mobster said. He was trembling badly now, eyes flicking between her and the stairwell.

      Nadia grumbled laughter. “You’re hoping that someone will come to help you. They won’t. Hammerheads like you, you inspire only fear, not loyalty. You have no pack.”

      “People saw you coming here,” Gruss said, his voice going high with fear.

      His weakness only stoked her bloodlust.

      “If you kill me, the syndicate will hunt you down,” Gruss said, and she could smell fear pouring out of him now. “You and your street urchins will never be safe again.”

      “None of us have ever been safe before,” Nadia said. “Why start worrying about safety now?”

      “Wait,” Gruss begged, a pitiful smile wriggling across his terrified features. “We can fix this.”

      “You should have taken the money,” Nadia said.

      “What if—”

      Whatever the mobster had meant to say whipped away with his scream as Mother Wolf pounced.
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      Dew beaded the ruins of Fire Ridge like sweat upon a dying man.

      The smell was awful.

      We crushed Roderick’s Raiders, Dan thought, entering the main courtyard, but now their corpses are launching a counterattack on our noses.

      Disease would follow.

      That’s why Dan was getting his people out of here today.

      At least the survivors.

      Nearly a hundred brave elves had died defending their home. Now they lay, their deep red skin glistening in oil, atop three tiers of the pyramidal wooden pyre constructed at the center of the courtyard.

      At the apex of the pyre sat not a body but a pile of black cigars. These symbolized the red elves’ departed matriarch, Ahneena, who had flashed out of existence shortly after Dan’s wedding to her beautiful bubblehead granddaughter and the red elves’ new matriarch, Thelia.

      Leave this place, Ahneena had whispered to the newlyweds just before her death. Spread the fire.

      Dan didn’t understand exactly what the old woman had meant by “spread the fire,” but he was following her suggestion and pulling his people out of here today.

      Most nursed injuries. Some were grievously injured. Ula, who was among the more seriously injured, still insisted on serving as his personal bodyguard.

      Dan’s own wounds were numerous but healing well due to barbarian first aid and his 17 constitution.

      Once he had a minute to spare, he would drink one of the healing potions Nadia had brought back from State College. But there weren’t enough potions to heal the masses.

      The wounded needed extended rest. Unfortunately, they had no time to rest. If they stayed any longer, disease would decimate them all.

      Once the wagons were loaded, the red elves would light the pyre and burn their dead. Then the survivors of Fire Ridge would hit the open road, bound for…

      Dan didn’t know. He just knew that they couldn’t stay here.

      Near the fallen gate, elves and gnomes loaded wagons. Dan strode in that direction. Ula limped along beside him, axe at the ready.

      The wind shifted, making Dan wince.

      They had dumped the dead raiders in the tunnel that Dan and his small force had used to counterattack Roderick. But even after collapsing the tunnel and sealing off the mass grave, the stench remained.

      Too much blood had been spilled. It painted the stones of the tumbled walls and saturated the ground. Most of the smell, however, came from the giants.

      The two humongous corpses were too large to fit in the tunnel, so Dan had used Holly’s ox and several of the raiders’ surviving war horses to drag them across the field. Now, three days on, the rotting giants were massive, dark lumps stretched on the ground alongside the tree line, covered in hundreds of crows and vultures that hopped and squabbled like so many giant flies feasting on the dead.

      Whenever the wind shifted, the stench of the decomposing giants filled the smoldering ruins of Fire Ridge, reminding Dan that while he and his people had won the day, victory remained a relative term.

      Dan and Ula approached the line of wagons that looked like nothing so much as a funeral procession. Elves and gnomes toiled, loading everything of value that could be heaped atop the wagons, most of which had been taken from Roderick’s Raiders.

      Everyone worked hard, grimly determined, loading weapons and tools, what little food remained, and the long list of items that Dan had ordered them to prioritize, including the skeletal remains of the Fists of Fury, two wagonloads of ammunition, and of course the great tapestry, which they had rolled into a massive, soot-caked cylinder and strapped atop the sturdiest wagon of all, the tank-like armored wagon that had been Roderick’s personal transportation.

      “Good work,” Dan said as he passed, patting backs and touching shoulders, stopping here and there to help with a heavy item or precarious load.

      The thrill of victory had long ago vanished, replaced by pain. These people were wounded, grieving, and worried. Dan did his best to encourage and uplift them, but until they left the smoldering, stinking ruins of their decimated home, they would steep in sorrow.

      The Battle for Fire Ridge had plunged the red elves into Hades. They had come out the other side changed people. Yes, they were hurting, but they were hardened, too. New fire burned in their red eyes.

      To one side of the wagon train, Dan saw Parus, the young red elf warrior who had fought so bravely during the assault of Roderick’s wagon, shouting at a bunch of slack-jawed green elves.

      More refugees, then. Dozens of green elves had streamed into Fire Ridge since the battle, joining the handful of green elf captives who had miraculously survived the battle despite having been strapped like figureheads to the front of Roderick’s war wagons. Their own village had been sacked and decimated by the Raiders on their way to Fire Ridge.

      The green elves were a clannish, surly people, larger and far less friendly than the red elves; shorter, more heavily muscled, and far less refined than the grey elves; a stubborn, malingering lot that had turned complaining into a kind of art form.

      As Dan approached Parus he heard the green elves grumbling about the quantity and quality of the food they had received upon arrival.

      The half dozen newly arrived green elves, two males and four females ranging from late adolescence to middle age, started elbowing each other and whispering as Dan and Ula approached.

      “Welcome to Fire Ridge,” Dan said, ignoring their questions. “My name is Dan. If you travel with us, you will do what I say, when I say it. Do you understand?”

      Frowning and exchanging sour glances, the green elves grumbled in the affirmative.

      “Cut the shit,” Dan said, knowing he had to nip this in the bud. “You will carry your own weight, like it or not. And if you cop an attitude, I will kick your ass out to fend for yourself. Do you understand?”

      Their response was louder this time, with less drama.

      “Not good enough,” Dan said. He went down the line, eye-fucking them until they looked like so many rabbits ready to scamper away.  “Make me believe that you hear me, understand me, and are willing to pull your weight without complaint. Now, one last time… do you understand?”

      “Yes, Master Dan!” they chorused loudly.

      “That’s more like it,” Dan said, and gave them a short nod.

      Turning to Parus, he said, “Find out what each of these new recruits can do. Everyone gets a job. Hunters, scouts, bakers, midwives, tailors… we have a place for everyone. Give that information to Jorbin Ateel, and he will assign them to squads.”

      The gnomish leader, whom Dan had considered killing during their first meeting, had proved himself a brave warrior during the battle and one hades of an administrator during the days since.

      “Hey barbarian,” Nadia called, leaning from the back of the armored war wagon. “Get your ass in here.” She gave him a playful smirk and disappeared inside.

      My deadly delight, Dan thought, watching her perfect ass disappear into the wagon. Killing assholes one day, fooling around the next.

      He just wished that she hadn’t brought the urchins back with her.

      Goldfinch was fine. A pretty, frightened little thing so unobtrusive that she almost faded into invisibility.

      Toad was okay, too. Sort of. But charming smile or not, if he caught the stubby little half-orc girl picking his people’s pockets, he would punish her, no matter what Nadia thought.

      The only real pain in the ass was Badger, the muscular halfling with a chip on his shoulder. Gruss had mutilated Badger’s sword hand, but that hadn’t stopped the kid from talking shit to several gnomes and red elves his first night here.

      Savoring the afterimage of Nadia’s perfect ass, Dan climbed the stairs, hoping that Nadia didn’t have the kids in there with her now.

      She didn’t.

      Ula followed him inside and stood guard near the door.

      The interior of the war wagon reminded Dan of RVs he’d seen in the old world. There was room to stand and move around, and every wall had arrow slits. A pair of drivers’ chairs sat at the front of the wagon. The center of the space was dominated by a large table engraved with a detailed map of Pennsylvania.

      Holly sat behind the table, grinning triumphantly, her purple eyes sparkling with excitement. Her braided hair lay across one shoulder like a golden whip.

      His beautiful gray elf wife was dressed in a loose-fitting robe of purple silk with Elvish runes decorating the lapel. Even if Dan could read Elvish, he probably couldn’t have interpreted them, though, because the robe barely covered his wife’s perfect breasts.

      Distracting. Very distracting.

      As was the massive hoard of treasure covering much of the great map.

      Dan managed to keep his jaw from dropping. He’d known they’d taken loot from Roderick and his troops, but he’d been too busy to examine or even much think about it until now.

      “Congratulations, husband,” Holly said with a slight bow of her head. “The spoils of victory.”

      Dan scanned the tabletop. Mountain ranges of stacked coins towered over colorful lakes of sorted gems and shining deltas of exquisitely crafted jewelry.

      For a second, he could only stare. He’d always been poor, in the old world and here. Even when playing T&T, he had never really scored big. Willis had been even stingier with gold than he had been with experience points.

      “Seventeen thousand, four hundred and twelve gold pieces,” Holly said. “One hundred and twenty-five platinum pieces, sixteen hundred silver pieces, several thousand copper pieces, thirty-one gems, and nine pieces of jewelry. Roderick’s magical sword. And the five potions of extra healing Nadia got for the spell book.”

      “In other words,” Nadia laughed, “you’re fucking rich!” Her emerald-green eyes glowed as they flicked back and forth between Dan and the sparkling heap.

      Dan grinned, incredulous. “We’re rich, you mean.”

      “You’ll obviously spoil your wives,” Holly said, “just as you will care for your people. But you are the Lord and Master of Fire Ridge. The wealth is yours.”

      Dan nodded, looking from the gold to the gems to the glowing sword. Not long ago, he would have wobbled, uncomfortable with the idea of claiming a treasure so many had died to secure. But he had changed, baptized by blood and fire, and had shed the bullshit conditioning of the old world.

      Without Dan, Roderick’s Raiders would have killed every last man, woman, and child in Fire Ridge, and now it would be up to Dan to lead the survivors to safety.

      Yes, he was Lord and Master of Fire Ridge, and this incredible treasure was all his.

      Laughing, he swept a thick coin from the table. “So be it,” he said.

      And the world around him froze as trumpets blasted.
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      “What kind of lame-ass barbarian waits three days to claim his loot?” the disembodied voice of his garrulous mentor and former sword, Wulfgar, bellowed.

      “A busy one,” Dan said.

      “What good is calling the shots if you still have to bury corpses yourself?”

      Dan shrugged. “I’m a hands-on kind of leader.”

      “Hands-on?” Wulfgar snorted. “You haven’t even touched that sweet red piece of ass, Thelia.”

      “Like I said, busy,” Dan said, feeling suddenly defensive. Truth be told, he had been busy, but that wasn’t his only reason for not bedding his new wife. The red elf was hot as hades but also a total airhead and strangely innocent, almost childlike.

      “And what about the hobgoblin?” Wulfgar asked.

      “I was ready to roll, but then Roderick attacked.”

      “Crom, you’re a piece of work,” Wulfgar said. “Missed your calling, you know that, Danny Boy? You should’ve been a monk. Order of the Celibate Pansies.”

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah,” Dan said. “If I’m doing something wrong, you can bring it up with my mentor.”

      “Bullshit,” Wulfgar said. “I’ve been trying to get you to man up ever since Zohaz the Magnificent saddled me with your sorry ass. Look, as much as it pains me to admit it, you did all right with the battle.”

      Dan nodded. “All right, huh? Thanks. That’s high praise from you.”

      “You’re damned right it is! And don’t stand there hoping for me to pat you on the back. I’m an ass-kicker not an ass-kisser.”

      “You ever think you might be a little insecure?” Dan asked, grinning. “Maybe that’s why you’re not comfortable giving me credit where credit is due. Maybe you feel that—”

      “Fuck that noise, Sigmund Fraud,” Wulfgar interrupted. “This is for you and the psychiatrist’s couch you rode in on.”

      Dan looked around, saw nothing, and chuckled. “Are you trying to flip me the bird right now?”

      “The double bird,” Wulfgar growled. “Unfortunately, in this reality, hands appear to be wasted on the fucking clueless. Look, if you’re done flapping your lips, I actually have a job to do here.”

      Dan grinned. “I leveled up, didn’t I?”

      “Wipe that self-satisfied grin off your face. I don’t even have a stomach anymore, and that grin still makes me sick.”

      “Quit stalling,” Dan said. “Give me the breakdown.”

      A giant scroll appeared in the air and pulled open, revealing Dan’s character sheet.

      

      Name: Dan the Barbarian

      Strength: 18(92)

      Intelligence : 9

      Wisdom: 8

      Dexterity: 17

      Constitution : 17

      Charisma: 17

      

      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: 6

      Hit points: 108

      Alignment: Chaotic good

      Experience: 111,555

      

      “Fuck yeah!” Dan roared. “I jumped two levels?”

      Wulfgar laughed. “You did. Not bad, punk. You killed a shit-ton of assholes, but it was claiming the loot that put you over the top.”

      “This is awesome,” Dan said. “108 hit points.”

      “Yeah, well, as your mentor I should say don’t go thinking those extra hit points make you sword-proof. Remember the ass whipping that—”

      “I remember,” Dan said, cutting him off. This was his moment of glory. The last thing he wanted to do was dredge up nightmare memories of getting his ass handed to him by Holly’s cocky brother, Briar. One of these days, Dan would get payback.

      He was pretty sure that Briar had 19 dexterity, which meant -5 on his armor class. The training armor and helmet that Briar had worn probably took him down to armor class 2 or 1.

      No wonder he hadn’t hit the cocky bastard.

      But Dan had been 3rd level then. Now he was 6th level. Hades, the next time they met, he might be 7th level. He’d have a way better chance of stomping the prick then.

      Briar and the grey elves had come through when Dan and his people needed them, joining the fight against Roderick’s Raiders, and Dan appreciated that, but he would still avenge the humiliating beating he’d taken.

      In time, he thought. In time.

      “How many experience points do I need for 7th level?” he asked.

      Wulfgar blew a raspberry. “Shooting up two levels isn’t enough for you? You need 150,001 xp to make 7th, so don’t just sit around counting your money, college boy.”

      Dan scanned the next section, which broke down his new experience points. As Wulfgar said, most of them had come from treasure, not killing. That was strange, as Willis had never given many experience points for treasure. Once again, this exception triggered a wave of unease.

      Whenever Willis was generous, a heavy shitstorm was brewing on the horizon.

      

      New experience point breakdown:

      63 of Roderick’s Raiders: 1200

      ½ share of Roderick: 1500

      Roderick’s +2 sword: 800

      Giant: 2000

      ¼ share of 2nd giant: 520

      17000 gold pieces from Roderick and his troops: 17000

      1600 silver pieces: 80

      8000 copper pieces: 40

      4000 gold pieces from the giants: 4000

      Gems: 3410

      Jewelry from Roderick and his magic user: 19000

      Jewelry from the giants: 25000

      Gold from the sale of the spell book: 4000

      Leadership (Rallying the troops, winning the Battle for Fire Ridge, accepting rule): 3000

      

      After working so hard to earn his first 30,000 experience points, this avalanche of xp didn’t seem possible.

      Not that he was going to complain.

      Moving on, he saw something that didn’t make sense.

      

      Harem members: Holly (wife), Nadia (wife), Thelia (wife)

      

      “If Thelia is part of my harem now, why didn’t I get experience points for adding her?”

      “Greedy fucker, aren’t you?” Wulfgar said. “Right now she’s your wife in title only. You want the extra points, you gotta boink her.”

      “Boink her?” Dan said, raising one eyebrow. “What are you, twelve?”

      “Yeah, twelve inches of rock-hard barbarian love club.”

      “Dude, you don’t even have a body anymore. So you’re like, zero inches.”

      “Shut the fuck up and read the scroll, hotshot.”

      

      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 III

      

      “And don’t bother pointing out that Leadership III is new,” Wulfgar said. “It’s annoying when you point out the obvious.”

      “What’s it do for me?”

      “Helps you to convince three hundred wingnuts to follow you into whatever meat grinder you march into next.”

      “Does it ever get old, being such a grouchy bastard?”

      “Read on, jack-wagon. I tire of your company.”

      

      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

      

      “What,” Dan said, “no jump to Sexual stamina III?”

      “Killing several dozen people makes you a psycho, not a stud. This might shock you, but it you want Sexual stamina III, you have to actually, you know, have sex.”

      “Zero inches,” Dan said.

      “You really are a tiresome fuck, you know that? You’re so grating, I’m actually looking forward to returning to nonexistence.”

      “Well, that makes two of us,” Dan said. “I also look forward to you returning to nonexistence.”

      He read the rest of the sheet. Only the final line was new.

      

      Native territory: The Endless Mountains

      

      Weapons of proficiency:

      Hand axe

      Spear

      Knife

      Two-handed sword

      Battle Axe

      Short bow

      Bastard sword

      Fist of Fury

      

      Gaining a new weapon of proficiency at 6th level was no surprise, and adding the Fist of Fury made sense, since he’d wasted a giant and a ton of raiders with the steam-powered gun. But with only one new weapon of proficiency every two levels, gaining Fist of Fury seemed like a waste. The guns were all in pieces now, save for the mobile unit that Ahneena’s grandfather had never finished.

      “Can I swap out Fist of Fury for a different weapon?” he asked.

      “Sure,” Wulfgar said, “right after I get to swap you out for a mentee that doesn’t piss and moan when he gets free shit. All right. Look alive, punk. Time starts up again in 3, 2, 1…”
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      “I’ve never had money before,” Dan said. He reached out and scooped up a fistful of milky white gems.

      “Those are moonstones,” Nadia said. As a thief, she was an excellent appraiser.

      He opened his hand and snarled, noticing that the stones gave off a faint blue glow. “Are these rocks magical?”

      Nadia rolled her eyes. “Calm down, barbarian. They’re not hexed. And you’ll get around fifty gold pieces for each of them.”

      Dan grunted and dropped them back onto the table. “This will make our trip much easier.”

      “Indeed,” Holly said. “We’ll stop along the way and buy what we need. Wagons, oxen, food, medicine. I’ll have Jorbin compile a list.”

      In preparation for travel, Jorbin had divided the one hundred and eighty able-bodied adult survivors into two companies. With roughly ninety soldiers, each company held three platoons and was overseen by a company commander and three captains. Each platoon held around thirty soldiers and was overseen by a platoon leader and three sergeants. Each platoon was split into three squads. Each squad held around ten adults and was overseen by a squad leader.

      As a barbarian, this level of organization seemed a bit extreme to Dan, but he had learned to trust his people.

      “Good,” he said. Then, turning to Nadia, he said, “I want you with me when I’m buying stuff. You have the price of pretty much everything stored away in that beautiful skull of yours.”

      Nadia smiled and gave a little curtsey. “As long as you don’t stop in State College, I’m your girl. I don’t think I’ll be safe in that town for a long time.”

      “All right,” Dan said. “We’ll stop someplace else, and you’ll keep them from ripping me off.”

      Nadia grinned at that. “Oh, they’ll still rip you off. Just not as bad as they would without me sitting in.”

      “That works,” Dan said and turned his attention back to the table. Between stacked coins and sparkling gems, he could see swaths of the map underneath, roads and rivers and villages peeking out from between the spoils of victory. His eyes scanned back and forth as if some section might jump out and beckon to him.

      Always intuitive, Holly said, “Our people will follow you anywhere, husband.”

      “That would great,” Dan said, “if I had someplace to go.”

      To Hades with it, he thought. We’ll figure out where we’re going once we’re on the way. The important thing was to get out of here before disease struck.

      Nadia went through the value of different items. Dan already had an idea from the experience point breakdown, but it was still staggering, hearing what some of the items were worth. The five black pearls sitting atop a square of white fur were worth five hundred gold pieces each, an unthinkable sum for items he could store in a single pocket.

      Most stunning of all was the jewelry taken from the giant who’d almost killed Dan and Ula. Piled together, the necklaces, earrings, bracelet, rings, and tiara totaled 44,000 gold pieces in value, enough money to buy +5 armor, raise an army, and stay drunk for a decade or three.

      Impulsively, he snatched up the most beautiful piece, an elaborate necklace of platinum and purple amethyst valued at nineteen thousand gold pieces, and beckoned to Holly.

      She brightened, popped up from her chair, and came to him.

      He took her by the shoulders, kissed her forehead, and turned her away from him. “Lift your hair, first wife,” he said.

      Holly did as she was told, lifting her golden plait and revealing her shapely neck. Looking over her bare shoulder, Dan could see the milk-pale swell of her incredible cleavage between the lapels of the loose robe, the thin silk of which did little to hide the shape of his wife’s breasts or her diamond-hard nipples.

      Moving slowly, Dan lowered the necklace into place and fastened its clasp at the back of Holly’s neck. “For you, my love.”

      “Thank you, husband,” Holly said. She turned, beaming, to display the gift.

      Choker tight against her throat, the necklace fell in a triangular spill of platinum and sparkling gemstone, delving deep into her cleavage. Amethysts sparkled between her round, full breasts like purple stars between planets.

      Dan felt himself growing hard at the sight of his gorgeous wife.

      “The amethysts match your eyes,” Nadia said, reaching out to stroke the necklace.

      Noticing how Nadia’s fingers also brushed Holly’s breast, Dan grew harder still.

      Wulfgar was right. He’d been working too much lately. He needed to get primal with his women.

      But he would finish this first. “Speaking of jewels matching eyes,” he said, and lifted the pair of fourteen-thousand-gold-piece emerald earrings from the table, “these are for you, second wife.”

      Nadia’s green eyes gleamed, her beautiful mouth fell open, and her cheeks pinkened. An orphan who’d spent her youth bouncing between foster care and detention facilities, Nadia had grown up even poorer than Dan.

      Holly laughed. “You’ve done the impossible, husband. You’ve rendered her speechless.”

      “Shut it, elf,” Nadia joked, snapping out of her shocked silence. She lifted her thick chestnut locks, revealing her ears.

      “You’d better put these in yourself,” Dan said. “With my thick fingers, I might poke holes in you.”

      “You’re welcome to poke my holes anytime, big boy,” Nadia teased, taking the earrings from him. Glowing with happiness, she put in the earrings and turned back and forth for everyone to see.

      “They’re gorgeous,” Holly said. “And our husband is right. They’re the perfect match with your eyes.”

      “Thanks,” Nadia said, and then she was in Dan’s arms, kissing him passionately, her tongue pushing into his mouth and licking lightly and submissively against his own, an invitation to her alpha.

      That was an invitation he would happily accept. But first, he would finish the task at hand. Breaking the kiss, he stepped back. “You’re welcome, my love.”

      Still beaming, Nadia let her hair fall back into place, hiding the earrings behind a brunette curtain.

      Dan had to smile. That was Nadia to a tee. She stood before him, clad in black leather, every lithe inch of her looking like a thief, hiding the priceless jewelry. His beautiful chest of hidden wonders…

      It struck him then that Holly’s gift was equally fitting. His grey elf wife had grown increasingly regal since leaving the grove. Now she wore her necklace with brazen boldness, sparkling across the aching beauty of her barely concealed breasts for all the world to see, his proud and powerful queen.

      Dan turned then and looked at Ula, who stood near the doorway, holding her double-bladed axe at the ready, his faithful bodyguard, who still stood guard despite the bloody bandages encasing much of her beautiful, green-skinned body.

      The hobgoblin warrior woman had fought bravely in the Battle of Fire Ridge, nearly dying when she’d knocked Dan to safety and taken the brunt of the giant’s attack.

      “Ula,” he said, and beckoned to her.

      Ula hesitated. Her red face blushed purple.

      Dan knew that Ula’s crazy-ass warrior code had left her feeling guilty and inadequate after she’d fallen in battle, regardless of the glaring fact that he would have died without her.

      He was going to put that shit to rest for good. “Come here,” he said sharply, feigning impatience.

      Ula responded to the command, regaining composure and marching up to him. The warrior woman was nearly as tall as Dan, so her bright yellow eyes stared directly into his. Her little tusks poked out from her mouth, which was set in a straight line.

      She was trying very hard to maintain the bearing of a soldier, he could tell.

      “First,” he said, crossing the room and picking up one of the extra-healing potions Nadia had brought back from State College, “I command you to drink 1/3 of this.”

      Holly interpreted, though it was probably unnecessary. Ula understood pretty much everything he said now. She was getting better at speaking in Common, too.

      Ula hesitated briefly—probably due to some hobgoblin warrior culture bullshit involving battle wounds, Dan figured—and then lifted the decanter to her lips and drank.

      “McClanahan’s sells these things out of vending machines now,” Nadia said incredulously. “Can you believe it? A fucking vending machine packed with glowing potions and a handful of candy bars.”

      Holly jumped in saying she’d kill for a candy bar, and Dan’s wives started debating which candy bars were best. As they squabbled over sweets, Dan watched Ula’s eyes widen. She stood straighter and smiled, her face suddenly shining a healthy red.

      “Thank you, Chief,” she said, stripping away bloody bandages to reveal completely healed flesh that practically vibrated with maximized vitality.

      Dan took the remaining potion from her and tossed it back. The effervescent pink liquid had a light, fruity sweetness and burned slightly going down—like Sprite mixed with a tropical juice blend and a pinch of cayenne powder. Hitting his stomach, the warmth spread rapidly throughout his body in euphoric waves. Pain ebbed away as his wounds closed.

      “Now that you’re well again,” Dan said to Ula, “I’ll give you your gift.”

      The warrior woman blushed dark purple again. She grinned uncomfortably, her yellow eyes darting from Dan to the fancy jewelry on the table.

      But no, Dan thought, leaning over the table. Delicate jewelry wouldn’t fit his fierce warrior woman, who dressed only in a fur bikini, boots, leather bracers, and spiked epaulets that reminded him of shoulder pads from some kind of extraordinarily violent form of medieval football.

      He swept the perfect item off the table and extended it to her. “My gift to you for saving my life.”

      Ula gave a burst of curiously girlish laughter and cinched the belt around her waist, twisting in ways that did very interesting things to her exotic, muscular figure and shapely breasts.

      Dan grew even harder watching her.

      Ula ripped Roderick’s glowing sword from its sheath. She stepped back and spun, whirling the magical blade in deadly circles and slicing the air in an impressive display that highlighted her personality just as much as Holly and Nadia’s jewelry had revealed theirs.

      Ula held the sword before her and turned it in the light, smiling down at the shining blade.

      Dan lashed out and knocked it from her hands.

      The hobgoblin warrior woman looked up at him with confusion. “Chief?”

      He pushed her shoulder just hard enough to send the message.

      Ula twisted with the shove and fell instinctively into a fighting position. Confusion lifted from her face, and her tusks were suddenly jutting from a grin. “Unta deel peeta feen!” she taunted and threw a haymaker.

      Dan tucked his chin and turned his shoulder. The punch grazed harmlessly across the side of his face. Dipping it had been easy. Leveling up had its advantages.

      Ula railed at him with a guttural stream of insults.

      Dan would have preferred to do this without playing Ula’s crazy-ass hobgoblin foreplay, but he knew that she needed to go through the motions.

      He walked straight at her.

      Ula backpedaled, throwing punches. He easily batted aside her attacks and turned his hip almost without thinking when she tried to knee him in the balls.

      Then her back was against the wagon wall and he was on her.

      Ula roared insults as he spun her around and slipped his forearm under her jaw. She struggled and fought, putting up the fight that her tribal custom demanded, despite the fact that she’d wanted him for weeks. As a warrior woman, she could give herself only to a male strong enough to overpower her in combat, and that’s exactly what Dan did, squeezing just hard enough to pinch off her artery and knock her out.

      When Ula went limp, he laid her gently upon the floor.

      “What the fuck was that all about?” Nadia said. “I thought you were glad that she had stopped attacking you.”

      Dan laughed.

      “Our husband has finally come to his senses,” Holly said.
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      Ula came to on her stomach and looked up at him with lust in her eyes. Keeping her face pressed to the floor, she inched her knees forward, lifting her ass into the air. Then she reached back and peeled away the fur bikini bottom, revealing a taut ass and a triangle of bright red pubic hair.

      Dan took his time, staring down at her as he peeled off his shirt, kicked off his boots, and started unbuckling his belt. He had wanted this, wanted her, for a long time, but he wasn’t going to rush the moment.

      “Please,” Ula moaned, reaching between her legs with one hand to spread open her pink and glistening slit for him.

      “You are my strong warrior woman,” Dan said. He pushed his pants down, and his swollen member sprang free.

      Ula’s eyes flashed greedily, staring at him.

      “You will fight at my side,” Dan said, “and you will bear me strong children.”

      “Yes, Chief,” Ula grunted, switching her shapely ass back and forth.

      “You are mine,” Dan told her, lowering onto his knees behind her. “Mine and mine alone. Forever. Do you understand?”

      “Yes,” Ula moaned.

      Dan moved his hips forward, pressing the tip of his engorged manhood against the wet pink lips of her opening.

      Ula shuddered with anticipation.

      He was giving her what she needed to feel properly claimed. The shove, the submission, and the showmanship.

      But the rest he would do on his terms, not hers.

      Thinking like a hobgoblin, she probably expected him to pummel her. But he wouldn’t do that. Not yet.

      Warrior woman or no warrior woman, Ula was still a virgin, and Dan was a true barbarian below the waist. He wanted to claim her, not ruin her. There would be time enough for pounding on the long ride to wherever they were going.

      Besides, he thought, grinning as he pushed forward slowly, I’ll drive her nuts, teasing her with tenderness.

      He eased himself forward a fraction of an inch, spreading her lips. His tip met a soft wall then, her swollen tightness unprepared for his considerable girth.

      “Please,” Ula moaned. “In.”

      Dan smacked her shapely, muscular ass, making her cry out with surprise. Then he seized her roughly by the hips, digging his fingers into her flesh and held her tightly as he entered her.

      But here he took his time, pushing slowly forward, spreading her apart as gently as he could. Ula was so tight.

      She wriggled, breathing hard.

      He pulled back, almost popping free, then eased forward again, sliding forward an inch deeper than before.

      Her channel gripped him like a fist.

      Moaning, Ula tried to push back into him, but he held her in place with one hand. “You don’t decide,” he said, leaning over her. “I decide when and how to fuck you. Do you understand?”

      “Yes, Chief,” Ula said, her breathing ragged with desire now.

      Reaching forward, he cupped her bikini top. Beneath the fur, her breast was shapely and firm.

      As he eased his girth forward, gently spreading her tight channel, he reached inside the bikini to pinch her nipple sharply.

      Ula gave a little yelp and tried again to impale herself on his length.

      Grabbing a fistful of her blood-red hair, Dan said, “What did I tell you?”

      “Your fuck,” Ula said. “How hard fuck when.”

      Holly laughed at her new sister wife’s imperfect Common, which was actually impressive as Hades.

      Dan looked up at Holly to see her standing beside the great table with one foot up on a chair. She looked down at him with a look of feverish desire on her face. Her silk robe had come completely open. She was naked underneath, save for the sparkling necklace he’d just given her.

      Still clothed in black leather, Nadia knelt before her sister-wife, lapping at her sex.

      Dan growled at the sight, and it was all he could do to keep from slamming himself all the way to the hilt in Ula.

      Holly’s hand was buried in Nadia’s chestnut locks as the thief slurped enthusiastically between her legs. Holly’s purple eyes were locked on Dan and Ula, drowsing with sultry pleasure. Her lips parted and her perfect breasts lifted as she arched her back.

      Dan bore down pushing slowly but steadily forward. He felt Ula’s hymen give and inched forward into her wet warmth.

      Ula whimpered from pleasure or pain—or perhaps both.

      Dan pulled back, watching as Nadia continued to service Holly, and Holly, still eyeing him, started squeezing her own breasts.

      Dan slid forward again, giving Ula half of his length, then fell into a rhythm, pumping her tender sex with short strokes that spread her and made her pant like a dog beneath him. Bit by bit, he increased his speed and plunged more deeply into her.

      Holly was panting now, too, and her hands dropped from her breasts to caress the brunette head working between her legs. One of Nadia’s hands was pressed between her own legs, rubbing back and forth across the leather crotch.

      Dan reached around and found the soaked and swollen nub at the top of Ula’s sex. Peeling back the hood, he rolled her slick pearl between his thumb and forefinger.

      Ula whimpered softly.

      Dan continued to pump away rhythmically, burying most of his length and rubbing his fingertips in tight circles over her enflamed button.

      Beneath him, Ula had come onto all fours. Her rippling muscles tightened, and she trembled harder.

      Aware that his new wife was edging toward climax, Dan stepped up his ministrations, pumping a little harder and a little faster, giving her all but his final inch now, and moving his fingers in even tighter circles, pressing down harder to push her over the edge.

      His erection throbbed, and his swollen balls ached as they rocked back and forth, bulging with seed after days without release.

      Ula started grunting rapidly, sounding almost panicked, and her fingers curled inward as her hands tightened into fists. She thrust backward with her hips, wanting all of him, and this time, he gave her what she wanted, letting her impale herself on his full length.

      Her muscular body went rigid then bucked as wave after orgasmic wave washed over her, making her cry out in an ecstatic stream of half-choked hobgoblin.

      Seconds later, Holly was spewing Elvish as the combination of Nadia’s tongue and the sight of Dan fucking Ula to orgasm brought on her own climax.

      The chain effect continued from there as Nadia fell to all fours, one hand clamped between her leather-clad thighs, shuddering as she too exploded with pleasure.

      It was too much for Dan, who roared as his balls pulsed, pumping jet after jet of hot seed deep inside his new wife. He held tightly to her waist, keeping her pressed against him as his climax went on and on and on, flooding Ula with hot seed.

      Once he’d finished, he released her hips.

      The hobgoblin warrior woman fell forward to lay spread-eagled upon the floor, mewling with pleasure, a large puddle of his seed draining out onto the floor.

      Dan bent and helped Ula to her feet, then wrapped her in an embrace. Then he took her by the back of the neck and kissed her.

      “Ula give chief strong babies,” Ula said.

      Dan held her head in his hands, smiling into the red face he had come to love. “Yes, you will. And we will fight side by side forever.”

      This brought a smile to her face. “Kill many enemy.”

      “Yes,” he said, and kissed her again. “We will kill a shit-ton of enemies.”

      Holly started cinching her robe about her waist.

      “Don’t bother,” Dan said. “I want you.”

      “Soon, husband,” Holly said, “but you have more business to attend to first.”

      “To Hades with that,” he said, reaching for her. But his fingertips only brushed over her silken gown as she stepped deftly away.

      “Patience,” Holly said. “You have been very generous to us, husband, but you must give one more gift.”

      “Thelia?” he said.

      “Yes,” Holly said. “She is your wife and the new matriarch.”

      “Some matriarch,” he said. The last he’d seen Thelia, she had been playing tag with some gnomish children, giggling as they chased her on stubby legs, her impossibly spherical breasts bouncing like a pair of red balloons. Thelia had the best body he’d ever seen, period, and she was nice, but she had the attention span of a gnat and didn’t seem to care about anything other than dancing, singing, and giving massages.

      Thelia’s only other talent was shooting a small shower of sparks from her fingertips. But that didn’t make her a matriarch. It made her a glorified barbecue lighter.

      “If you give us gifts but not Thelia, the red elves will notice,” Holly said. “The red elves adore you, but Thelia is their matriarch, and that is a very powerful connection. More powerful than fear or loyalty or respect. More powerful even than blood.”

      “She’s the alpha,” Nadia said. “They’re her pack.”

      Holly nodded. “Thelia carries the fire.”

      Dan frowned, remembering how when Ahneena had died, a spark had risen from her, spun through the air, and plunged into Thelia. For a split second, Thelia’s eyes had glowed brightly, as if they were indeed filled with flames, but since then she had returned to her old self, seeming not like a matriarch but like a playful, bubbleheaded child trapped inside the body of a world-class stripper.

      “I gotta be honest,” Dan said. “As a third gift, she’s a bit of a letdown.”

      Holly had made such a big deal of the red elves’ legendary gift magic. Dan’s first two gifts—a bent needle and a rusty thimble—had followed the tradition Holly had predicted, a worthless item followed by a slightly less worthless object.

      Then Ahneena had given a spiel about the great tapestry and red elf history being stitched only in fire and had offered him the third gift, her granddaughter. Dan had grudgingly accepted at the insistence of Holly, who had filled his head with stories about third-gift magic that had made him expect something truly incredible, even epic, not a 4th of July sparkler with a great set of tits.

      “We shall see,” Holly said. “Perhaps the third gift will still unveil its power. Ula, fetch Thelia.”
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      Holly leaned against table, masturbating lazily and watching her husband take his second wife of the day, doubling the size of their harem.

      A good start, she thought.

      Thelia had already been Dan’s wife in title, but now she would be his wife in every sense of the word.

      Ula and Nadia held the red elf’s upper body, suspending her in the air as Dan stood and pounded her from behind, making her pendulous breasts swing back and forth.

      Dan hammered the small red vixen, slamming into her so hard that the smacking of their bodies echoed off the wagon walls. With every powerful thrust, the little red woman jerked and cried out.

      This only made Dan thrust harder, snarling as he pounded away faster and faster, showing a side of himself that Holly had never seen before. He enjoyed controlling Holly sometimes, even liked to get playfully rough when she begged for it, but this was different.

      Ironically, Dan had been reluctant to claim his new wife. Something about her innocence had stayed him, that and her seeming lack of intelligence. Dan valued freedom and individuality above all else, and Holly suspected that part of him was worried about coercing his new wife into sex. Their marriage had been arranged, after all, and Thelia seemed young and innocent to him.

      He shouldn’t have worried about her youth—Thelia was a hundred years old if she was a day—or her innocence. The red elves treated the pleasure arts almost like a religion. And the whole notion of coercion was ridiculous. The silly little red elf was absolutely smitten with Dan.

      But Dan had resisted until Holly explained her theory.

      Then, when Thelia had entered the wagon, giggling about a butterfly she’d been chasing, Dan had gone about his duties like an executioner at the gallows.

      “You’re my wife,” he had told the bubbly red elf. “Are you ready to consummate our marriage?”

      Thelia had beamed at that. Yes, she had assured him, her eyes huge with excitement. She was ready.

      Thelia had started to giggle, but Dan spun her around, ripped her gown in half, bent her over the table, and went to work.

      Dan snarled as he pummeled his new wife. Something had awakened a kind of darkness in him, Holly knew. This was not play. He was slamming into her, putting her in her place, breaking her.

      Holly bit her lip, surprised by a pang of jealousy. Then she smiled. This would certainly add an interesting wrinkle to the harem.

      She was just getting ready to slide onto the table and force the red elf’s mouth down on her sex, meaning to show Thelia where she stood in the hierarchy of wives, when Dan pulled out, growling like a beast. He grabbed Thelia by her jet-black hair, forced her savagely to her knees, and roared with climax, painting her pretty face with rope after heavy rope of hot seed.

      Thelia leaned back, thrusting her breasts upward and letting her head roll back. She smiled up at Dan with her eyes shut. “Mmm, husband,” she purred.

      Holly smirked. These red elves certainly are well trained in the pleasure arts. Dan almost split her in half, and she’s purring like a kitten.

      Holly would be certain to put Thelia in her place straight away. In fact, she thought, uncinching her robe. There was no time like the—

      But at that moment, Thelia’s pink tongue emerged, swept across her full lips, licking away a heavy mantle of milky seed, and her huge eyes flung wide open.

      The gold flecks within Thelia’s red irises wavered back and forth like burning flames. Thelia’s mouth fell open as the flickering golden flecks spread like wildfire, turning her irises into circles of raging flame. Meanwhile, the whites of her eyes shifted, turning red as dragon scales.

      Holly gasped. Dan had opened the third gift.

      Flames, spikey and glossy black as crow’s wings, spread across the red elf’s cheeks.

      Like the black flame tattoos of the great and terrible red elf warriors of old, Holly thought with a shudder. The same red elf warriors who dethroned my ancestors and drove grey elves to the brink of extinction.

      Thelia’s mouth closed then and curved into a satisfied smile. Reaching up with both hands, she swept the seed deftly from her face and smoothed it over her breasts and abdomen.

      “Will you help me up, sister-wife?” Thelia asked.

      Holly hesitated for a fraction of a second. What did this transformation mean?

      Then she regained her senses, forced a look of calm composure onto her face, and helped Thelia to her feet.

      Stepping free of the tattered remnants of her ruined shift, Thelia nodded thanks to Holly then turned to Dan. “Thank you for consummating our marriage, husband.”

      Dan stared down at her, looking wary.

      Ula grunted and stepped between Dan and Thelia.

      “What the fuck, little sister?” Nadia said. “Are you still… you?”

      Thelia’s smile cracked open and very Thelia-ish laughter tumbled out, lyrical and feminine and yet somehow chilling to Holly.

      “Yes,” Thelia said. “I am still me, but I am also more than I was. Much, much more.” She reached out and took Dan’s hands. “You woke the great fire within me, husband. I am filled with flame. A true matriarch. The True Matriarch.” She turned toward the door. “I must address my people.”

      She released Dan’s hands and crossed the room, then beckoned to them from the doorway. “Come, husband. Come, sister-wives. I want you beside me.”

      With that, Thelia stepped from the wagon and walked stark naked into the morning.

      Dan was the first to react, stepping into his pants and pulling them up. Glancing at Holly, he said, “The gift magic was real.”

      Holly nodded, straightening her robe. She had pushed Dan to aid the red elves, hoping he would earn a gift of legendary power. But now that Dan had properly accepted the third gift and activated its magic, Holly’s mind conjured a well-known grey elf proverb, one of the few they shared with the shorter-lived races.

      Be careful what you wish for.

      “What in Hades just happened?” Nadia said, shimmying into her jumpsuit. “Is it just me or does our bubbly little friend now have black flames tattooed on her face?”

      “And yellow flames in her eyes,” Dan added.

      They dressed and hurried outside. By the time they descended the stairs, Thelia was high above them, standing on the soot-stained tapestry lashed atop the war wagon.

      The matriarch spread her arms and sang a beautiful, haunting, wordless song that throbbed with emotion.

      From up and down the caravan and across the ruins of Fire Ridge, red elves hurried in Thelia’s direction, their faces shining with excitement.

      Gnomes followed, looking curious.

      Green elves came last, looking suspicious.

      Can’t blame them, Holly thought.

      Three hundred souls soon huddled before the war wagon, staring up at Thelia, burbling with excitement.

      “I am transformed,” Thelia called down to them. She stood with her legs apart. “Behold!” She spread her arms wide—and burst into flames.

      The red elves cried out, fell to their knees, and stared up at their matriarch with awe.

      Bright flames swirled around Thelia and pillared skyward in a spinning column of red and yellow fire.

      Within the raging conflagration, Thelia was completely unharmed, but the fire was nonetheless real. Holly could feel its heat on her face.

      Thelia smiled down at those kneeling before her.

      Holly was relieved to see that neither Dan nor her sister-wives had taken a knee. She didn’t know what, precisely, was happening here, but as a grey elf, she would never kneel before a descendent of Mooret.

      I’d sooner die.

      “My children,” Thelia said, her voice clear and musical above the crackling inferno, “I stand before you reborn as the True Matriarch, filled with fire.”

      “Filled with fire!” the impassioned red elves cried out, raising their hands toward her.

      “What manner of sorcery is this,” Dan grumbled in a low voice.

      “You know what it is,” Holly said.

      “Yeah,” Nadia whispered, “you really stoked her fires with that poker of yours. Now what do you say we find my urchins, make like smoke, and drift the fuck out of here?”

      That sounded like a good plan to Holly, though another, bone-deep part of her wanted to punch arrows through Thelia’s glowing eyes. If this meant what she was afraid it meant…

      But Holly steeled herself and shook her head. “Wait.”

      She had to know what this meant.

      “Rise, my children,” Thelia said.

      The red elves came to their feet, firelight shining in their eyes like religious fervor.

      “You, too, shall be transformed,” Thelia said, smiling down at them with her eyes burning brightly. “Tattoo your faces, warriors. We march to glory.”

      The red elves pumped their fists in the air and cried out triumphantly, sounding like enraptured warriors ready to charge into holy war.

      “Today,” Thelia announced, “we return to our ancestral home, Flame Valley, to spread the fire!”

      Holly’s hands rose involuntarily to her stomach as icy dread filled her.

      Not Flame Valley…

      Then, as if mocking her, the dead of the grove within the grove whispered to her out of memory.

      Child, child, child.

      And the voice of her grandmother’s decapitated head returned to her, echoing prophecy.

      Conceived in blood, born in war, raised in fire. The savior yet unborn.

      “The red elves rise again,” Thelia said.

      “The red elves rise again!” her people echoed.

      Holly’s hands dropped from her belly and tightened into fists. Was this her destiny? Their destiny?

      “But first we attend to tradition,” Thelia said, and the spinning column of flame corkscrewed down, collapsing into her.

      Turning toward Dan, Thelia explained, “We are the unscorched, the eternal flame, the children of Mooret who shall rise again, and tradition decrees that we burn our dead.”

      Stretching her arms out in front of her, Thelia splayed her fingers.

      Holly gasped as rivers of roaring flame rushed from Thelia’s palms, crackling over the crowd and striking the great pyre at the center of the courtyard. For several seconds, fire poured forth from Thelia’s hands, turning the pyre into a pyramid of flame.

      She’s a fire mage, Holly realized, and felt something crumble within her. After all these years, a fire mage again walks among us.

      The fiery streams cut off, and Thelia lowered her arms, smiling out at the pyre, watching the recent past burn and the distant past rise again like a phoenix reborn. Below her, gnomes and green elves cowered as red elves chanted, “Flame Valley! Flame Valley! Flame Valley!”
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      Dan sat at the table, scowling down at the map as the war wagon bounced over the rutted road.

      “Roughly one hundred miles to Liberty,” Holly said, tracing a network of roads north and east. “Then we’ll leave the main roads and enter the Wildervast.”

      She slid her finger west from the small town of Liberty into a sprawling green region that made no sense. This section showed no roads, no rivers, no towns. No details at all. It was simply a massive green void labeled Wildervast. The only other clue to its contents was the ominous phrase Here Be Monsters etched below the region’s odd name.

      The Wildervast shouldn’t be there.

      Until now, Dan’s new world had made a kind of crazy sense. State College was way different than it had been in the old world, but aspects were still the same. And glancing at the map, he saw countless parallels to his former reality: Route 80, the Susquehanna River, and of course Harrisburg, home of that colossal asshole, the Duke of Harrisburg, who had hired Roderick’s Raiders to fill his ranks with unwilling conscripts.

      But the Wildervast had no real-world analogue. The massive green blob seemed to have bubbled up out of nowhere, not replacing north central Pennsylvania, but pushing its components aside and changing the shape of the state.

      A hernia of terra incognita.

      He couldn’t wait to explore it.

      Not that he had confessed that to Thelia, of course.

      Thelia had come to him after the burning of the pyre, just as the caravan was pulling out of Fire Ridge, and thrown herself at his feet, distraught. The fever of fire and prophecy had passed, leaving a naked and submissive girl wishing to make amends with her husband—and clearly aware that she, on her own, could not lead her people across a perilous wilderness.

      “Please forgive me,” Thelia had begged, kneeling before him. “It wasn’t my place to choose our path. I should have consulted with you first. But I was engulfed in flame.”

      Dan stared down at her bare red body for a second before responding. Her forehead and breasts were pressed to the floor. Her shapely arms were thrust out before her and crossed at the wrists, just as her ankles were crossed beneath her luscious heart-shaped ass. Her naked supplication stirred the darkness in him, and he was seized with the desire to punish and pleasure her here in front of his other wives.

      But for as much as he wanted to explore her submission, he knew that he had to see to more important matters first. He had opened the third gift, and the third gift was fucking terrifying. Whatever had happened to Thelia, she had just channeled some major shit out there, spouting epic prophetic lines and torching the pyre like some kind of human flame thrower.

      The red elves had been mesmerized, ready to kill or die for their True Matriarch. Which was fine and dandy for them—but not for Dan and his other wives. He was the Lord and Master of Fire Ridge, not Thelia’s servant. She couldn’t boss him or his other wives. Or the gnomes and green elves, for that matter.

      Dan would always listen to Thelia, just as he listened to his other wives. All of them had their areas of expertise.

      He was the man. This didn’t make him smarter than his wives—not by a long shot—but it did make him the head of the harem.

      When faced with a difficult situation, he would listen to all of them. Sometimes, he would take their advice. Sometimes, he would side with one against others. Sometimes, he would reject all of them and go with his gut.

      Then, when he was finished listening, and it was time to speak, his would be the final voice.

      Anything else would lead to conflict and chaos. And Thelia needed to understand that before she had another pillar of fire moment.

      “You’re right,” Dan told his kneeling wife. He let his aggravation show. Exaggerated it, in fact. “It wasn’t your place. You might be the matriarch of the red elves, but I am the Lord and Master of these people. These are my wagons, my horses, my people. You are one of my wives, my third or fourth, depending on how you look at it. And while I value your opinions, I will be the one who decides our direction.”

      “Yes, Master,” Thelia said, giving her round, naked ass the slightest wiggle. “Perhaps you should… punish me?”

      Internally, Dan growled, wanting nothing more than to play Thelia’s game. But he knew that this was another kind of power play on her part.

      “No,” he said. “I must talk with my first and second wives.”

      “Yes, Master.”

      He sent Thelia off without comfort or closure, simply saying that someone would inform her later of his decision.

      But truth be told, he had already made his decision before Thelia had come to him.

      They were heading to Flame Valley.

      Definitely.

      In a T&T-based universe, this invitation to adventure was about as subtle as a war hammer to the back of the head. Wielded by a storm giant. On steroids.

      And he knew better than to reject an adventure that his TM had obviously prepped. In Willis’s campaigns, you could get away with pretty much anything, but avoiding an adventure that Willis had burned days or weeks building was an unpardonable sin. He would punish you. Severely.

      Besides, Dan actually wanted to go.

      He hadn’t gotten into this reality for gold and girls alone. He’d jumped in for gold, girls, and glory, and those remained his goals.

      Sure, the Wildervast didn’t make any sense and sounded dangerous as Hades, but the idea of blazing a trail across a monster-and-treasure-laden wilderness pumped him up. And Thelia was shooting rivers of frigging fire out of her hands. How cool was that?

      Holly wanted to go, too. She was wary of Thelia’s transformation and worried about the Wildervast, but for some reason, she was determined to go to Flame Valley—or, as she called it, Teel Elan. She wouldn’t explain why, exactly, she wanted to go—other than to say it was the right thing to do.

      Nadia thought they were crazy, but they were her pack, and where they went, she would go. Period.

      “Tell us about the Wildervast,” Dan said.

      “Like its name implies, it’s a vast wilderness,” Holly said. “The Succubus Queen Illandria created the Wildervast tens of thousands of years ago. She filled it with all manner of monsters—and countless monster girls.”

      “Monster girls?” Dan asked.

      “They’re monsters,” Holly said, “but they’re also exceedingly beautiful women who want nothing more than sex with human men.”

      Dan turned to Nadia with a smirk. “Hmm… sounds like someone I know.”

      Nadia punched him in the shoulder. “Thin ice, barbarian.”

      Holly said, “Many monster girls are powerful. Some are very powerful. They have no male counterparts and can breed only with human males. In the Wildervast, men are hunted down and taken as husbands and sex slaves.”

      Dan clapped his hands. “Sounds like a great place.”

      “Yeah,” Nadia said, “until you’re enslaved by some powerful spider woman who locks you in a web and keeps you alive only to breed all day, every day.”

      “I see your point,” Dan said.

      “There are no reliable maps,” Holly said, “and maps of the surrounding regions are very misleading.” She tapped the green blob on the table. “The Wildervast is much larger than it looks, larger than the rest of Pennsylvania combined. Huge and strange.”

      She explained that the Wildervast was like a patchwork quilt of regions that made absolutely no sense being next to one another. Holly didn’t know exactly how big the Wildervast was or how many different regions it contained, but old grey elf tomes spoke of at least a dozen, including formidable mountain ranges, an inner sea dotted with islands and plied by merchants and pirates alike, a steamy jungle ruled over by warlike panther people, a dank and sprawling swamp filled with monsters, a blistering desert, a weird wasteland populated by mutants, and the volcanic badlands where the succubus queen herself was said to have lived.

      And perhaps Illandria still lived there, Holly told them. No one knew for sure.

      Travel between the regions was difficult. The areas were separated by raging rivers, daunting mountain ranges, bottomless canyons, glaciers, lava flows, and other obstacles.

      “Fantastic!” Nadia chirped sarcastically. “This sounds better and better all the time. Remind me again why in Hades we’re heading there. I know Thelia and little red buddies are all pumped up to head back to their ancestral home, but—”

      “It’s not their ancestral home,” Holly interrupted, her face flushed with anger. “And its true name is not Flame Valley. It’s Teel Elan.”

      “Grey elves lived there?” Dan asked.

      Holly nodded. “It’s the gem of the Wildervast, a fertile valley of exquisite beauty, full of fish and game, with rushing rivers, stands of virgin timber, and rich topsoil two feet deep. But its greatest asset of all was the great delving tree.

      “My people built a fortress around the greatest delving tree. For thousands of years, my people flourished in Teel Elan, living in harmony with the world—until Thelia’s ancestors betrayed us. Mooret and his fire mages infiltrated the castle and killed nearly all of us.”

      “I knew the red elves were warlike, but—”

      “Yes,” Holly said. “They almost wiped out my people. Luckily, my ancestors were, despite their reclusive nature, a curious people.”

      She explained how the grey elves, many years before the fall of Teel Elan, had built a secret road across the Wildervast. They had hidden the road with magic similar to that which they used to camouflage their groves. When Mooret attacked, Holly’s surviving ancestors had used the hidden road to flee Teel Elan and the Wildervast.

      “I should be able to find the secret road,” Holly said, tapping the map just west of Liberty. “Which is great news, since it will mean traveling only twenty or thirty miles through the Wildervast instead of three or four times that distance, which is what Thelia and her red elves were planning to do.”

      “Great,” Nadia said, and rolled her eyes. “You guys do realize that we have a shit-ton of loot now, right? We could just cash in our chips. Buy a nice house, put in a pool, spend the rest of our lives fucking and eating good food and raising babies. What’s wrong with that?”

      Dan laughed. “That doesn’t sound like your wolf talking.”

      “No,” Nadia said. “That’s me talking. My wolf wants to know why, of all the packs in the world, I joined a couple of suicidal lunatics.”
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      The second night, they camped on the road outside Holly’s grove. Holly went in to see her family and let them know where she was heading.

      Dan stayed with the caravan. He hoped Holly would return with her little sister, Lily, who was super cool, a great scout in the wilderness, and uber-hot. But instead Holly returned with a pony-drawn cart full of cabbage and root vegetables, components for druidic spells, and a bad attitude after having dealt with the anger of her father, who argued against traveling into the Wildervast.

      That night, Badger got into a fight, when one of Jorbin Ateel’s adult sons asked about his mutilated hand. Badger used the fingerless stump to club Jorbin’s son to the ground. Then he used his remaining fist to knock one of the gnome’s teeth loose. Nadia promised to talk to the volatile halfling, and Dan promised to do the talking himself if the little fucker didn’t cut the shit.

      In Boalsburg, they purchased—at a loss, according to Nadia, who seemed to keep the price of everything stored in that pretty head of hers—as many blankets and warm clothes as they could buy. They also unloaded most of the unwanted gear they had taken from Roderick’s Raiders, trading the weapons and armor for dozens of ponies, which made perfect mounts for the diminutive red elves.

      Dan had no interest riding a pony. He had taken a liking to one of Roderick’s warhorses, a muscular and battle-scarred charger with heavy bones, powerful hind quarters, and a wide, strong jaw. The stallion exuded power and calm confidence. His ash-gray coat was brindled with charcoal stripes and decorated with countless scars. Dan named him Granite.

      Route 26 was newly paved, a wide strip of smooth black macadam complete with one of those weird echoes from the old world that always felt to Dan like a glitch in the programming: bright lane and passing lines. Riding over the yellow hash marks, Dan didn’t care that the lines made no sense. The resurfaced road made easy going for the caravan.

      Of course, that didn’t stop the green elves from grumbling. Dan resigned himself to the fact that this was just their way. Even if they found some legendary green elf paradise, they would bitch that it had taken too long to get there.

      The red elves, on the other hand, were ecstatic. As they traveled, they sang songs of Mooret, the Subjugation, and the grandeur of Flame Valley. The women, who outnumbered the men seven to one, continued to flirt constantly with Dan, but in other ways, they and their male counterparts were changing.

      The red elves grew fiercer day by day. With tattooed faces, they marched on, their eyes and bodies growing harder with each passing mile, singing nostalgic songs of their genocidal past, carrying weapons taken from men they had killed.

      The following evening as they pulled into the next community, Dan had to grin. In the old world, this village had been called Pleasant Gap. But apparently, Zohaz the Magnificent still had a sense of humor, because the signs now read “Peasant Gap.” They stayed the night, ran up one Hades of a bar tab at the Red Horse Tavern, and the next morning spent several thousand gold pieces on wagons, carriages, carts, horses, oxen, goats, chickens, and a wide range of equipment and provisions ranging from rope, oil, and horse tack to turnips, potatoes, nuts, dried venison, and salted pork.

      Everything was coming together.

      They turned north on 144. Riding Granite at the head of the caravan, Dan led his people over windy roads through the heavily wooded rolling hills, passing things that made him wonder again about this strange, hybrid reality, including a sign for Knoebel’s Grove—what would an amusement park be like in this world?—and a massive manufacturing site called Titan Metal, which hugged the edge of the road and stretched on and on for what seemed like half a mile.

      Ula rode at Dan’s side atop her warhorse, a painted mare she called Ket, which basically meant bitch in Hobgoblin. The name suited the horse, which snapped her teeth whenever a horse or pony other than Granite got too close. Soon, all riders learned to deliver their reports by approaching on Dan’s side, not Ula’s.

      Everything went smoothly until they rode into the county seat, Bellefonte.

      “Your reputation as a liberator has arrived before you, husband,” Holly called from the war wagon, pointing to the empty blocks in front of the courthouse. “Normally, this would be a bustling slave market.”

      Dan frowned at the dark blocks. They were empty today, but they would be full again soon enough, thanks to all of the Rodericks in the world.

      So many people to kill, so little time.

      Smiling merchants packed the courthouse yard and neighboring streets, gesturing toward their wares and shouting outrageous claims like sideshow carnival barkers.

      Dan slowed to a trot, scanning the goods.

      Merchants crowded around him, crying out desperately, plying their goods, and filling the air with the cloying stench of sickly sweet perfume. Men and women alike were dressed in long robes and glittering jewelry and wore heavy applications of makeup. Before him, merchants bowed down upon the cobblestones as if blind to the fact that Dan was a battle-scarred barbarian riding atop a fucking warhorse.

      He reined Granite to a stop, hating these loud, perfumed salesmen with their eager eyes and bullshit claims.

      Have Granite stomp on their fucking skulls, Dan thought, scowling down at the shouting merchants pressing close. Then go to work with my sword.

      Instead, he dismounted, handed his reins to Ula, and passed word back along the caravan to keep a close watch on all belongings. Then he called his other wives forth from the war wagon.

      They needed shit. Unfortunately, that meant dealing with assholes.

      Merchants pressed in from all sides, talking over each other, calling out ridiculous prices that told Dan they planned on cheating him. Their sickening perfume filled his nostrils, and their shrill voices filled his ears.

      “Back off!” Dan thundered, and the mob of shouting merchants went silent and stumbled backward.

      Before they could press close again, a dozen snarling red elves rushed forward, forming a shield around Dan and his wives, giving them space.

      That’s better, Dan thought, and saw Parus among the red elves shielding him from the aggressive salespeople. Good old Parus. He was a company commander now, so this sort of duty was beneath his station, but Dan would have bet his last copper piece that Parus had been the one who’d formed the guard and charged forward in the first place.

      Dan and his wives moved slowly through the market. Much of what the merchants had to offer was frivolous: furniture and sculptures, fancy clothing, and exotic oddities from far-off lands. Other items were suitable, but the prices were jacked up to several times their actual value. The merchants had clearly heard of a caravan with deep pockets moving through the region and had conspired to rip them off.

      “These prices are high,” Dan told a stick-thin wine merchant in scarlet robes.

      The merchant gave a pained expression. “Armies on the move, my Lord, heading to war. A poor merchant is forced to raise his prices or face the wrath of generals who show up too late.”

      “What war?”

      “The War of the Dukes, my Lord. Surely you’ve heard—”

      “Pretend I haven’t,” Dan said.

      “The Dukes of Pittsburgh and Philadelphia clashed along the turnpike in the gap between the Blue Mountain and Kittatinny tunnels. Now they’re marshaling troops and calling allies. Troops on the move, getting into position. It’ll be a bloody spring, Lord. The Battle for Pennsylvania!”

      Dan moved through the bazaar, growing more and more disgusted with the inflated prices and nauseating perfume.

      “Fuck this place,” he grumbled. “Let’s—”

      “Oh, look at these dresses!” Thelia exclaimed, much to the delight of a mustachioed merchant who smelled strongly of rosewater. “Master, may we please linger just a little longer? I’ve never seen such dresses.”

      Dan was about to tell her that the clothes and their merchant could burn in Hades, but then he noticed how most of the dresses were little more than a collection of strategically placed straps, pictured his hot wife squeezed into them, and grumbled, “All right. Five minutes.”

      Thelia squealed with delight, sounding very much like the girl he had rescued from Roderick’s son on that rainy morning outside Holly’s Grove. She and her handmaids rushed forward to fondle the dresses, all of them talking at once.

      “Sucker,” Nadia said, but then she turned as Goldfinch arrived, crying, “Mother Wolf!”

      Toad had gotten caught stealing from one of the merchants. The man had cursed and grabbed hold of the little half-orc. Then a pissed-off halfling had punched him in the nuts and bounced his painted face off the cobblestones until the guards showed up.

      Shit, Dan thought. Guards. In Willis’s campaigns, guards were always assholes. They blocked your way, demanded bribes, or talked trash. They basically existed to tempt you into snapping and getting into deep shit.

      “Toad,” Nadia snarled as they followed Goldfinch across the crowded square. “I’ll kill her.”

      “Wait,” Dan said. “You’re pissed at her for stealing?”

      Nadia gave him a confused look. “No. I’m pissed at her for getting caught.”

      Whatever she was feeling toward the urchins, it vanished in a flash of maternal protectiveness when they reached the booth and found Badger lying on the ground, a burly guard pinning him down with a knee to the back and applying shackles as the halfling screamed curses.

      “What the fuck are you doing?” Nadia yelled, and Dan had to hold her back.

      The burly guard sneered up at her. “You the one they call Mother Wolf? Pack of bloody thieves.”

      Three other guards stood around him. One of them had Toad by the ear. The other two eyed Dan, hands on their pommels, a challenge in their smiles.

      Stupid fucks had no idea who they were dealing with.

      Yeah, he thought, taking in their general mediocrity, these assholes are straight out of Willis’s TM playbook.

      As if to highlight this fact, the burly guard said, “Take these little pieces of shit inside and lock them up.” Pointing at Nadia, he said, “And you, you’re coming with us. I have some questions for you, Mother Wolf.”

      True to other interactions with Willis-style guards, Dan wanted nothing more in that moment than to hang their decapitated heads from his belt. But he didn’t feel like getting sucked into some bullshit side quest. They had to get out of here and get back on the road toward their real adventure. So instead of lopping off their heads, he smiled.

      “Hey,” he said, stepping forward, “I’m sure this has just been a misunderstanding. These are my people. There’s no reason to take the kids anywhere.” He pulled out a sack of coins. “I’d be happy to clear up any misunderstandings.”

      The burly guard’s face contorted with shock and disgust, as if Dan had slapped him with a rotten fish. “Are you offering me a bribe?” he asked, all haughty.

      Great, Dan thought. This guy was the most annoying type of guard, the morally superior justice warrior.

      “Look,” Dan said, keeping his voice calm, “we’re just passing through, and—”

      Standing, the offended guard said, “Attempted bribery of an officer of the law is a serious charge, sir. Lay down your weapons and surrender immediately.”

      “Yeah,” Dan said, scratching his jaw, “that’s not going to happen. Let me make this clear for you. If you don’t want the money, don’t take it. But if you don’t hand over the kids, I’m going to kill every last one of you motherfuckers.”

      The guard moved quickly, drawing his sword and shouting to his men.

      Dan moved just as quickly, freeing his blade.

      But instead of attacking Dan, the guard lowered the point of his sword to Badger’s throat.

      Behind him, another guard’s blade slid under Toad’s jaw. The other guards blew frantically at whistles.

      Shit, Dan thought. Of all places, this was going down on the front yard of the frigging courthouse. In thirty seconds, the entire garrison would surround them. He could hear shouting voices coming this way.

      Oh to Hades with it, he thought, drawing back his sword and stepping forward.

      “Gentlemen, please!” a portly merchant in fine robes of yellow silk said, stepping in between Dan and the guards. The merchant wore his hair in long braids, within which were woven dozens of golden rings, matching the sparkling profusion of golden rings upon his chubby fingers, which fluttered now as he said, “Let us have no bloodshed.”

      To Dan’s surprise, the guards did not push the man aside and attack. They hesitated, hanging back and watching the merchant, who stepped close to Dan, filling his nose with a sickening waft of a perfume that smelled like flowers and fruit mashed together and doused in honey.

      “My name is Oestus,” the fat merchant said with a low bow, “and I’m here to help.”

      The man’s name echoed—Oestus, Oestus, Oestus—as guards arrived, pushing into the circle surrounding the debacle. These newly arrived guards watched the merchant as intently as hounds watching their master.

      Whoever this guy Oestus was, he obviously wielded considerable power here in Bellefonte, PA.

      “Thanks,” Dan said. “I’m Dan Marshall of the free, and these are my people. We could use some help right now.” He extended his hand.

      “Oh,” the man said, smiling at Dan’s hand for a second before taking it. “How rustic.”

      The merchant’s hand was warm, limp, and plump. Shaking it was like hefting a fresh-killed grouse.

      Oestus spoke with the guards, cooing and patting shoulders, and a moment later, the children were free and the guards were gone.

      Then, speaking to the other merchants, Oestus said, “Give us space,” and without so much as a bitter glance, the ridiculous men and women cleared away, retreating to their stands.

      Oestus swept a smiling glance across Dan and his wives. “Lord and Ladies,” the merchant said, bowing so low that the golden rings in his braids tinkled off the cobblestones like little bells. “I am so grateful to have arrived in your hour of need. And I do apologize for this gaudy chaos,” he said, gesturing toward the other merchants. “Second-rate vendors selling third-rate products and four times the price.”

      “True enough,” Dan said, but refrained from adding the thought that followed: unlike you. All of this had gone down a little too perfectly for Oestus—almost like the fat merchant had engineered the whole thing, from the unpleasant press of shouting merchants to the unsuitable goods and steep prices to the arrival and departure of the guards.

      “If you are in need of supplies, I’m certain that you will find my reasonably priced goods of the highest quality. But let us not jump straight into business. Evening is nearly upon us. Please follow me back to my estate, where I can provide comfort and sustenance and a place to rest. I have a large field where you can park your wagons and pasture your horses and a legion of well-trained sl—” he smiled, catching himself, “servants, who will attend to your needs. It would be my great honor to host you and your people this night.”

      “Oh yeah?” Dan said, not bothering to hide his skepticism. He was sick of civilization, never had much use for opulent types, and hated liars. His inner barbarian wanted to pick up Oestus by the ankles and shake loose coins of truth. “Exactly how much are you planning to charge us to park our wagons in your field?”

      Oestus placed a fat hand to the yellow silk on his chest, and his painted lips fell open in feigned shock. “Lord Dan, you do me a disservice. You would stay for free, of course, and eat for free as well. A grand feast, as befits a freedom fighter and his brave warriors as they travel north toward the gods only know what.”

      He’s fishing for information, Dan realized. A good reason to host us. Perhaps that and an opportunity to sell them merchandise justify the expense and trouble of the proposed feast.

      Offering a sugary smile, Oestus said, “I am not seeking coin. Only friendship.”

      And there’s the rest of it, Dan thought. War is coming, and in times of war, wealthy merchants like Oestus either do very well or very poorly, depending on the allegiances they forge.

      “In that case,” Dan said, “we accept. Thank you.”

      Oestus fluttered his dark lashes, pressed his lips together in a smile that made him look like he had a stomach ache. “Thank you so much,” the merchant said, and bowed deeply once more, rattling his bangled plaits against the paving stones. “You do me a great service in allowing me to serve you.”

      Yeah right, Dan thought, and with his barbarian’s intuition crawling over him like a thousand wriggling earwigs, he summoned his people and spread the word.
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      Dan and his people followed Oestus out of town to a sprawling estate. A paved road led them off the main highway and past botanical gardens, marble statues, and gushing fountains. Oestus’s carriage stopped at a Y in the road.

      To the right, a long, white driveway of raked pea stone split away from the road, angling toward a luxurious mansion.

      To the left, the paved road continued across a large field toward a wall of forest. A weather-beaten sign in the shape of an arrow pointed in that direction, reading, The Wildervast.

      This was one of the early entrances that Holly mentioned, Dan realized. Luckily, they would continue northward along proper roads for another seventy-some miles to Liberty before entering the untamed region. Entering here would mean traveling across miles and miles of harsh and deadly wilderness.

      Oestus emerged from his carriage and waddled up to where Dan sat atop Granite.

      Beside Dan, both Ula and her painted mare snarled as if they might take juicy bites out of the round, yellow fruit of a man.

      “Most excellent to welcome you to my humble acres, dear sir,” Oestus said to Dan, giving Ula and Ket wide berth. “If you and your people will retire to the meadow, my servants will bring food and water for your beasts.”

      Servants, Dan thought bitterly. They’re slaves. Oestus is just afraid to use the word in front of me.

      “In the meantime,” Oestus continued, “my servants will set immediately about preparing a feast the likes of which you will not again see on your travels… wherever they might take you.”

      Now it was Dan’s turn to smile. Let the merchant pry. Dan would send word out through his people to reveal nothing.

      Dan thanked Oestus, who rode off to the mansion. Then Dan called his company commanders forward to explain the situation, and the caravan pulled into the meadow.

      Almost instantly, Oestus’s “servants” drove carts and wagons onto the field, dropping off oats for the horses and kitchen scraps for the goats. They provided watering troughs and filled these with a water wagon.

      The great barrel atop the wagon was the size of a small house. Ladders ran up the sides to a flat top with what looked like a capped funnel at the center.

      So they fill the barrel with rain or with buckets, Dan thought, then cap it off to block out sunlight and keep the water fresh. It’s a cistern on wheels.

      “I want one,” he said.

      “Or two,” Holly said.

      He nodded and summoned Jorbin Ateel. The gnomish leader appeared at once, looking happy. Like most gnomes, Jorbin loved a feast—especially the wine.

      “Buy two of those water wagons,” Dan told him. “Don’t pay more than double their value.”

      Jorbin scratched his gray beard and smiled. “A wise purchase, Lord Dan. They’ll make travel faster and safer.” Jorbin bowed and headed off toward Oestus’s people, looking even happier at the prospect of haggling than he had at the notion of wine. The gnome loved to work, that was for sure.

      “Scatter,” Nadia told the urchins, and her three young charges wandered off in opposite directions through the gathering crowd.

      “Please tell me they aren’t robbing our host,” Dan said. “There’s a weird tension here.”

      “No worries,” Nadia said. “They’re on a different sort of mission tonight.”

      Nadia was constantly grooming her pups, teaching them not only to pick locks and pockets but to study people and develop good habits. She emphasized stealth, situational awareness, and the powers of observation and memory.

      She quizzed them constantly, surprising them at random times by demanding information. Tell me everything that you noticed in the leatherworker’s shop, she might say as they were leaving a crowded marketplace, and they would recall hundreds of observations, big and small. She asked them to repeat conversations, analyze motivations, and identify the most likely locations of everything from weapons to purses to escape routes.

      Part of this was professionalism, a top-notch thief sharing her craft. But part of it was just Nadia. For all of her toughness, rough humor, and seeming irreverence, she was compassionate and predisposed to care for people in need, whether they were foster kids, wayward freshmen in her dorm, or a trio of street urchins.

      “They’re snatching conversations, not coins,” Nadia said. “And I should go wander around myself.”

      “Good call,” Dan said, and gave her a kiss before she slipped away into the pre-feast hustle and bustle.

      He didn’t trust Oestus but also didn’t expect trouble. Unless the merchant was hiding an army in that fancy house of his, he didn’t pose much of a threat.

      But that didn’t mean that Dan would be stupid and let his guard down. He would have Nadia sniff the wine and food, checking for poison. And in the meantime, he would make sure that his people stayed ready.

      “Ula.”

      Reading Dan’s tone, his warrior wife came to attention beside him.

      “Review the troops. Speak to the company commanders then make sure everything is happening up and down the chain. Post guards at each wagon and along our perimeter. The others may enjoy the feast—but no one gets drunk.”

      Ula smiled, showing her tusks, obviously approving of his vigilance. “Yes, Chief,” she said, and marched off to kick ass and square things away.

      Thelia was in the war wagon, getting ready for the feast with the help of the half-dozen red elf beauties who had become her handmaidens since she had revealed herself as the True Matriarch.

      Thelia had changed so much. At times, she seemed much like her old self—doting, quick to laugh, and content with simple pleasures like brushing her hair, giving or receiving a massage, and idle conversation with her handmaidens.

      But Thelia was no longer simple. Her eyes had changed, as had her speech, and when red elves came to her for guidance, as they did with increasing frequency, she spoke clearly and decisively in tones of gentle command.

      It was strange for Dan, not knowing his red elf wife. He mentioned this to Holly as they walked away from the wagons to check out the entrance to the Wildervast.

      “I’m not certain that Thelia even knows who she is now,” Holly said. “Her transformation is not yet complete. At the moment, she is a wiser version of the happy-go-lucky girl you married. But she is also a leader and a fire mage committed to spreading the fire—whatever that means.”

      The old road across the meadow hadn’t seen much use in a long time. The macadam was pale, pocked with potholes, and webbed with cracks out of which grew tall weeds. No one had come this way in some time, and no surprise there, given what he’d been told about the Wildervast.

      Leaving the sounds of gathering revelry behind, they followed the ramshackle road across the field to the edge of a dark forest. Just beyond the foreboding wall of dark trees, the road disappeared into a shadowy hollow.

      A faded sign leaned crookedly beside the entrance. Abandon the way, ye travelers, or abandon all else, the sign warned, for beyond lies the Wildervast, home to monsters, madness, and incalculable woe.

      “The Wildervast needs a new Board of Tourism,” Dan joked.

      “The sign does not lie,” Holly said.

      Dan stared into the gloom. The forest was still. “For such a nasty place, it’s pretty quiet.”

      “That’s the magic barrier,” Holly said. “The Wildervast is a world apart. Once we cross the barrier, everything will change. We won’t even be in these woods any longer.”

      Dan cocked his head. “I’m just a dumb barbarian. Please explain.”

      “Once we cross over, we’ll leave this place completely and step into something completely different,” Holly said. “It will be like teleporting.”

      Dan thought of Zeke, the Beyond, and the other planes of existence.

      “Literally anything could be waiting for us just around that bend,” Holly said. “Luckily, we won’t enter the Wildervast for many miles.”

      They headed back to the meadow, holding hands and walking mostly in silence, strolling slowly back toward their people, both of them enjoying the quiet moment together.

      Then they were back among the clamoring many.

      Thirty some tables had been set up beside the caravan. Excited red elves and gnomes took their seats. Green elves stuck to the edges of the party, leaning close over the tables and whispering with dour faces.

      Oestus had a large table and ornate chairs lugged out from the mansion and placed upon a red carpet, which his people spread on the ground beside the war wagon. The merchant gave Dan the seat of honor at the head of the table and directed Dan’s wives to sit to Dan’s left. Oestus himself took the seat to Dan’s right and monopolized the conversation.

      The food and wine weren’t up to elven standards but were nonetheless very good. Soup, salad, and bread were followed by roast boar, mashed potatoes, candied vegetables, and wedges of cantaloupe.

      Oestus was polished enough to involve Holly, Nadia, and Thelia in conversation but seemed afraid of Ula, who sat, barely eating and not drinking wine and spending most of her time skewering the fat merchant with her hard, yellow gaze.

      Throughout the meal, Oestus reminded Dan repeatedly that he could procure anything Dan wanted, given requisite time and money. Here and there, he pried into Dan’s business.

      Dan gave the man very little. They were heading north.

      When the wine began to flow more freely, the red elves started singing. Thelia smiled at the song, her gold-flecked eyes twinkling wistfully in the candlelight.

      Dan didn’t need to speak the language of the red elves to feel the strong emotions thrumming off the strange words.

      Nostalgia, optimism, pride.

      Looking around, he saw those feelings written clearly upon the tattooed faces of his red elf companions and on no face more clearly than that of Thelia herself.

      Halfway through the song, one of Oestus’s elven servants leaned in, whispering to the merchant.

      Oestus’s face clouded with worry. He cast a concerned glance past Dan and across the meadow toward the entrance to the Wildervast.

      “My Lord,” Oestus said, clapping one of his soft, warm hands over Dan’s. “Certainly, you do not mean to enter the Wildervast.”

      Dan withdrew his hand but resisted an urge to wipe it clean. “Our business is our business.”

      “We return to Flame Valley,” Thelia said, her tiny red chin lifted with pride, “Where we—”

      “My sister-wife forgets herself,” Holly said, casting Thelia a dangerous look.

      “Yeah,” Nadia said, leaning in. “Shut it, Red.”

      For a fraction of a second, Thelia’s eyes flashed with defiance, but she dropped her eyes and bowed her head to Dan. “I apologize, dear husband. My people and I are enflamed with pride at the moment.”

      Dan nodded at Thelia. “No worries. It’s good to hear our people singing with such emotion.” Then, turning to Oestus, he said, “My wife speaks the truth. We’re heading to Flame Valley.”

      “With all due respect, Lord,” Oestus said, and paused to choose his words. For once the merchant’s acting was convincing. The man actually seemed nervous. “I know nothing of this Flame Valley, but truly, Lord Dan, I must advise against your entering the Wildervast.

      “By all accounts, the land beyond that gate is a maze of terrors filled with terrible monsters and bandits and inhuman seductresses who turn human males into breeding slaves and human females into monsters.” Oestus cast a meaningful glance toward Nadia, who looked, of course, like nothing more than a beautiful human woman.

      Nadia shrugged nonchalantly and took a bite of the rare bison impaled on her fork. “Good looking out, my fine fellow, but I’m not worried.” She leaned past Holly and gave Dan’s biceps a squeeze. “How could I be, traveling with a hunk o’ man like this?”

      Dan smirked at his werewolf wife.

      Oestus shook his head. “The Wildervast is full of creatures who will view your husband as just that—a hunk of man. These so-called monster girls will stop at nothing to bed your husband.”

      “We’re always looking to expand our harem,” Holly said with a smile.

      Oestus looked shocked. “Surely you jest, my lady. Surely all of this talk is jest. An expedition into the Wildervast would be folly-nay, not folly, suicide. I implore you, sir. I beseech you. Please hear me.”

      “We’ll be fine,” Dan said, and knocked back the last of his wine. “These red elves are small, but they’re all blooded and fierce as Hades.”

      Badger appeared then, surprising Dan by interrupting the conversation. The halfling was a surly pain in the ass but he stuck mostly to the shadows.

      Even more surprising, Badger spoke not to Nadia but to Oestus.

      “What’s the big idea, boss?” Badger asked, yanking the merchant’s silken sleeve. “One of your servants said I can’t have any food. Said you got something against halflings.”

      Oestus looked just as confused as Dan felt. Placing a hand on Badger’s shoulder, he said, “Young sir, I assure you that nothing could be further from the truth. I hold halflings in the highest regard, and—”

      “Then how come your boy won’t fill my plate?” Badger said, shaking free of the merchant’s grasp. “According to him, you got your ass whipped by a halfling, and ever since then, you can’t stand the sight of us.”

      “That is absurd, sir,” Oestus said, and launched into a wordy defense.

      Dan glanced at Nadia to see how Mother Wolf was handling the strange interruption by her hot-blooded halfling charge. That’s when he saw Goldfinch leaning close to Nadia and whispering into her ear. He hadn’t even noticed the blond-haired little girl drawing up to the table. Now she was departing.

      Nadia turned toward Dan with hard eyes. Without a word, she stood, nodded to him, and walked away.

      “It’s too late now,” Badger said, interrupting the merchant. “I won’t eat the food of a halfling hater.” The boy spat on the ground and marched away from the protesting merchant.

      “Forgive the boy,” Dan said, standing up. “He’s led a difficult life. Now, if you’ll excuse me for a moment, I have to take a piss.” Touching his first wife’s arm, he said, “Holly, with me.”

      “Of course, husband.”

      “Thelia,” Dan said, “perhaps you can tell our host more of Flame Valley.”

      The red elf beauty brightened at once. “Of course, husband. Do you know the stories of Mooret, sir?”

      “I… no, I don’t, but,” Oestus stammered, looking from Thelia to Dan. “Lord Dan, no need to leave the table. A servant will fetch a vessel for your comfort.”

      Dan laughed. “Barbarians don’t piss in pots. We piss on the world.”

      Oestus sputtered, seeming frantic.

      “Ula,” Dan said to the warrior woman who continued to stare across the table at their host. “I trust that you will keep an eye on our host and… keep him safe?”

      “Yes, Chief,” Ula said without taking her eyes off Oestus.

      “Lord Dan,” Oestus called after him, sounding nervous. “Please don’t go wandering off in the night, good sir. The finest wine will arrive any second!”

      Dan didn’t so much as glance back over his shoulder.

      “What’s he up to?” Holly asked.

      “I don’t know,” Dan said, “but look alive. Something’s up.”

      Nadia and her urchins were waiting for them beyond the wagons.

      “Goldfinch spent her evening among the help, listening,” Nadia said as they drew close.

      “Well done,” Dan said, and gave the little girl a smile.

      Goldfinch curtseyed. “Thank you, Lord Dan.”

      “What’s the news?” Holly asked.

      “Oestus sold us out,” Nadia said. “He set the feast to delay us. Before we even arrived, he sent a hawk up the highway to the Duke of Harrisburg.”

      Dan clenched his fists. “Where is the asshole?”

      “Not far,” Nadia said. “The duke sent a hawk back, telling Oestus to detain us and saying that his army would arrive in the night. The duke is planning to surprise us in our sleep and slaughter us all.”

      “All right,” Dan said, burning with rage. “So how do we play it? Set an ambush?”

      Holly looked at him like he was crazy. “His army is ten thousand strong with a thousand heavy cavalry and a battery of sorcerers.”

      Dan spat on the ground. The mere mention of sorcery left a foul taste in his mouth. “All right. No ambush. You know what that means, then.”

      His wives nodded, looking far from happy about it.

      As Dan strode back through the feast, approaching the war wagon, he shouted, “My people! Draw steel!”

      His elves and gnomes shot from their seats, drawing swords, hefting spears, and knocking arrows. Thelia’s elves gave a ferocious battle cry, ready to unleash red Hades.

      Oestus’s slaves panicked, dropping pots and platters. Some ran. Others froze. Most fell to the ground.

      Dan walked past them and arrived at the table, beside which Oestus lay on the ground whimpering with the blade of Ula’s glowing sword held to his neck.

      Dan looked around. His people were ready. The gnomes and green elves looked wary and not a little confused.

      The red elves, on the other hand, looked almost possessed. Their tattooed faces turned side to side, scanning for the slightest provocation. Dan could feel their energy, feel them waiting for his command, like a two-hundred-headed hound ready to pounce.

      Suddenly, Holly’s stories about the bloodthirsty red elves of old didn’t seem so unbelievable.

      One word from him, and they would slaughter everyone.

      “Slaves of Oestus,” Dan said. “Do not be afraid. No harm will come to you so long as you stay where you are. You are in the company of warriors, and warriors do not like sudden movements.”

      “Lord Dan,” Oestus blubbered, wild with fear. “There must be some kind of mistake.”

      “Yes, there was a mistake,” Dan said. “A grievous mistake. Ula, help our friend to his feet.”

      Oestus blinked rapidly as the blade left his throat. He yelped weakly as Ula yanked him to a standing position. Dan watched the merchant analyze the situation, come to a decision, and change tack.

      “Whatever the mistake, it will be forgiven,” Oestus said. He wiped at his glossy robes and did his best to look like the wronged party. “I must admit, however, that I am disappointed that you would draw steel at a feast given in your honor.”

      In my honor, Dan thought, and grinned.

      Oestus must have seen something in that grin that he didn’t like because his façade of pretended calm wavered, revealing a flash of panic.

      “But I haven’t drawn steel,” Dan said, gesturing to his sword, which remained sheathed.

      “Yes,” the merchant said. “Well, be that as it may, I—”

      “You sent a hawk to the Duke of Harrisburg,” Dan interrupted.

      All the color drained from Oestus’s face. “A hawk…”

      “Yes, a hawk,” Dan said, stepping closer. “Letting him know that we were here. And he responded, telling you to delay us.”

      “No,” Oestus said. “I sent a hawk, yes, because I assumed that you were friends.”

      “We just killed a thousand of his friends,” Dan said. “Maybe you’ve heard of them? Roderick’s Raiders?”

      Around him, the red elves laughed. Here and there across the tables, others cried out, “Fire Ridge!”

      Oestus was trembling badly now. “I’m sure that I don’t know what you’re talking about, but whatever the matter, I meant your people no harm.”

      “Liar!” one of the slaves shouted.

      “Liar,” another agreed, and the word echoed across the onlooking slaves, “Liar, liar, liar.”

      “Silence,” Oestus demanded. “How dare you question the word of your master?”

      “You were leading them to the slaughter,” a pretty half-elven girl said, stepping forward and pointing at the merchant’s face.

      Oestus grabbed the girl’s wrist. “I’ll have you flayed for this, you backwoods bitch!”

      The merchant drew back his hand to slap the girl.

      “Nope,” Dan said, and blasted Oestus with a right cross.

      It was a hard shot. He felt Oestus’s jaw snap beneath his knuckles. The merchant spilled to the ground in a snoring hummock of silk, knocked the fuck out and likely missing a few teeth.

      “Slaves of Oestus,” Dan said, glancing around at the quivering servers. “You are free to go. If you wish to come with us, you are welcome. You will be expected to work and contribute to the greater good, but you will be protected and fed and free to leave whenever you so desire.

      “My people,” he called out. “There is no time to waste. We leave in five minutes.”

      Elves and gnomes nodded and set to motion.

      “Lord Dan,” a pretty half-elf servant said, falling to one knee before him. “Thank you for your mercy, Lord. Before we choose our future, may I ask where it is you are going?”

      “Fair question,” Dan said, and raised his voice so that it carried across the meadow to all of his people. “We are entering the Wildervast!”
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      At the edge of the forest, Dan reined Granite to a stop and turned to take one last look across the meadow. Ula, mounted atop her feisty painted mare, lingered beside him.

      Oestus’s mansion was an inferno. In the crazy light of the fire, figures tottered across the yard, laden with goods that Dan hadn’t had the time to loot.

      He grinned at the burning house and fleeing looters. Only eight of the freed slaves, including the half-elf girl who’d been brave enough to ask Dan where he was going, had opted to join him and enter the Wildervast.

      The others had apparently decided to burn the home of their former master. What they’d done with Oestus himself, Dan didn’t know. Nor did he care.

      “The Duke is going to think we burned the mansion,” Dan said.

      “Good,” Ula said, her tusks poking up from a wide grin.

      Dan laughed and leaned over to kiss his hobgoblin bride. Then, with the wagons following after, they rode into the forest, through the gate, and into the Wildervast.

      Dan jerked in the saddle, grunting with surprise and shielding his eyes, which squinted against an explosion of brightness.

      Ula cursed in Hobgoblin.

      Dan uncovered his eyes and looked around at a scene that made no sense.

      They had ridden out of a chilly autumn night and straight into a hot summer day. They stood upon a dirt road surrounded by miles of rolling scrubland hills.

      We’re definitely not in Kansas anymore, Dan thought. Or Pennsylvania, for that matter. The landscape looked more like the Hill Country of Texas.

      Wherever they were, their direction was clear. They would follow the road straight ahead. They couldn’t go off road with the wagons, and they certainly weren’t heading back out of the gate to face the Duke of Harrisburg and his army of ten thousand.

      Once the entire caravan had come through the gate, he called his wives and leaders forward.

      “Welcome to the Wildervast, folks. I’m as surprised as you are to find it hot and sunny here. But we could’ve ridden into a blizzard or a sandstorm. The way I see it, we lucked out.”

      His people smiled and nodded.

      “That’s the message, all right? Keep your people calm but on point. Every squad needs two people on monster watch until further notice.”

      Turning to Nadia, he said, “Take a small crew and scout ahead. I’d like to avoid getting ambushed. Stay close, though. Keep it to short-range recon until we get our balance here.”

      Nadia smiled wolfishly. She always liked to run ahead. “Badger,” she called. “With me.”

      The halfling nodded, looking proud and ready to kick somebody’s ass, despite having lost the fingers on one hand.

      Nadia had taught the boy to pick pockets and kick the ass of anyone who messed with her pups. Now that Badger had been maimed, she was training him for a new career as a scout.

      Dan felt a surge of love for his green-eyed wife.

      “You,” Nadia said, pointing to the half-elf girl they had freed from Oestus. “You said you can scout, right?”

      The girl smiled, looking enthusiastic. “I was never a real scout, my lady,” the girl said, blushing. She was a pretty little thing, maybe eighteen years old with light blue eyes, sandy blond hair streaked with copper, and a spray of freckles across her fine-boned nose. “Not officially. But I grew up in the forest.”

      “Can you run fast?” Nadia asked.

      The girl nodded. Her figure was obscured by the full-length skirt and voluminous blouse of her unflattering uniform, but judging by her long neck, lean yet firm-looking forearms, and the way her uniform lay, Dan guessed her to have a spare, athletic, and small-breasted build.

      “Move silently?”

      Another nod. The girl shifted from foot to foot with anticipation.

      “See well, hear well?”

      The girl said that she could.

      “All right, Freckles,” Nadia said. “You’re now a real scout. Officially. Let’s go.”

      The girl laughed. “Thank you, my lady!”

      “One more thing, Freckles,” Nadia said, unsheathing a glowing dagger. “Hold still. I don’t want to cut you.”

      The girl stiffened with apprehension but held still as Nadia slashed the fabric of the long, ugly skirt, cutting away everything below the knees and revealing bare feet and a pair of shapely calves taut with muscle.

      “Need shoes?” Nadia asked.

      “No thank you, my lady,” the girl dubbed Freckles said. “I never wore them growing up in the forest.”

      “Suit yourself,” Nadia said. She gave Dan a wink, and the trio jogged off.

      The rest of the caravan waited for Dan’s direction. He called Jorbin and Parus forward and told them to have their captains and platoon leaders set up sleep schedules. Every squad needed to function 24/7.

      Company leaders came forward, bringing their platoon leaders with them.

      If days and weeks even work that way here.

      They moved slowly at first, heading downhill toward a grove of trees that wasn’t quite big enough to call a forest.

      The war wagon led the caravan. Dan rode alongside it atop Granite. If the big warhorse sensed any danger, he showed no signs. But then again, Dan figured it would take a lot to shake up an old campaigner like his battle-scarred steed.

      Ula rode beside him on Ket, a short bow at the ready, scanning their surroundings with her keen yellow eyes.

      Just as they were entering the trees, Freckles showed up, breathing hard and looking happily excited. “All clear through the woods, my Lord.” She gave him a short bow and ran off to rejoin the scouts.

      Dan couldn’t help but appreciate the view as she ran off. Her billowy servant blouse still did its best to obscure her figure, but as Freckles ran, the fabric hiked up several inches to reveal a lean yet muscular lower back split by the pronounced valley of her spine.

      From within the wagon, Holly spoke, her voice full of mischief. “See something you like, husband?”

      “I do,” Dan said, watching Freckles disappear around a bend. “I see a young woman who appears to have the makings of a good scout.”

      “A good scout,” Holly said and laughed musically. “Barbarians are terrible liars.”

      They made it through the forest without incident. Though nothing like the paved roads they had left behind, this Wildervast road was smooth enough for even the elderly and injured to travel comfortably within the wagons.

      Thelia rode atop the war wagon, seated upon the great tapestry and attended by her half-dozen handmaidens, who whispered and laughed as they combed Thelia’s hair and fussed over her new dress, a tight-fitting midnight black gown with a generous boob window that made it hard for Dan to keep his eyes on the surrounding terrain.

      They traveled up and down gentle hills without any trouble for three or four miles. As time passed, Dan was relieved to see the sun moving across the sky in the direction he would have guessed was west.

      Maybe things weren’t as different here as he had feared, stepping from darkness into midday. Maybe time had shifted but still ran the way he would expect. Right now, normal was good.

      As they were crossing another section of woods, Dan jerked in his saddle, surprised to see a tiny green woman staring at him from a tree branch fifty feet within the forest. The woman wasn’t even three feet tall, but despite her diminutive stature, she was definitely a woman. That much was abundantly clear by her ample curves, which were barely concealed by a haphazardly arranged mesh of leaves and moss.

      Dan stared back at her, mesmerized. Was she a faerie? Some kind of tiny nymph?

      Whatever she was, the tiny woman leaned forward on her branch, leering at Dan with glowing green eyes and squeezed her breasts together for his viewing pleasure. Then she straightened and shimmied back and forth, sultry as a stripper, and beckoned to him.

      Without warning, Dan was instantly as hard as triple-forged steel. Without making a conscious decision, he pulled on Granite’s reins, slowing the horse. He pulled his boots free of the stirrups, meaning to vault from his mount, sprint into the forest, and ravage that little whatever-she-was. Sure, she was only two and a half feet tall, but they could work out the details once he had stripped out of these annoying clothes.

      A hard punch to his shoulder snapped him out of it. “No,” Ula grunted, looking cross.

      Dan felt a flash of anger. Before he could tell Ula to fuck off, the warrior woman swiveled in her saddle and fired her bow.

      The arrow zoomed through the forest straight at the seductive little nymph—who disappeared in a green flash just before the projectile cut the air where she’d been standing.

      “Monster girl,” Ula said. “No good.”

      Dan nodded, returning blearily to his senses like a guy waking from what had been shaping up to be a fantastic wet dream.

      No. He shuddered, realizing that the strange little woman had cast some kind of sexual sorcery on him. Not a wet dream. A nightmare.

      “Thanks, Ula.”

      She grunted, and they rode on.

      Back in the world, he had joked about Holly’s monster girl warnings, but now he understood that he was going to have to be very, very careful. Sexy but sinister was still sinister, and he did not want to spend the rest of his life trapped inside some hollow tree, shackled to the wall by magical moss, kept alive merely to produce seed for faeries—or whatever the Hades she’d been—fed, watered, and milked like one of the cows he’d tended on the farm back in his old life.

      All hand-job jokes aside, fuuuuuuck that noise.

      Freckles jogged back again and reported that the scouts had spotted riders along a ridge a quarter of a mile ahead.

      Dan sent word through the ranks along with a command to hold fire unless he gave the order. He didn’t want anybody getting jumpy and kicking off an unnecessary fire fight. In a perfect world, they would reach Flame Valley without conflict.

      But he had a sneaking suspicion that the Wildervast was far from a perfect world.

      Dan and his people emerged from a wooded hillside and rode into an open gulley. To either side of the road rose steep slopes of loose shale held in place by a matting of thistles with purple flowers.

      Five riders occupied a stony ridge high above, sitting not upon horses but what looked like oversized mountain goats with heavy, curved antlers and tangled coats like yaks.

      The riders’ clothes resembled the matted and bedraggled coats of their mountain goats. They were covered head to toe in a tattered assortment of rags dyed the color of stone and dirt, with an occasional splotch of thistle-bloom purple.

      Cavemen camo, Dan thought.

      Due to distance and attire, it was impossible to guess their race. They sat stock still, staring straight down at the caravan, a pair of spears lashed to each of their backs like crosshairs on a scope.

      “Shall I burn them, husband?” Thelia called down from atop the war wagon.

      “No,” Dan said but had to ask, “could you really do that? At this range?” The riders were easily two hundred yards above them.

      Thelia leaned over the edge of the war wagon, filling the boob window of her black gown with an alluring swell of red flesh. “I’m not certain, but I think so.” A playful smile flickered onto her face. “I’d kind of like to try.”

      “Well don’t,” Dan said, a little jarred by the changes in his new wife. I’d kind of like to try. So much for his cavorting bubblehead. “We don’t know if they’re hunters or bandits or goat herders. Let’s hope that we don’t have to find out.”

      “As my husband wishes,” Thelia said with a sigh of disappointment, “but I am excited to explore my new powers. I am possessed by fire now, husband, and what is fire if it cannot burn?”

      “I’ll let you light the campfires tonight,” Dan said. “Now let’s get back to our watch. Tell your handmaids to keep an eye out, too.”

      The goat riders watched from above, motionless as statues. The caravan traversed the gulley without further incident. The road rose. Topping another hill, they pushed onto an open stretch of high ground where the sun beat down even more fiercely, soaking Dan with sweat.

      The green elves squinted bitterly up at the sweltering sun. The red elves smiled up at the great fire in the sky. Most of them stripped to the waist, their red bodies glistening with perspiration.

      The sun was dipping lower in the sky now. Barring any otherworldly surprises, night would arrive in an hour or so.

      Dan would push a little farther then stop for the night. Hopefully, they could find something more defensible than this open ground.

      Freckles jogged back again with another report. Encouraged by the easy travel so far, Nadia and her scouts had ranged a bit farther ahead.

      Soon, the caravan would come to another not-quite-forest. Beyond that, the land dipped, and they would cross a wide creek, almost a river. There was a sturdy bridge and no sign of inhabitants. Nadia felt that this would be a good spot to stop for the night.

      “Tell Nadia that I agree,” Dan said.

      Freckles bowed and sprinted off.

      Well, she’s clearly pleased with her new life, Dan thought. What drudgery that must have been for a child of the forest, living as a serving slave to Oestus.

      They were descending the final stretch of road toward the forest when their smooth travel came to a screeching halt.

      Literally.

      Dan barely had time to register the dark shadow and the cry of caravan sentries before a much louder cry split the air, freezing him in primal paralysis atop his warhorse, which reared and wheeled beneath him, turning toward the threat just in time for Dan to see a pair of huge yellow talons rip a tiny red figure from atop the war wagon.

      Thelia! his mind shouted.

      But no, he realized a fraction of a second later. It wasn’t his wife. Thelia and her remaining handmaids were flattened to the roof of the wagon, screaming and staring up in disbelief as the great bird, a massive eagle with a wingspan of sixty or seventy feet, raced away with unbelievable speed, soared over a stony ridge spiked with stunted trees, and disappeared with the writhing red elf dangling from its talons like a wriggling mouse in the clutches of a hawk. Then they were gone, and the handmaid’s screams faded into silence.

      There had been no warning, no way to retaliate. Even those few who’d spotted the diving bird had been so frozen by its cry that they hadn’t managed to loose a single arrow.

      The girl was gone.

      That was it.

      No warning, no second chances.

      Gone.

      All that remained was the bejeweled hairbrush she’d dropped on the road, winking up at Dan now like it was in on some dark joke he was only now beginning to comprehend.

      He was a fool to think they could reach Flame Valley without trouble. In a dangerous world, you can’t just stroll to safety.

      We’re going to have to fight our way across the Wildervast, he thought, squeezing the reins in his fist, and I will destroy anything that gets in our way.
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      After a time, the party of five lizard men stopped sniffing the air and splashed away through the swamp, disappearing to the east.

      Good riddance, Nadia thought, relaxing as the splashing sounds faded away. Don’t let the door hit you in the ass.

      This was the third time since entering the vast swamp four days ago that Nadia and her scouts had spotted lizard men. They had also seen snakes, crocodiles, and a great heron ten or twelve feet tall spearing a catfish the size of Badger.

      Strangest of all had been the hulking, bipedal, orange-furred primate that had paused to stare at Nadia with huge, haunting, pale white orbs that looked more like moons than eyes. The creature’s gaze had filled Nadia with supernatural sorrow and loneliness. Standing there, she’d felt instantly and utterly lost. All hope dimmed away, and she drooped with leaden fatigue like she had never known. Then the thing had turned, releasing her from its empathic spell, and shuffled off to whatever sad life it endured in this dismal swamp.

      Nadia hated this place with its foul air and strange smells and the constant sense that they were being watched. Making matters even less pleasant, the swamp was much colder than the rolling hills had been.

      She didn’t mind cold weather. She loved snow and ice and a shivering blast of good, clean, winter wind.

      But there was nothing clean or enjoyable about this cold dampness of this stagnant swamp air.

      She wore her common scouting uniform of soft boots and a light, tear-away jumpsuit of mottled earth tones, but she’d replaced her usual cloak with a heavier cloak that kept her warm. Each morning, a thin layer of ice formed atop the puddles in the road, and even at noon the place remained frigid, which came as no great surprise, considering how little light made it through the heavy canopy of weird trees doming over the wetland and shading its primordial world in constant gloom.

      She had also procured warm coats for Badger and real clothes for Freckles, replacing the remains of her ridiculous servant’s uniform with a green blouse, leather jerkin, and a pair of soft doeskin breeches that fit her svelte body like a glove. These the girl tucked into the pair of boots she’d finally conceded to wear after she’d nearly stepped on a snake that had risen up hissing before Badger had sliced it in half with his short sword.

      Badger was still clumsy with his left hand, whether wielding a sword or a fork, but Nadia was a relentless taskmaster, pushing him to use his remaining hand, to train it.

      This was the only sensible reaction to his unfortunate situation, and despite his chronic anger, Badger seemed to understand that. No surprise, she supposed, his having led a life so far from anything even remotely resembling fairness.

      Badger was a city kid, and although he would never admit it, Nadia knew that the halfling also loathed this place with all of its shadows, oddly echoing sounds, and strange smells.

      The only members of her team who seemed truly comfortable here were the four green elves. They were siblings, three triplet girls and a brother, and communicated chiefly with a blend of facial expressions, hand gestures, and whispered fragments of clipped Elvish.

      The green elves did as they were told, but Nadia’s wolf didn’t miss their brief hesitations or the looks they sometimes shared after she’d given a command, as if each of them was checking to make sure that the others were still following her lead.

      Nadia said nothing of this not-quite insubordination, but it kept her hackles raised, and if they ever took it a step further, she would punish them swiftly and severely.

      She was fucking this dog. Not them. And one of these days, she was going to let them know.

      For now, however, she just wanted to stay quiet and scout the path ahead.

      In that regard the green elves were good to their word. They had claimed to be experienced scouts, and indeed they moved silently and smoothly as ghosts through this odd gloom-scape, even when they occasionally left the elevated road and moved off to scout the swampy flanks.

      Once the lizard men had disappeared, Freckles whispered, “My lady, shall I run back to Lord Dan and report the sighting?”

      Nadia hesitated briefly. The lizard men were probably just hunters. Their kind had not attacked the caravan.

      Yet.

      But it was always better to play it safe, and there was no telling what Dan and the others might have seen. Give him the information and let him put together the pieces.

      “Yes,” she told the pretty half-elf, “but be careful. I’m still waiting for this place to show its teeth.”

      Freckles nodded and jogged off. She’d been a lucky acquisition, and Nadia hadn’t missed the way that Dan looked at the girl.

      Perhaps in time, Nadia could encourage something there. The girl was pretty enough and pleasant enough, and having one of her charges on board would give Nadia more power in the harem.

      Nadia would always be second wife, just as Holly, that lucky elf, would always be first wife. Nadia was fine with that, and she expected no real drama from Ula, who respected the hierarchy and wanted only to guard Dan’s life and give him powerful babies.

      More and more, however, Thelia seemed to be forgetting Nadia’s second-wife status. Since her great and fiery transformation, Thelia had gone from a busty little bimbo to a much sharper woman attended by red elf handmaids and increasingly acting like some kind of royalty.

      Thelia was smarter and shrewder, and she knew how to use that killer body of hers to influence Dan. So far, Dan had kept the matriarch in check, but Nadia knew that Thelia would try to control him and the other wives. She had an agenda: reach Flame Valley, rile up the elves there, flop down on a throne, and rule.

      With Dan by her side, of course.

      And what would that mean for the other wives?

      Nadia didn’t intend to leave that to chance. She would put Thelia in her place soon enough.

      But for now, she pushed all thoughts of her troublesome sister-wife from her mind and concentrated on the task at hand: scouting this shitty swamp and keeping her people safe.

      One of the triplets asked if she and her siblings could once more slip into the swamp and scout the flanks.

      “Yes,” Nadia said. “If you see the lizard men or anyone else, try not to engage. A seen scout is a dead scout.”

      But the elves were already slipping away before she’d finished speaking. They swiveled between the swamp trees, making no more noise in the water than so many snakes wriggling silently along the murky surface.

      “I don’t trust them,” Badger said once they were gone.

      Nadia smiled and tousled the orphan’s hair. “You don’t trust anyone.”

      He pushed her hand away. “You don’t trust them, either.”

      “No, I don’t,” she admitted, “and that’s why you, my young friend, will make a fantastic scout. You’re perceptive.”

      Badger nodded, guarded as always, and they traveled in silence, moving steadily forward until Nadia stopped to sniff the air.

      This place smelled of guts and grime and wet vermin, all of these odors stewed together in the overwhelming rot-stink of the swamp itself.

      Moving slowly and cautiously, they came upon a collection of shacks and lean-tos that were too few and too shoddy to quite call a village. Nadia saw no people or livestock, heard no sounds, and smelled no cook fires.

      The only sign that someone had been here also served to explain the powerful smell of guts and wet vermin. Hanging gutted upon ropes stretched between two shacks were a dozen beaver, mink, and muskrats, their fur muddy with gore and swamp muck.

      Trappers, she thought, eyeing the carcasses, and felt a twinge of loathing.

      Hunting was as natural to Nadia as breathing. It was the way of the world. But trapping was an abomination, and she hated it all the way to her bones, where her wolf drew back its lips and snarled with the ancient loathing of a powerful beast that feared not man himself but only his tricks and tools and perverted cunning.

      Fucking trappers.

      She’d sooner kill them than converse with them.

      But looking beyond the shitty little houses, she realized that she would have to talk with these people, whether she liked it or not, because the road disappeared into a channel of swamp water before picking up again fifty feet later. Even if the water was shallow, the wagons could never pass.

      Not without the help of the large raft tied to a tree beside the shacks. The crude yet sturdy-looking raft was large enough to carry even the war wagon across the water.

      So yes, she would have to swallow her loathing and talk with these trappers… unless, of course, she got lucky and they weren’t here. Then the caravan could simply borrow the raft and leave some token of thanks behind.

      Where were the green elves? They should’ve been keeping pace just out of sight to the left and right, but Nadia hadn’t seen or heard them since they’d disappeared.

      And shouldn’t Freckles be back by now?

      Inwardly, her hackles rose again. Fuck this place. Fuck this spooky-ass place right to Hades.

      Badger elbowed her and pointed with his good hand.

      Villagers were emerging from the huts. Men and women and children—so many children!—came out of the pitiful shacks, moving slowly and staring at Nadia and Badger with the suspicion of clannish folk unused to visitors.

      A dozen adults and twice that many children, all of them short and small and filthy, dressed in tattered and muddy rags, with weak chins, pointy noses, and beady, suspicious eyes. With them came the guts-and-vermin stench.

      The men were armed with a weird assortment of tools: short-pronged frog spears, thin-bladed filet knives, and a club with a muddy rock lashed to one end.

      Primitive fuckers, Nadia thought with a fresh wave of revulsion.

      She was surprised to realize that the trappers were human. From everything she’d heard about the Wildervast, monster girls enslaved human men and raped human women, turning them, too, into monster girls.

      Well, Nadia thought, as the man with the club drew close enough for her to make out his pointy nose, shitty little mustache, and greasy hair, maybe even monster girls have standards.

      “What you want?” the man in front asked. The other men drew up beside him, looking her up and down and studying Badger. The women and children hung back, whispering.

      Nadia didn’t like the feel of this. Shit could go south very quickly here.

      Where were the elves?

      “We need your barge,” Nadia said in a calm voice.

      “Our barge?” the man with the club said, and she saw the gleam of greed in his eyes.

      Good, she thought. Greed I can use. “We’ll pay you.”

      The small men exchanged looks and took a step forward. Man, did they stink.

      “You have money?” one of them asked.

      Behind him, women and children were creeping closer. A filthy-faced toddler with big ears and hair like muddy weeds let out a creepy-ass giggle that raised gooseflesh along Nadia’s forearms.

      Again Nadia glanced sideways. Where the Hades were those fucking elves?

      “No, we don’t have money,” Nadia said. “Not on us.”

      “Not on you?” one of the men sneered. “How you going to pay us then, dry-lander?”

      The other men laughed nastily, stepping closer. Behind them, women and children echoed their mirth.

      “We do have gold,” she said, speaking rapidly. “It’s with our friends. They’re right behind us. Three hundred of them.”

      This brought more laughter. The men were close now, ten feet away and, she realized, fanning out.

      Oh shit.

      Nadia took a step backward. Beside her, Bander was tense, his hand on his pommel, ready to pull his sword.

      “Three hundred friends?” one of the men asked, obviously not believing her.

      “Gator shit,” another man said flatly and slipped around the side.

      “Liar,” still another man said from the other side, his voice low and mean.

      Nadia fought against panic now, which was weird, given the nature of the threat. She would thrash these guys on her worst day.

      But she didn’t like the way they were slipping around her or the way the women and children kept creeping closer. Most of all she hated the vermin and offal smell of these filthy bastards, an overwhelming stench that made her wolf growl and snap.

      What the Hades had happened to the elves?

      One of the men beckoned to her. “Why don’t you come over here so we can talk. Wilbur will show the boy our barge.”

      “Get off,” Badger said, and she turned to see the halfling pull his arm free from the clutches of a filthy pink hand.

      She jerked her glowing daggers from their sheathes. “All right,” she said. “I hate to start off a business venture this way, but Back. The. Fuck. Off.”

      Beside her, Badger drew his sword… and dropped it, the left hand still clumsy.

      The men chuckled and glanced at each other.

      “Pretty knives,” a butt-ugly woman with buck teeth said, appearing between the men to stare at Nadia’s daggers with a greedy gleam in her beady little eyes.

      “Yeah, they’re pretty,” Nadia said, “and sharp. Everybody just stay back.”

      “No need to get upset,” the man with the club said, lowering his crude weapon to the muddy road. “See? Now you and me can talk, and the boy can go with the others and have some nice fresh beaver.”

      “Get off or I’ll cut you,” Badger said, whirling to fend off one of the men. Nadia didn’t miss the panic in the boy’s voice.

      Neither had the swamp folk, who edged closer.

      “Cripple,” a woman said, and laughter rippled through the children.

      “All right,” Nadia growled, grabbing Badger’s arm and drawing him close. “That’s enough. We’re heading back to our friends. Get your barge ready. We’ll be back with gold and—”

      “No, no, no,” one of the men said. “Stay here.”

      “Yes,” another said, stepping closer. “If you head that way, lizard men will ambush you.”

      “Such a waste,” a woman said. “Nice juicy dry-lander like you going down the gullet of them scaly beasts.”

      And suddenly they were surrounded. These creepy swamp-fucks had managed to slip around behind them and close them off.

      “You’re making a big mistake,” Nadia said.

      “Yeah,” one of the men said, “her army will be here soon.”

      The others laughed, and Nadia was hit by another wave of their repulsive stench. A boy squeezed in between two adults and leered up at her, his face covered in muck.

      Not just covered in muck. Oozing muck. The muck was spewing from his pores.

      No, she realized with horror. Not muck. Fur.

      The kid was sprouting fur.

      High-pitched laughter raced across the circle and arched into a wave of squealing as the swamp people began to shift, their faces growing long and pointy, their beady eyes becoming beadier still, and short dark fur springing from their arms and necks and faces—but not their hands. Those stayed as pink as the hairless and horrible tails now rising up behind them like swaying vipers.

      Were-rats!

      “Pretty girl,” the formerly buck-toothed woman said. Now the woman had the face of a giant rat, and her buck teeth had transformed into long yellow fangs.

      The rat-woman grabbed for Nadia’s arm.

      Nadia slashed out.

      The woman withdrew her bleeding hand, squealing, “You’ll pay for that, dry-lander bitch!”

      “Get off!” Badger shouted, flailing awkwardly with his sword as the rat-folk seized him from all sides.

      “Badger!” Nadia shouted, and the rat folk rushed her.

      She spun and slashed and kicked, pulling free of their clutches, and set her wolf free. Spurred on by her fear and rage and need, the wolf responded instantly.

      Pain and pleasure roared up through her in a geyser of transformation, filling her with power and a dark glee of anticipation.

      Then she was wading through the rat people in her fused form, stabbing and growling and snapping, rending foul meat from their bones as they screeched and scattered.

      A few were-rats fought—and died quickly—but most broke, scattering like the vile cowards they were.

      Let them run, she thought, biting down on the back of a furry neck and crunching the tiny spine to pieces. Hunting them will be fun.

      But not yet.

      She turned and growled.

      Several were-rats had Badger on the ground. The boy screamed in pain and terror as the rat-folk tore his flesh with their terrible fangs.

      As Nadia bounded toward them, the air filled with arrows.

      Were-rats cried out, twisting in pain, feathered shafts jutting from their guts and backs and groins.

      One of the women who’d been attacking Badger spun away with and arrow buried between her eyes.

      At last the green elves had joined the fight.

      Nadia pounced, bowling over three of Badger’s attackers and filling her jaws with rancid flesh. She surrendered to a rush of lupine fury then, and everything blurred into a red haze of stink and blood and screaming as she tore open throats and guts and sunk her daggers to the hilt again and again in whatever rat flesh she could hit.

      When the rat-men had stopped moving, she slashed their throats, pressing hard, working the blade back and forth once, twice, three times… whatever it took to decapitate them. She didn’t want these verminous assholes regenerating.

      They would die for what they did. And stay dead. All of them.

      “Are you okay?” she asked Badger.

      He sat up, wincing and covered in blood, and groaned, “I’ll be all right.”

      She nodded, feeling a surge of affection for her tough little pup, and bounded after the surviving were-rats, filled with bloodlust. She paused only to shout at the green elves emerging now from nearby trees. “What took you so fucking long? Wanted to make sure we were going to win?”

      She charged into the shanty village, tore the throat from a woman hiding beside the barge, and caught a man at the water’s edge. It was the leader, the one who’d been carrying the club.

      “You should have let us pass,” she said, pinning him to the ground on his belly and holding his face under the foul water. “Stupid rat bastard.”

      He struggled to no avail in her powerful grasp, bubbles rising up from the muck where she was drowning him. His pitiful-ass thrashings only strengthened the bloodlust raging within her. She was preparing to lean back and sound a joyous howl when Badger started screaming again.

      “Get the fuck off me!” he shouted. “Mother Wolf, help!”

      Nadia released the were-rat and sprinted back to the road.

      The green elves were gathered around Badger, swords drawn. One of the triplets moved forward, raising her blade.

      “Stop!” Nadia roared.

      The green elves froze.

      Nadia bounded up to them and shoved the one who had been about to strike, knocking the green-skinned bitch from her feet. The elf cried out, flew several feet through the air, and crashed to the muddy ground.

      The other elves knelt submissively, dropping their blades. “Mercy, Lady Nadia,” one of the females said.

      “You’ll have it,” Nadia snarled, reining in the urge to kill them all. “If you had harmed him, you’d all be dead now.”

      “Not mercy for us, my lady, though yes, we do beg your forgiveness,” the elf babbled nervously. “The boy. We were showing the boy mercy.”

      “It’s the right thing to do,” the male elf blurted.

      “Mercy?” Nadia said. “You were going to kill him. What kind of mercy is that?”

      “My lady,” one of the females said, too afraid to look Nadia in the eyes. “A just and proper mercy. The were-rats nearly killed him. Lycan fever will soon be upon him.”
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      They sat around a crackling campfire beside the war wagon, eating roasted goat and drinking from a keg of ale that Jorbin Ateel had had the presence of mind to commandeer during their rushed escape from the meadow of Oestus.

      The gnomish leader had joined Dan and his wives. Only Nadia was missing. She was watching Badger inside the war wagon. She had barely left his side in the days since they had left the swamp and the surly halfling had fallen into his terrible fever.

      Parus, who despite his youth had proved himself as a capable company captain, had also joined them for dinner—a rare occurrence, as he normally dined with his pregnant wife and young son—as had Thelia’s half-dozen handmaids, including the newcomer who had joined the ranks since the roc had carried off one of the original girls.

      That nightmare moment seemed a long time ago now.

      It had taken them six days to cross the swamp. Then, three days ago, they emerged from the wetlands and entered the mountains.

      These were not the rolling foothills of the land they had first encountered.

      This was truly daunting country. The road wound not so much through a range of mountains but a range of mountain ranges. In all directions, for as far as they could see, cliffs of raw stone rose up, soaring to high, jagged peaks swirling with snow.

      The weather had changed again. Temperatures were much colder here, and an icy wind blew almost constantly.

      Even Ula had added a fur cloak to her wardrobe. She sat beside Dan. As usual, she had eaten more quickly than the others and gotten down to her nightly ritual of sharpening weapons and maintaining gear.

      She had already honed his sword and had her trusty battle axe laid atop her shapely thighs, working the whetstone rhythmically back and forth across one edge.

      It was a sound Dan had come to love.

      “The books I’ve read say that Teel Elan is adjacent to a mountainous region,” Holly said, using the old elvish name for Flame Valley. She was seated by Dan’s other side. “I’m going to cross my fingers and assume that these are the right mountains.”

      Dan bumped into her. “You’re getting downright optimistic these days.”

      “Not optimistic,” Holly said, drawing her cloak tightly around her. “Cold. I’m freezing my ass off. I can’t wait to get out of these mountains.”

      Dan laughed and pulled her close.

      “In Flame Valley,” Parus said, his eyes staring unfocused into the dark distance, “the rivers run with golden wine.”

      “Golden rivers?” Jorbin laughed. “Sounds like your homeland has rivers of piss, boy!”

      Parus turned to the gnome with a look of awed reverence on his face. “Piss of the gods, maybe.”

      All was silent for a second, save for the crackling of the fire and the rhythmic back and forth of Ula’s whetstone.

      Then everyone burst out laughing.

      “Piss of the gods!” Jorbin roared, slapping his knee. “You red elves are crazier than a long-tailed cat in a hut full of rocking chairs!”

      “Don’t laugh too hard, Mr. Ateel,” Thelia said from across the fire. “In Flame Valley, all things are possible.”

      One of the handmaidens filled Thelia’s goblet. Another massaged the matriarch’s back, her small hands working inside the collar of Thelia’s thin black robe, causing the garment to spread open so far that Dan could see the edge of one dark red nipple.

      Thelia had instructed her handmaiden to do this. Dan was sure of that by the way Thelia watched him, her gold-flecked red eyes gleaming in the firelight.

      “Aren’t you cold?” Dan asked his red elf wife. “Dressed like that?”

      “No, husband,” Thelia said, smiling brightly. “I am filled with fire. In fact, I’m so hot, I can barely stand it.” She leaned backward, tilting her impressive breasts upward toward the starry sky, and spread her legs wide, baring her shapely thighs almost to their heavenly union.

      Almost.

      Dan’s eyes raced up the gorgeous red flesh to the edge of the hem and wanted more—just as his red elf wife had intended.

      He snarled at this, knowing that Thelia’s flirting wasn’t the same as that of his other wives.

      Thelia had always been flirtatious, but since her transformation, she had gone from a cavorting nymph to a calculated seductress who used her charms in an attempt to control Dan.

      Well, he wasn’t about to let that happen. If she wanted to flirt, there would be consequences—namely, a good, hard fucking—but on his terms, not hers.

      He looked away from her, speaking to the group at large.

      “This is a strange land,” he said, and pointed to what looked like a river of purple light writhing along the western horizon.

      “The Royal Borealis,” Holly said with a shudder. “Supposedly, it appears over the volcanic badlands of the Illandria, the succubus queen.”

      Toad came tromping down the war wagon steps, pale with worry, and tossed a bucket of foul liquid across the far side of the road. Goldfinch also appeared and hurried to Holly’s side, whispering that Nadia requested Holly’s assistance.

      “Of course,” Holly said and followed the girl back into the wagon. When they opened the door, Badger’s scream cut the night.

      Dan hoped the little fucker made it. The kid was a hard ass, but Nadia loved him.

      The whole were-rat thing bothered Dan, though.

      He’d asked Nadia about it earlier, mentioning some of the things he’d heard.

      Nadia had bristled instantly. “All those rumors, all that stuff about him turning evil? They’re pure bullshit. Started by those fucking green elves, I’ll bet. Imagine what they suspect of me? I’m a werewolf, remember? Why don’t you ask them what they think of werewolves?”

      “Relax,” Dan had said. “I’m just telling you what I heard.”

      “Yeah,” Nadia said, “well as the saying goes, fuck what you heard. Will this change Badger? Sure. But not like those assholes are saying.”

      Since then, the kid had been on the fence. He’d been in the grips of Lycan fever for days, sweating and screaming and puking but mostly just lying there in dazed delirium.

      They had given him a healing potion, but that had only sealed his outward wounds. Beneath the surface, the fever raged on.

      According to Holly, Badger was fighting too hard. Ultimately, his body would either accept the mutation or continue to reject it and die fighting.

      Dan hoped the scrappy little bastard pulled out of it, but if the boy’s survival chances were based on Badger not fighting, Dan didn’t like the odds.

      Ula set her axe aside and drew Roderick’s sword from its sheathe.

      “Why bother?” Dan asked as his hobgoblin wife started sharpening the glowing blade. “The sword’s magical. It will never rust or lose its edge.”

      Ula snorted and shook her head. “Ula sharpen sword. Every night.”

      “Yeah,” Dan said, “but—” and broke off, realizing his folly. He couldn’t sway her by finding the right explanation. Their disagreement wasn’t a problem of language or logic. It was a cultural difference.

      Ula understood that the magical sword would never deteriorate, with or without her attention. She just took care of her gear. Period.

      “Lazy human,” Ula said, and popped a tusk, grinning with one side of her mouth.

      “Crazy hobgoblin,” Dan laughed.

      Thelia started talking of Flame Valley in hollowed tones, celebrating its beauty and history and musing over the golden future ahead.

      As she spoke, the other red elves stared, enraptured.

      “And then,” Thelia said, winding up, sounding nothing like the girl he’d married back in Fire Ridge, “I shall be the Queen of Fire Valley.” She smiled across the flames at Dan. “And you, dear husband, will rule at my side.”

      “Oh yeah?” Dan said, cocking his head to one side. “And what of my other wives?”

      Thelia laughed prettily. “I mean your other wives no disrespect. Lady Holly hails from a once-great people and will always have a position of significance within our court.”

      Dan ran his tongue in a slow circle around the inside of one cheek. Everyone was silent, waiting for his response. The only sounds were the crackling of flames, the formless burbling of conversation around neighboring campfires, and the rhythmic hissing of Ula working the whetstone beside him.

      “Uh huh,” Dan said. “How about Nadia? I don’t hear you talking this way in front of her.”

      “Nadia is,” Thelia started and paused, apparently choosing her words carefully, “a very strong woman. But I cherish her like a sister, and I’m certain that she will adapt to court life.”

      Dan managed not to laugh. Whatever else the matriarchal fire was doing within his red wife, it was also infusing her with delusions of grandeur—the likes of which might very well get her hurt if Dan didn’t put her ass in check. Now.

      Nodding toward Ula, he asked Thelia, “And what of her? Why do you feel comfortable speaking this way in front of Ula but not the others? When I rescued you from the slavers, you were terrified of her.”

      “Ula-Una-Oon-Bok is a credit to her race,” Thelia said, making Dan bristle. “She is far more reasonable than other hobgoblins. Due to your civilizing influence, of course, beloved husband.”

      Dan had to laugh at that. “Me, a force of civilization?”

      Meanwhile, Ula continued to sharpen the sword as if she wasn’t even hearing the conversation. But she was listening, he knew. Of course she was listening. Listening and waiting to hear Dan’s response.

      “Ula will be of great value to us as a military leader,” Thelia said.

      “Will she be a member of the court?” Dan asked.

      Thelia smiled uncomfortably. “This will be up to my wise husband, of course, but don’t you think her better suited for the barracks and field?”

      Dan nodded to Parus and turned to Jorbin Ateel, who had been eyeing Thelia with a less-than-friendly expression on his wizened face. “Parus, Jorbin,” Dan said, “would you excuse us, please? It occurs to me that my wife and I must speak privately.”

      “Yes, Master,” Parus said.

      “Of course, Lord Dan,” Jorbin said, and bowed goodbye to everyone, giving the deepest of bows, Dan noticed, to Ula, who simply grunted in return.

      Good man, Jorbin Ateel, Dan thought for the hundredth time.

      When the gnome had left, Thelia laughed nervously. “Ladies,” she said to her pretty handmaids,“I am afraid that I must dismiss you. Apparently, my husband needs to speak to me privately.”

      “No,” Dan said. “Your entourage stays.”

      He gulped the last of his ale and dropped the empty goblet to the ground at his feet. “I want them to see what I think of your talk. And the next time that I have to ‘speak to you privately’ like this, we’ll do it in front of the entire caravan.”

      “Yes, husband,” Thelia said, smiling uncertainly. “Of course. Whatever you wish.”

      “That’s more like it,” Dan said. “Let’s get a few things straight. I see what you’re trying to do. I don’t know what your end game is, exactly, but spoiler alert: you can’t manipulate me.”

      Thelia blinked up at him. “Husband, I meant no disrespect. Not to you or—”

      “Meant no disrespect?” Dan said. “I caught what you said about Holly and the grey elves being a ‘once-great’ people. Maybe I should remind you that you, your handmaids, and every last red elf would have been nothing but foondek if Holly and the grey elves hadn’t saved your asses.”

      Ula revealed that she had indeed been listening then, chuckling over Dan’s use of the Hobgoblin word for “pieces of meat used for both fucking and eating.”

      Thelia and her ladies in waiting apparently found what he was saying less humorous. They clustered nervously together. Thelia bit her lip and started up with another line of coy bullshit.

      Dan cut her off, saying, “Know this.” He reached over, cupped Ula’s chin, and lifted it gently into the air. Then he spoke loudly and clearly. “Ula is my wife. She risked her own life to save mine, and I will do the same for her, should the moment ever arise. She is smart and beautiful and fierce, and I trust her as much as I’ve ever trusted anyone, ever. She and I will have strong children together. I love her.”

      He leaned over and mashed his lips into Ula’s, gripping the back of her muscular neck as he kissed her passionately. Softly, almost inaudibly, Ula sighed, and in that instant, he understood that she had needed this.

      But he wasn’t finished. He had to make the situation clear to Thelia and her girlfriends.

      “I am fond of you,” he told the matriarch, “but I don’t trust you. Not yet. The fire changed you.”

      “Yes, husband,” Thelia said. “It changed me—but for the better. I was a pretty fool before you filled me with fire. I can see that now. It fills me with shame to think of what a fool I was, what you must have thought of me.”

      “You might have been a fool,” Dan said, “but you were nice. I don’t know you now.”

      “Don’t know me? I’m your wife.”

      “Yes,” Dan said. “You’re my wife. One of my wives. You married into a harem that I control. I will always listen to you and do my best to protect and provide for you. Hopefully, I will come to know and love you, to trust and respect you. But make no mistake, you will never take over me or my harem, and you will never rule over my wives. Do you understand?”

      Thelia had slouched forward like a pouting waif. She blinked up at him, nodding. “I do, Master.” Her robe had fallen open to expose one spherical breast.

      The sight of it twisted his anger into something more. Maybe, if he’d been a nicer guy like old-world Dan, he would have deescalated their little talk, but the sight of Thelia’s perfect breast, his near certainty that she had meant to expose herself, and the submissive way she was blinking up at him possessed Dan with a different kind of fire.

      “You,” he said to the handmaids. “Remove the matriarch’s robe.”

      Thelia blushed, and her tiny mouth fell open in shock. But as the girls obeyed—without asking for Thelia’s confirmation, Dan was pleased to note—a timid smile came onto his red wife’s face.

      He let her stand there for several seconds, firelight dappling her naked perfection in rippling shadows. She looked at the ground, avoiding his gaze.

      “You are my wife,” Dan said again.

      “Yes, Master.”

      “And you want to please me?”

      She looked up then and nodded, her eyes huge and eager.

      She’s getting off on this, Dan realized. “And you understand that you are no better than my other wives?”

      Thelia nodded, biting her lip again. “I do.”

      “Are you prepared to serve me?”

      “I am.”

      “Good,” he said, darkness rising in him. He was so hard he felt like he might tear free of his jeans. “Down on your knees.”

      Thelia obeyed, lowering onto all fours. Her lovely breasts swayed back and forth. She licked her lips and looked up at him with lust in her eyes.

      This was not the feigned lust of her recent attempts at manipulation. This was real lust, the same lust he had seen so often in her eyes before he had filled her with fire.

      Similar lust now burned in the eyes of her handmaidens, he realized. They stared, mesmerized, wriggling with arousal.

      So the red elves of Fire Ridge are still in there somewhere, he thought. They just take a little coaxing.

      He crooked a finger at Thelia. “Come here then, wife. Crawl to me and do my bidding.”

      “Yes, Master,” Thelia said and crawled across the ground to kneel submissively between his legs.

      “Due to constant travel and seeing to the needs of my other wives, I have had little time with you in the bedroom. Are you talented with your mouth?” he asked, a rhetorical question if ever there was one.

      Before Thelia’s reawakening, the red elves had traded fire magic for the pleasure arts. Though Dan hadn’t had a chance to test the theory, what with all the hard work and travel of recent days, he suspected that Thelia could suck a twenty-sided die through a pixie stick without spilling a grain of sugar.

      “Oh yes, Master,” she said enthusiastically and licked her lips. “Please let me show you.”

      “Yes, by all means show me,” Dan said. “And I want your handmaidens to watch. I want you to show them how their matriarch uses her mouth to do her husband’s bidding.”

      “Yes, Master,” Thelia moaned, rocking eagerly back and forth, clearly turned on by the notion of his using her this way in front of her attendants. She reached up to his crotch and started to unzip his jeans.

      “No,” Dan said, stopping her hands. He encircled both of her slender wrists in one large hand. “I didn’t tell you to use your mouth on me. I told you to use it to do my bidding.”

      Thelia nodded. “Anything for you, Master.”

      “Good girl,” he said and caressed her pretty cheek with his free hand, brushing his fingertips over the black flames rising from her jawline.

      Then he reached over, placed a hand on Ula’s thigh, and spread the hobgoblin warrior woman’s legs wide open.

      Ula stiffened with surprise, then understood and grinned, showing him her tusks.

      “You must appease Ula,” Dan said, pulling Ula’s fur bikini aside to reveal the bright wedge of red pubic hair. “She is your sister-wife, and you must show her that you understand that she is your equal.”

      “Yes, Master,” Thelia said, her voice trembling with desire.

      Dan dragged the eager red elf between Ula’s legs. Releasing Thelia’s wrists, he grabbed a handful of her glossy black hair and twisted her head so that she was looking up into her sister-wife’s face.

      “Tell Ula you’re sorry,” Dan said.

      “I’m sorry,” Thelia said, and licked her lips.

      “Now show her that you mean it,” Dan said. “Show her with your mouth.”

      Thelia moaned, and a shiver of lust shuddered through the impossible curves of her perfect body. “Yes, Mas-umph!”

      Dan shoved Thelia’s face into Ula’s crotch, and the would-be queen of the red elves started lapping hungrily at the hobgoblin’s sex.
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      “Spears at the ready,” Holly ordered.

      The red elves fanned out in a skirmish line and started moving slowly back into the huge cave.

      Once they were past her, Holly let her guard down momentarily and gave her body a good shake, shedding water like a dog coming out of a river.

      She was soaked to the skin and almost numb with cold.

      If only I were numb, she thought, aching with cold.

      The rain had been pounding down all day. The higher they climbed into the mountains, the harder it fell. Then an icy wind whipped down from the jagged peaks that loomed over them like cruel gods, turning the rain into freezing rain and blowing it into them sideways.

      The caravan struggled through the freezing downpour until they arrived at the series of large caves Nadia’s scouts had discovered that morning.

      Now Holly wished that she’d grabbed Thelia before coming into this cave. She’d have the fire mage start a nice warm fire right now.

      Thelia had calmed down a little since Dan had put her in her place, but Holly still wondered what the red elves would be like when they reached Flame Valley.

      She wondered a lot of things about Flame Valley. What sort of red elves lived there now? Would Thelia’s reunion spark new life in the race, causing them to rise again? And if so, what would that rise look like?

      Would Thelia’s red elves be kinder than their ancestors? Or was Holly unwittingly helping to give rise to a second coming of the genocidal force that had nearly wiped her own people from the map forever?

      She wondered about the valley itself, the ancient fortress of Teel Elan, and of course the legendary Est eel Est or Root of Roots, the great delving tree around which her own ancestors had built their ill-fated home.

      We’ll see soon enough what Flame Valley holds, she thought, hit by another wave of nausea. And yes, for as much as she hated the thought of returning a fire mage to Teel Elan, she would make the trip.

      She had to.

      Raised in fire, the voice of her dead grandmother had said.

      Pushing these thoughts from her mind, she entered an adjacent chamber that smelled of death and shit, both scents faded with time.

      Calls echoed from the far reaches of the cave as soldiers cleared the deeper chambers. Hopefully, the rest of the caravan was finding the other caverns similarly unoccupied.

      The back of the chamber in which she stood was basically a shit heap. At a glance, she saw bones and patches of fur and what looked like a stone axe, all of these things mixed with the waste, part of it.

      Her eyes were drawn upward to the crude paintings that covered the cave wall. The illustrations were primitive. Stick figures copulated and gathered berries and hunted stick-figure deer.

      A large stick figure stood at the mouth of a cave—this cave, she realized, recognizing the distinct frown-shaped opening—bravely jabbing a spear at the only creature rendered with real detail, a huge bear with a massive mouth, enormous fangs, and claws like daggers. Red dots polka-dotted the bear’s torso. The stick figure caveman was doing his best to protect several women and two dozen children huddled in the cave behind him.

      This hadn’t been a tribe. It had been a family.

      She reached up and touched the smallest stick figures.

      Where are you, little children?

      Flakes of dried mud fluttered away at the brush of her fingertips.

      Then torchlight filled the cave, and she turned to see her husband entering the chamber. “You okay, babe?”

      “Yes,” she said, but in the torchlight, she saw the cave wall more clearly and realized that the rusty flakes were not mud after all.

      The entire painting, the whole wall, was covered in dried blood.

      Looking again at the smallest stick figures, she put a hand to her stomach.

      Don’t puke, she thought, and was shocked to feel hot tears welling up in her eyes. Silly girl. Why so sentimental suddenly?

      Dan’s arm settled across her shoulders. “Wow, I love what you’ve done with the place,” he said. “Great artwork.”

      “People lived here,” she said, wiping surreptitiously at her eyes so that Dan wouldn’t see. “A man, his wives, their children.”

      “No shit?” Dan said, leaning close to the painting. “Look at that. You’re right.” He laughed. “Guy had more wives than I do—and way more children.”

      “They were afraid of a bear,” Holly said, pointing to the monstrous illustration.

      Dan flecked away some of the dried blood, then swept his torch over the shit pile. “With good reason. Looks like the bear ate them. I think that’s a ribcage.”

      “Oh yeah?” Holly said, battling another wave of nausea. She pretended to study the painting rather than turning around. She did not want to see small bones poking from a mound of bear crap.

      “What do you know?” Dan said. “Karma’s a bitch. The bear might’ve eaten our artistic friends, but it looks like something else ate him.”

      Then Holly did turn.

      Dan was holding his torch directly over a huge bear skull half-buried in a pile of what she now saw to be very strange excrement. It looked almost like dirt, with not only bones but bits of rock and crystallized material mixed throughout.

      “It’s Biology 101, the food chain at work,” Dan said. “Cavemen eat those deer-type things they’re chasing on the wall there. Bear eats cavemen, and then…” He trailed off with a shrug. “That’s the question, right? What the Hades eats a giant bear?”

      People started shouting in an adjacent chamber.

      “Serpents!” someone shouted.

      “Kill them!” someone else yelled.

      Holly and Dan raced into that room to find three red elves jabbing spears at a writhing tangle of fifteen or twenty serpentine creatures, each of them five or six feet long and a foot in diameter.

      “Fucking snakes,” a red elf woman snarled and plunged her spear into one of the flailing creatures. Her fellow soldiers worked their spears, impaling the strange beasts, which moved awkwardly, flopping like newborns.

      Noticing the creature’s color—a purple darker than her own eyes—and the shape of their eyeless heads, which were like sheared-off spheres with flat faces dominated by circular lamprey mouths, Holly felt instantly colder than she had in the freezing rain.

      “Stop!” she shouted.

      The elves paused at the bloody work to stare at her with confusion.

      “We have to get out of here,” she said. “Those aren’t snakes. They’re baby—”

      The cavern floor burst to pieces in an explosion of rocky soil, and a toothy mouth ten feet across rose from the fracture and snapped down, slicing one of the red elf soldiers in half.

      The enraged purple worm raced up out of the broken ground with shocking speed. The cave shook, raining debris and knocking Holly from her feet.

      By the time Holly pulled herself off the shaking ground, the giant worm, all sixty feet of it, had entered the chamber. Its circular mouth was wide enough to swallow the war wagon. Its tail end tapered to a long stinger oozing poison.

      “Run!” she shouted, but the fierce red elves thrust their spears into the purple beast that had come to defend its hatchlings.

      The worm jerked its massive head, swept one of the elves from her feet, and smashed the woman against the wall like a hammer driving a nail. The shattered soldier dropped to the ground, leaving a new painting of bright crimson on the cave wall.

      "Get out of there!" Dan shouted to the remaining soldier, who had retreated onto a low ledge of stone jutting from the rear wall and stood now still as stone herself, a petrified statue. Dan's deep voice boomed, filling the cave and shaking the shocked elf from her paralysis. She leapt from the ledge and started to run toward them but disappeared behind a surging wall of purple flesh as the great worm cut off her escape.

      For a second, Holly thought the soldier had been eaten, but then she saw the elf scrambling back onto the ledge.

      The worm apparently sensed the elf, too, because its front end lifted off the ground and swung in that direction.

      "No!" Dan shouted and raced forward.

      Holly called after her husband, but it was no good. He wouldn't leave one of his soldiers to die. She watched in terror as he buried his sword into the worm's side.

      With shaking hands, Holly pulled her bow from her back and set to stringing it as quickly as she could.

      Temporarily forgetting the elf upon the ledge, the purple worm whipped around, snapping at Dan, who leapt away just in time and drew back with his sword, which was coated now in a glistening purple ichor.

      The worm scrunched back into itself like a coiling spring. Then the massive beast whipped around in a grinding sweep, looking to smash Dan with its entire body.

      Giving a barbaric bellow, Dan sprinted straight at the onrushing wall of purple. At the last second, just as the thing was about to flatten him, he leapt into the air. His timing was perfect. The giant worm flashed by underneath him. Dan landed on his feet and spun back around, teeth bared and sword at the ready.

      "Get away from that thing," Holly shouted, and began feathering the worm with arrows. There was no good target, no eyes or throat or groin, so instead of focusing on accuracy, she concentrated on speed, burying shaft after shaft into the purple flesh.

      Dan lunged in, hacked at the worm, and jumped back out.

      The monster shot forward, trying to bite Dan in half, but its great circular maw snapped shut on thin air.

      Shouting filled the cave behind her, and Holly felt a surge of hope when a volley of spears and arrows rushed past her and pounded into the purple worm.

      Yes! Their people had joined them. Perhaps now they could beat the thing or at least drive it back beneath the ground.

      Cursing madly, Dan rushed the beast again and buried his sword to the hilt in purple flesh. He barely had time to yank the blade free before the worm twisted back around, snapping at him.

      Dan laughed wildly, swept into the battle madness of his kind, and jumped backward away from the teeth—but not, Holly realized in a flash of terror, away from danger.

      "Look out!" she screamed as the worm's poisonous stinger whipped straight at her husband's back.

      At the last second, Dan dropped into a crouch, and the stinger missed, slashing the air where he had been standing. Then the barbed tail lifted up, arching over him like a great serpent.

      Dan scrambled to his feet.

      The tail whipped forward, driving its deadly tip straight at her husband's chest.

      Again, Dan leapt away, safely dodging the poisonous barb.

      But at the same instant, the gigantic purple worm launched its real attack.

      "No!" Holly shrieked as the great toothy mouth surged forward and swallowed her husband whole.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            14

          

          

      

    

    








            Fuuuuuuuuuck!

          

        

      

    

    
      Fuuuuuuuuuck! Dan thought, entombed in the hot, stinking tube that was the gut of the great worm.

      He wanted to scream the word, but he kept his mouth and his eyes shut tightly. He was covered in a thick, digestive mucus that burned like acid on his skin. He did not want that shit in his eyes or mouth.

      But damn, he wanted to shout curses. Not at the worm. At himself.

      He'd walked right into the attack. The worm had hit him with the old one-two, jabbing with its stinger and then cleaning Dan’s clock with the knockout punch, swallowing him whole.

      As if that wasn't bad enough, Dan had also dropped his sword as the thing’s mouth closed around him.

      So stupid!

      Not that he had much room to swing a sword in here. The sticky walls of flesh pressed in from all sides. They convulsed in muscular waves, sliding him deeper and deeper into the worm.

      He sputtered and thrashed and made the mistake of breathing. Noxious gas burned his nose and throat and lungs. It was all he could do not to puke.

      Help me, Crom, he prayed. Help me kill this unnatural beast.

      As if in answer to his prayers, a line of fire seared across his thigh. Wriggling his arm down his body, he latched onto the blade of his sword.

      It was a good thing that his foul-mouthed mentor, Wulfgar, no longer lived within the weapon, because the asshole would probably crack a joke and make Dan laugh in a mouthful of purple worm gut-snot.

      Thank Crom for small favors, he thought, moving his hand along the blade until he found the pommel, and for big favors, too.

      The walls lurched again, squelching him deeper into the monster’s gut. Yes, deeper… but toward what?

      He had dissected a large earthworm in high school biology, tacking it down and slicing it open with a scalpel like some kind of blooming psychopath, but he couldn't remember whether or not worms had actual stomachs.

      All he could remember about that day back in 10th grade was that his teacher had partnered him with Valerie Vance, a plain-faced girl with the nicest set of tits in school. That's what Dan remembered about dissecting the worm. Not the worm, not the lesson, and certainly not the details of the worm’s digestive tract. He remembered standing there beside Valerie, pretending to give a shit about biology while sneaking glances down the front of her blouse.

      So basically, he may or may not be inching closer to tumbling into a big pocket of bubbling acid.

      He pressed his back into the gut wall, lifted his knees, and pushed against the opposite wall, using every fraction of his 18(92) strength to create space. He now held the sword in both hands at his belt line. The flat of the blade ran up across his stomach and chest and over his shoulder.

      Dan pushed out his chest, making his shoulders as wide as possible, creating more space. Then he thrust the sword upward, careful not to angle the blade too sharply. He didn't want to jam it in the wall and then lose his grip if the worm swallowed reflexively.

      He sneered with pleasure as he felt the blade slice through the flesh.

      The worm convulsed, pushing Dan deeper down its caustic, slimy tract.

      Fuck you, asshole! Dan roared in his mind as he pumped the blade up and down, mutilating the gut wall. You should've bitten me in half when you had the chance!

      The wall tightened around him, but the gut muscles weren't strong enough to damage or even much restrain him, and Dan kept jamming away with the sword, slashing flesh.

      Unfortunately, the squeezing walls seemed to be changing the consistency of the snot bath, too. The mucus thickened and burned worse than ever.

      He could feel his clothes coming apart, dissolving, but fuck his clothes—he could feel his skin dissolving, too! He was burning up, out of air and almost out of time, coming to pieces deep in the stinking gut of a gigantic monster.

      Then the point of his blade popped free. Dan strained with all of his might, lifting the sword and powering through the fleshy wall, which split open and spilled him out onto the rocky floor of the cave.

      Dan sputtered and spat and gasped for air. Hands seized hold of him and dragged him away across the rough ground.

      When they released him, he dropped his sword and started wiping furiously at his burning face. "Rinse me off!" he roared.

      When voices above him started to debate what they should use to rinse him, Dan shouted, "I don't care if you piss on me! Wash off this slime. It burns like Dragon shit!"

      A wave of liquid splashed across his face. Thankfully, it was ale, not piss. Many hands set to work on him, wiping away caustic ooze and peeling off strips of the tattered remains of his clothing.

      A minute later, he stood naked before his wife and two dozen soldiers. His skin still burned like fire, but he was alive, and that was more than could be said for the gigantic purple worm. The colossal beast had quit its thrashings and lay stretched upon the cave floor like a half-rendered whale.

      Dan hurried from the cave and stood in the roaring downpour of ice cold rain. The frigid shower washed away the last of the acidic snot and numbed his burned flesh. Dan opened his eyes and sneered out into premature darkness veined in crackling yellow lightning.

      Thank you, Crom. Thank you for giving me the strength to kill that beast.

      But if Crom heard him, the god did not answer. The only reply, if any, was a wavering banner of purple light along the far western horizon.

      Dan turned sharply away from the Royal Borealis and marched back into the cave, dripping icy rain water. When he reached the big chamber that had been the purple worm’s layer, he heard Holly screaming with rage.

      "Stop that at once!" his wife shouted at a circle of soldiers at the rear of the cave. "What in the Hades do you think you're doing?"

      The red elves stood holding spears stained purple and regarded her once more with confusion. "Killing monsters, my lady," one of the soldiers reported.

      "Those aren't monsters," Holly said, her eyes flashing with anger. "They are babies!"

      The soldiers backed sheepishly away from the hatchlings, most of which were dead now, Dan saw.

      And good riddance to them, he thought. What was up with Holly?

      His wife crouched beside one of the surviving hatchlings and laid a hand gently on its side, which was peppered with puncture wounds draining purple blood. "It's okay," Holly cooed to the larval monster, and Dan was shocked by the emotion thickening his wife's voice.

      Is she crying?

      "I'm going to take care of you,” Holly promised the baby worms.

      "Hey," he said, and touched her shoulder. "Maybe this isn't such a great idea. Maybe we should—”

      "No!" Holly snapped, whipping around to stare at him with eyes that burned dangerously. "These are babies, not monsters. Do you understand? Babies! And I will not allow you or these soldiers or anyone to harm them."

      Dan was shocked into silence. He had never seen his wife so fierce, so protective. It made no sense.

      "You," Holly said, pointing at one of the soldiers, who Dan recognized now as a squad leader. "Have your people clear out a large wagon. Lay these hatchlings inside. Gently. And cover them over with a tarp.”

      “Yes, my lady.”

      Holly scowled at the squad leader. “Don't look at me that way. They won't hurt you. They’re newborns. And know this: if any harm comes to these creatures, I will have your heads. All of your heads. Spread the word."

      The elves jogged off to do their duty.

      “I’m going to nurse them back to health,” Holly said.

      Dan stood there, his naked body burning, and watched his wife crouch down to caress the three surviving worms.

      And that's when it hit him.

      Holy shit...

      She's pregnant!

    

  



    
      
        
          
            15

          

          

      

    

    








            The Road of Trials

          

        

      

    

    
      Day after grueling day, they ground through the endless mountains, plagued by broken axles, busted wheels, and lame mounts; lashed by storm after vicious storm; and harassed morning, noon, and night by hostile forces, ranging from hill giants hurling rocks from high above to a pack of pot-shotting goblins whose sling bullets bore crude gibberish and pornographic graffiti to a sporadic yet steady variety of monster girls who called from caves and clifftops, beckoning Dan to come, come and enjoy their fire, their food, them…

      On and on through it all they toiled with no end in sight. Days faded into nights and dawned again with everyone just a bit wearier than they had been the previous morning.

      The food supply dwindled. Dan tightened rations.

      They were all hungry. All the time.

      Including the purple worms, which had recovered from their ghastly wounds and now thumped around noisily in the back of their wagon day and night. Whenever someone butchered a goat or a fallen mount, Holly would harvest the intestines, lift the tarp, and dump guts into what the red elves had taken to calling the “Worm Wagon.”

      The “Monster Wagon” would’ve been more appropriate, Dan thought. Sure, these things were babies now, but nursing them back to health wasn’t like feeding minced grubs to a baby bird with a broken wing. Holly was feeding these fuckers a steady diet of steaming guts, and someday, instead of fluttering away to twitter thanks from a nearby branch, these bastards would…

      What, exactly?

      He didn’t know. But he certainly wasn’t going to forget their mother and didn’t want to be anywhere near them if they got to be even a third of Mama’s size.

      To Hades with that!

      But Holly was adamant. She was caring for them.

      For now, he’d let her have her way. He just hoped that she would come to her senses sooner rather than later.

      Maybe her fierce protectiveness had to do with the baby.

      Her baby.

      Their baby.

      His suspicions in the cave had been correct. Dan was going to be a dad!

      The thought both excited and terrified him. Mostly, he tried to keep the notion at bay, knowing that he had to focus on the job at hand, which was getting his people, including Holly and the child growing inside her, safely within the fortress walls in Flame Valley.

      Their destination had become a collective obsession. During the long, grueling days, the marching red elves sang songs praising Flame Valley. Evenings, they mused around campfires, sharing romantic legends of their homeland. Nights, they tossed and turned, dreaming of their eventual homecoming.

      Dan, too, had begun to dream of Flame Valley, not in sleep but during his waking hours. Even if the land was half as beautiful and bountiful as Thelia claimed, it would be a paradise. All he wanted was to deliver his people to the safety of Flame Valley and then sleep for a week or two.

      He hadn’t had a real break for over a month, not since he’d left the pitiful-ass reality of the old world.

      There was only one upside to this brutal trip. Since the caravan stopped at dusk and didn’t get rolling again until dawn, that left Dan and his wives plenty of time for night after night of wild sex. Through these nights, Dan had enjoyed each of his wives in practically every way a man could use a woman. Mostly, however, they just fell together in a naked, sweaty tangle and had at it.

      Whatever drama arose within the harem, even the simmering tensions between Thelia and the other women, vaporized when they were in the sack together.

      It was bliss.

      One night, sitting beside the campfire and struggling through the sad, scant meal everyone agreed to call dinner, just as Dan was conjuring images of his wives contorted provocatively in a game of naked, full-contact Twister, Nadia scratched her head, looking thoughtful, and turned to Dan and Holly with a crazy grin.

      Behind her, Badger looked pale and wasted. Goldfinch and Toad sat beside him, looking worried as usual.

      Badger had survived the fever but didn’t look particularly happy about it. He frowned, staring solemnly into the fire with dark and brooding eyes.

      The fever had hollowed Badger’s cheeks and reduced his wrestler’s physique to bones and wiry muscle. The halfling had always had a chip on his shoulder about his size. Shrinking couldn’t have made him very happy, Dan figured.

      But the fever had done the boy a favor, too. It had achieved something miraculous, something that even healing potions had failed to do.

      Nubs had sprouted from his ruined hand and grown until he had his fingers again, new and shiny and as pink as… well, as pink as a rat’s toes.

      Dan wasn’t ready to throw any parties for the kid just yet, though. He’d just wait and see what Badger, who had been a miserable son-of-a-halfling since the day Dan met him, was like as a were-rat.

      “No shit,” she said and paused for a second, narrowing her beautiful green eyes thoughtfully as if checking the math on some tough calculation. Then she laughed with delight. “Do you guys know what day it is?”

      Holly shook her head.

      “Not a clue,” Dan said with a shrug.

      “Third day,” Ula said, not bothering to look up from her sword sharpening.

      “Pipe down, girlfriend,” Nadia told the hobgoblin warrior woman. “Don’t confuse matters. Yesterday was Thanksgiving.”

      Dan chuckled, getting it then. Their meal, strips of rock-hard salt pork and nuggets of hardtack that were even harder than the dried meat, was far from a feast. “Pass the gravy,” he joked, and bit down on the biscuit with an audible clack. “Iron rations, indeed.”

      “No,” Nadia said, grinning like a madwoman. “You’re missing my point. Yesterday was Thanksgiving. That means that today is the day after Thanksgiving.” She stared, waiting for them to get it.

      Dan shrugged and kept gnawing at his so-called food.

      But Holly clapped a hand over her mouth, and her eyes went wide. Then she peeled her hand away and gaped at Nadia before turning to Dan. “Classes started back up today!”

      Dan was thunderstruck.

      He’d forgotten all about classes. In the wake of the Campus Quest catastrophe, the university had canceled classes… until the day after Thanksgiving.

      A million, billion miles away in State College, the semester had started up again.

      In the silent seconds that followed Holly’s revelation, Dan felt a pang of guilt. Both girls had given up so much to follow him here. Especially Nadia, who had been a straight-A student, a residence hall R.A., and a member of the gymnastics team. She’d been a junior when Dan had waltzed into her life and wreaked Hades.

      Now she and Holly were sitting beside a crackling campfire in a mountainous wasteland, eating what amounted to pork-flavored tree bark and flour-scented rocks, with dangerous shit lurking in all directions, a good portion of it wanting to eat them.

      So yeah, he felt a second of guilt.

      But then he and his wives exploded with laughter, all of them struck simultaneously by the absurdity of it all.

      The next day, everyone grew hopeful when they entered a wooded valley between mountains. This was the first wooded area of any size that they had passed in several days, and Dan called the caravan to a halt and sent out hunting parties.

      He, his wives, Freckles, and several red elves walked a long, slow loop through the woods west of the road, hoping to scare up deer or pigs or any edible beast. Even squirrel meat would seem like a royal feast after days of hardtack and salted pork.

      But instead of game, they found a buzzing nightmare.

      As the forest thinned, a red elf shrieked to Dan’s left. Then all Hades broke loose, and they were set upon by a swarm of giant wasps.

      Shining black and yellow, the huge wasps zoomed into them with incredible speed, plunging downward and jabbing with their venomous stingers.

      Dan knocked two wasps from the air, slicing them to pieces and stomping the heads of their twitching corpses for good measure. His people also fought well, and the wasps retreated, buzzing away through the trees, the entire conflict over in a matter of several mad seconds.

      Battle rage roared up within Dan. He started after the wasps. How dare they attack his people?

      Surprisingly, no one questioned him. They all fell in behind him, darkly determined. After days of grueling travel and constant tension, they were all in a killing mood. Even cheerful Freckles had knocked a wasp from the air with an arrow.

      They crossed a clearing that dead-ended at a cliff of dark stone.

      Dan was just about to turn and look elsewhere when Nadia spotted the nest high up the cliff wall a hundred yards above them. It was a massive thing, twice the size of the war wagon, and blurry with swarming wasps.

      Dan stared up at it with hatred seething in his heart. Those fuckers had attacked his people. They deserved to die. But they were too far away, buzzing up there like a bunch of punk-ass bitches talking shit from a safe distance.

      “Husband,” Thelia said, stepping up beside him. Her eyes had again transformed into spheres of raging fire. “Shall I burn them?”

      “Yes,” Dan growled. “Burn them. Burn them all.”

      Thelia raised her arms, a whimsical smile coming onto her pretty face. Twin rivers of roaring flame gushed from her palms and raced skyward.

      A second later, the nest was a ball of fire. Incinerated wasps, their wings burned away, rained down, twisted and charred and smoking, utterly destroyed.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            16

          

          

      

    

    








            A Kick in the Teeth

          

        

      

    

    
      The road grew steeply crueler. The mountains rose higher and higher until they clawed at the sky, their peaks lost in dark clouds that swirled angrily overhead like vaporous demons.

      They were above the tree line now, traveling a harsh country lashed by freezing rain, pelted with hail, and scoured by icy wind that howled night and day, chilling them deeply and making conversation almost impossible.

      And yet they trudged on doggedly, climbing higher and higher. More and more of Dan’s people walked now, as ponies and wagons alike were lost along the way, broken by the road.

      Granite marched on without incident or complaint, a tough beast if ever there was one. But Dan no longer rode, both because he wanted to give the warhorse a break and because he wanted his struggling people to see him walking alongside them.

      As they entered a narrow gorge between soaring, cloud-cloaked peaks, Dan’s barbarian intuition snarled, raising the hair on the back of his neck. “Careful,” he called back. “I don’t like the feel of this.”

      Word passed back along the caravan. His people grew instantly alert, craning their necks and scanning their surroundings. They had come to trust their leader’s primordial instincts.

      And with good reason.

      Midway through the gulley, a tremendous roar sounded as a section of the cliffside broke loose high above and raced toward them like a wave of stone.

      Elves and gnomes screamed as one, scrambling for cover that did not exist. The rushing wall of rocks and boulders slammed into the caravan, taking it in the middle, killing people and animals instantly, smashing carts and wagons to splinters, and blocking the pass, cutting off the front of the caravan from the rear.

      Gnomes and elves scrambled over the remains of the avalanche, coughing in the dust and crying out, trying to rescue any survivors trapped in the rubble.

      Dan started in that direction but stopped when a strange wind appeared out of thin air to race up his legs, torso, and face. He turned his head, squinting, but the wind wrapped around him, spinning rapidly down his body, and swiveled in and out of his legs, brushing against them like an invisible cat doing figure eights around its master.

      Then a lovely female voice whispered in Dan’s ear, “Beware, barbarian. Look to the cliffs.” And with that, the wind whipped away.

      Dan whirled around but saw no woman.

      What the Hades was going on here?

      He lifted his head to scan the surrounding cliffs and spotted movement along the high ridge where the avalanche had started.

      The mysterious voice had told the truth.

      Humanoids were moving around up there but staying low. Lots of them.

      Bandits.

      He clenched his fists, staring up at them. The avalanche hadn’t been an accident. They had caused it. He would make these murderous fucks pay.

      But how?

      Squinting, he saw feathers of smoke rising up behind the ridge.

      Not good.

      He looked again for the source of the voice that had warned him and saw no one other than his own people.

      “Take cover,” Dan called. “Hostiles along the ridge.”

      His people scurried behind wagons, pulling ponies around with them, and took up arms.

      A tall figure rose into view, stood on the ridge, and spread his arms wide. A sword jutted from one hand, an axe from the other.

      Dan recognized the man instantly—not as an individual but as a type—by the twisted and windblown rags fluttering around his body. He was one of those goat-riding sons-of-bitches they’d seen shortly after entering the mountains.

      Should’ve let Thelia burn them.

      But at that point, Dan had still been holding onto the childish dream that he might tiptoe his way to Flame Valley. He had since accepted that he would need to kill his way there, paving the road in corpses.

      The man started hollering down at them in an ugly language Dan didn’t understand.

      Dan’s wives clustered around him.

      Holly interpreted the hollering. “His name Targ the Merciless, Goat Lord of the Great and Powerful Goat Clan and Ruler of the High Passes at the Roof of the World.”

      “Orc,” Ula grunted, sounding disgusted.

      “Yes,” Holly said. “They’re orcs. Now he’s bragging about how many wives and children he has and how many people he’s killed.”

      Shit, Dan thought, instantly pissed at himself. I was outsmarted by an orc!

      These goat-fuckers had been following the caravan all this time, staying out of sight, gauging strength and waiting for the right moment to strike.

      “Okay,” Holly said. “Here we go. He’s giving terms now.”

      “What kind of terms?” Dan asked.

      “The terms of our surrender,” Holly said. “We’re supposed to throw down our weapons and walk away from our wagons and horses. Wait. Correction. He’s demanding that you and the males walk away, but you’re supposed to leave us females behind. Otherwise, they will destroy us all.”

      The deep voice of the raggedy-ass orc cut off abruptly, and he stood with his weapons raised overhead, presumably waiting for Dan’s answer.

      “Tell Targ the Merciless that these are my terms,” Dan said. “He and his goat-fuckers can stay, go, drop their weapons, or shove them up their asses. Doesn’t matter to me. Whatever they do, I’m going to kill every last fucking one of them.”

      Nadia gave his arm a squeeze. “Well, babe, what you lack in diplomacy, you make up for in clear, straightforward communication.”

      Holly shouted back at the orc in the ugly language.

      Targ must not have liked her answer, because a second later, a volley of flaming arrows arched out from the high ridge.

      “Incoming!” Dan shouted, and took cover.

      Arrows pinged harmlessly off the war wagon’s shield, but one of the draft horses cried out and lurched ahead, an arrow buried in its hind quarters.

      Up and down the caravan, supplies and carriage tarps burst into flame.

      “The worms!” Holly said and sprinted toward her precious hatchlings.

      Dan called after her, but Holly ignored him, hurrying toward the wagon as another volley of arrows pounded down.

      Dan gritted his teeth and watched in horror as arrows whizzed past Holly, missing her by inches and punching into the ground. Then she was beside the Worm Wagon, beating at the flames burning at one corner of the tarp.

      Fight fire with fire, Dan thought, and called, “Thelia! Burn them!”

      The red elf stepped into the open, raised her arms, and jerked, struck in the thigh.

      The arrow skewered her thigh, but Thelia didn’t even seem to notice. She smiled up at the ridge, and geysers of fire gushed from her hands, rushing together into a single stream like a blast of dragon’s breath.

      Tharg gave a pig-whistle scream, burst into flames, and toppled from the ridge. His flaming body plummeted through the air, smashed into the mountainside, and tumbled all the way to the rock pile at the base of the cliff.

      Thelia raked flames back and forth across the ridge.

      The orcs were probably shielded from the fire, but they weren’t popping up and firing any longer.

      “Archers, return fire!” Dan roared, and his elves launched a counterattack. Their first volley impacted in a loose pattern, some of the arrows falling short, others going high and sailing harmlessly over the ridge.

      The archers adjusted, and their second volley tightened. Some of the arrows dropped just over the ridge, where the orcs were crouching.

      Thelia retreated behind the wagon, panting hard and wincing in pain. Apparently, she’d expended her firepower and the euphoria had left her.

      Her handmaids caught her and carried her inside the war wagon.

      Dan glanced down the line and cursed, seeing that while Holly had extinguished the Worm Wagon, several other vehicles were now fully engulfed in flames.

      The elves fired again and again, pounding the ridge with a steady rain of arrows. If nothing else, they seemed to be keeping the orcs from firing again.

      That wasn’t enough.

      He had to destroy these assholes.

      Shouting to Ula and three nearby squad leaders, he gestured up the road and climbed onto Granite. The hobgoblin vaulted onto her painted warhorse and the elves scrambled onto their ponies.

      Dan raced up the road, away from the caravan, leaning low to Granite and urging the stallion forward. The road rose up before them. When they arrived at a place where the ridge dipped low, they dismounted and scrambled up a spill of large boulders.

      They jogged along the spine of the mountain, weapons out, climbing the ridge, ready to carve the orcs into so much sausage.

      But when they topped the mountain, the orcs were gone. All that remained were a handful of scorched and arrow-riddled corpses and the smoldering braziers the orcs had used to light their arrows.

      The bastards had fled!

      On goat-back, no doubt, which meant that Dan and his soldiers had zero chance of catching them. Which was just as well, actually, Dan realized, seeing how winded his troops were after the hurried ascent of the mountain. Even Ula was gasping for breath.

      Fuck.

      The orcs had gotten away.

      Where had they gone? He needed to smash them. Kill them. Destroy them.

      Down below, his people were busy putting out fires. The red elves, who were impervious to fire so long as lifeblood flowed in their veins, led the effort, but half of the wagons were nonetheless clearly lost.

      As he surveyed the land below, Dan realized that lost wagons were the least of his problems.

      The avalanche had crushed several vehicles, along with dozens of people and their mounts.

      Dan looked past the massive rockslide to the rear of the caravan and cursed.

      A wave of orcs on goat-back streamed, whooping, onto the road.

      Elves and gnomes rushed out to meet them, but the goat riders banked hard, firing a volley of arrows.

      Several of Dan’s people dropped. The rest charged on, but the orcs were too fast for them. The raiders raced toward the back of the column, pounding into the defenders there and bowling them over.

      Dan watched in impotent rage as the orcs scooped up several women, elves and gnomes alike, and charged away downhill.

      “No!” he roared.

      The orcs angled off the road and vanished from sight, disappearing down a mountain trail—just as they had planned to do, he realized, even before they sent the avalanche smashing down on Dan’s people.

      Now they were gone, taking Dan’s people with them.
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      “Master,” a red elf reported, “we’re down to a single healing potion. Do you wish to save it?”

      “Of course not,” Dan barked. “Use it.”

      After the last of the healing potions had been divvied out, dozens remained wounded.

      Dan paced back and forth, burning with frustration. He couldn’t even gather his thoughts, thanks to the constant flow of questions from panicked elves and gnomes.

      And now more than ever he needed to think.

      Day crept inexorably toward night. He had to protect his people, had to rescue the women the orcs had taken, and had to find a way to get the rear wagons past the massive pile of stones blocking the road.

      No, he thought. It’s not a pile. It’s a mound. A burial mound.

      He had lost dozens of people. Perhaps forty in the avalanche and a dozen others to arrows.

      The avalanche had decimated the gnomes, killing half of those who had survived Fire Ridge, whittling their count from forty-some to twenty-two.

      Jorbin Ateel and his kin struggled bravely, trying now to dig out survivors, but Dan very much feared that it was wasted effort. No one could have survived the smashing force of those massive rocks.

      The deaths were tragic, but what bothered him most now was the nine women carried off by the orcs.

      In his mind, eight of those women blurred into anonymity, eclipsed by the bright and pretty visage of the final hostage.

      The fuckers had kidnapped Freckles.

      Dan wouldn’t allow himself to consider her plight. It was too awful, too painful. Instead, he vowed to rescue her and the others, no matter what the cost.

      Unfortunately, he had no idea how to even start.

      He decided to climb the ridge again in hopes of spotting the evening campfires of the orcs’ camp.

      When he announced his intentions, Ula and several others volunteered to go with him, but he refused their help.

      He needed to be alone. Needed silence. Needed to think. And he didn’t want anyone slowing him down.

      So he went alone, climbing up and up and up, scaling the mountainside.

      It felt good to climb, even with the icy wind rushing over him, tugging at his cloak. It felt good to challenge his muscles, to fill them with blood, with life.

      Painful flashes of memory crowded his mind, visions of small, broken figures being pulled from the wreckage and the pitiful wailing of Jorbin Ateel at the sight of his dead family members. He imagined Freckles jogging toward him with a smile and a scouting report, her pretty face shining with perspiration.

      Dan tamped down these nightmare visions. Since the attack, his thoughts had been fractured by constant questions and clouded with emotion. Surrendering to grief now would only lead to more tragedy.

      Reaching the high ridge, he paused to fill his lungs with icy air. From this vantage point, he could see his people below, as well as the road behind and ahead. Turning to his right, he surveyed an endless landscape of peaks and valleys.

      Mountains, mountains everywhere, he thought. And I have no fucking clue what to do.

      Dusk was falling, yet he saw no campfires to either side of the ridge.

      Looking down and seeing his people scurry like so many ants over the massive rock pile dividing his wagons, Dan suddenly realized that it would be impossible to reassemble the caravan. It would take far too long to dig away enough of the avalanche so that their wagons could pass. And having lost the bulk of their food in the avalanche, they didn’t have the necessary time.

      He needed to abandon half of the wagons and lead his people off in one direction.

      But which direction? Should he press on toward Flame Valley or turn around and head back?

      Glancing up the road in the direction they had been heading, he saw only mountains, mountains, and more mountains, the sky darkening above them, fading toward nightfall.

      We don’t know how much longer the mountains stretch. We don’t even know if Flame Valley actually lies in that direction.

      If they turned back, they would certainly run out of food on the road, but at least they knew the way, and once they reached the warm, rolling hills, they might be able to bag some game.

      But if they turned back now, all of their struggle, suffering, and sacrifice would have been for nothing.

      As he stood there, blinking into the distance, snow flurries as light as ash began fluttering down out of the bruise-dark sky.

      Don’t just stand there with your thumb up your ass. Make a fucking decision. Lead.

      They would go on.

      They would push forward toward Flame Valley.

      They had gambled everything by entering the Wildervast. Dan wouldn’t turn back now. Couldn’t.

      He would stay the course and summon the strength to carry on. That’s what his people needed from him now. Strength.

      From him, they would draw the strength to carry on despite their losses, despite adversity, and despite uncertainty.

      First, however, he must rescue Freckles and the other women from the goat-riders.

      But how?

      He considered the problem as he climbed higher and higher along the ridge, all the while scanning the valleys below.

      In T&T, orcs were as mindlessly vicious as rabid pit bulls. They were the most common opponent for first-level characters, a reasonable and predictable challenge for an afternoon of exciting hack-and-slash fun.

      But these orcs had apparently never played T&T.

      They had obviously followed Dan and his people for many days, all the way through the mountains, and waited for this moment to strike.

      Their ambush had been cunning and effective. The ambush had crippled and divided the caravan. By igniting wagons with flaming arrows, they had stoked the chaos and tied up Dan’s resources. Then they had stealthily abandoned the ridge, swept down on the weaker half of the column, and snatched away Freckles and the others.

      So no, he thought, reaching the top of the ridge. These orcs aren’t stupid.

      Before him rose the final ascent, a sharp pyramid of snow-capped stone robed in dark, swirling clouds.

      This was it. He could climb no higher without gear.

      The ridge had leveled out into a spine of flat stone perhaps eight feet in width. To either side, cliffs dropped away sharply.

      Several hundred feet down, his people were lighting their evening fires, nursing their wounds, and mourning their dead.

      Blinking down at those twinkling fires, he hated the thought of returning empty-handed.

      Like it or not, however, he had to start down before darkness made descent even more treacherous. At least he still had the enchanted torch Zeke had given him what seemed like a million years ago in the strange crevasse of Rothrock Forest.

      If only Zeke were here now with his drunken monkey, Zuggy, and all of those…

      A sharp blast of wind staggered Dan, driving him across the ridge. His feet slipped over the edge and into thin air.

      “No!”

      But instead of falling to his death, Dan felt his body jerk again, shoved by a crosswind that lifted him up and backward and deposited him safely back on the ridge.

      He let out a shuddering sigh of relief and crouched down. “That was close,” he muttered. “Thank Crom!”

      “Don’t thank Crom,” said a strange yet familiar female voice. “Thank me.”

      It was the voice of the invisible woman who had warned him just before the goat-riders’ attack.

      Laughter whirled playfully around him, dipping and swirling like a barn swallow made of mirth.

      Dan jerked his head side to side but saw only open air, impending darkness, and windblown snow.

      “Whoever you are,” he said, “thank you for saving me.”

      Another blast of delighted feminine laughter fluttered around him.

      “Don’t thank me too profusely, Dan the Barbarian,” the voice said. “I did, after all, push you off the ridge in the first place.”

      As her laughter returned, Dan grabbed the pommel of his sword. Whoever this invisible woman was, she knew his name and had nearly killed him. Sorcery…

      “You can’t cut the wind, silly barbarian. Besides, why would you want to? I was only playing. I would never harm such a beautiful man.”

      And then, hearing the way she said man, he understood. Whoever this mysterious woman was, he was certain that she was a monster girl.

      Wind whirled around him again, lifting his shirt and blowing across his abs.

      “Mmm,” the wind moaned. “You feel as good as you look.”

      “Thanks,” Dan said, pushing his shirt down again.

      “What’s wrong, lover? Don’t you like my touch? Would you prefer a softer caress?”

      The wind tickled softly over him.

      “I want nothing from you,” Dan said. “I want only to return to my people.”

      “Your people?” the unseen woman’s voice said, rushing past him. “And by ‘your people,’ do you mean those on the road or those carried off by the foul goat-riders?”

      “You saw them?”

      “I see everything, my love.”

      “Where are the orcs?” Dan demanded. “Where did they take my people?”

      Laughter spun around him. “I thought you said you didn’t want anything from me.”

      “I stand corrected,” Dan said. “Now please, stop fooling around and tell me where my people are. It’s getting dark.”

      “Don’t be in such a hurry, my big strong barbarian. Before I tell you the whereabouts of your people, let us talk of love and contracts.”

      Yup, Dan thought. Monster girl.

      “I don’t have time for love,” he said.

      “No? Not even for me?” she asked from behind him. Her voice sounded different now, like a person standing and speaking, no longer a thing stitched in the wind.

      Her turned and gasped involuntarily.

      Ten feet away, a woman of unearthly beauty, with pale skin, bright red lips, and the bluest eyes Dan had ever seen hovered six inches above the ground.

      On her slender and shapely body, the floating woman wore a blue bikini with gauzy leggings that rippled in the wind. Fluttering sheets of the airy blue fabric hung like half-folded wings from the sides of her bikini top to golden bands encircling her upper arms.

      Her long hair wavered overhead like a bright blue gas flame.

      Dan started to speak but couldn’t. Her unearthly beauty had literally taken his breath away.

      “My name is Zamora,” she said, “and I have a delicious proposition for you.”
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      For a second, Dan could only stare, struck dumb by Zamora’s strange beauty. Then, returning at least partway to his senses, he said, “What of my people?”

      At some point, he’d grown as hard as the peak of stone looming over them.

      Zamora raised her arms, putting her hands behind her neck and stretched in midair, giving him an entrancing view of her flat stomach and small yet shapely breasts.

      “Don’t you find me attractive?” she asked, and a breeze tickled his ear and brushed across the back of his hair.

      “You’re beautiful,” he said, making her smile. “I’ve never seen a more beautiful woman. But I need to save my people.”

      She sighed. “You were doing so well, Dan. Tell me again of my beauty. For a time, let us forget the others and think only of us.”

      Zamora spun slowly in the air, letting him see her incredible body.

      “Nope,” he said. “Can’t do that. Nice meeting you, but if you’re not willing to help me, I really have to go now.” He started to turn away.

      “Wait,” she said. “Dan, please. I need you. And you need me.”

      Suddenly, Zamora’s clothing dissolved into blue vapor and whipped away, leaving her naked and perfect before him. She beckoned with one slender finger.

      “Come, barbarian,” she said, her blue eyes burning brightly. “Make love to me. Let us bind ourselves in a contract with one another, and I will give you pleasure like you have never known.”

      Despite the urgency of his situation, it was all he could do to resist her invitation. “I don’t need pleasure,” he forced himself to say. “I need my people.”

      Drifting closer, she said, “Make love to me, Dan. Make love to me as you make love to your women. Fill me with your seed, and I will serve you forevermore.”

      “You’ll serve me?” he said. “Is that in the contract?”

      “Yes,” she said, stopping just before him, a naked and incredibly beautiful woman of flesh and blood. “Bind yourself with me, and from this moment forward, so long as you feed me your essence, you will be my master. I will take you to your lost women, kill your enemies, lead you to Flame Valley, and fill your days and nights with unimaginable pleasure.”

      “And in return, what do you want from me?”

      “Essence,” she said, drawing out the word with longing. “I want you to fill me with your seed every day and every night, and when you shower your wives with hot seed, I want to lick it off their bodies.”

      “Done,” he said.

      “Yes!” Zamora squealed. She whipped away through the air, spinning in circles around Dan and giggling with excitement.

      Then she zoomed up and wrapped herself around him, kissing him with a hungry passion the ferocity of which he’d never felt before.

      Wind whirled around them, tugging at Dan’s clothing, unfastening catches and peeling it away.

      Dan was swept into the moment, overtaken by wild, tempestuous desire. As they kissed, tongues dancing, his hands explored her soft, warm body.

      Zamora wrapped her long legs tightly around him, and his hands cupped the curve of her firm ass. Though she was undeniably built of luscious flesh and blood, she seemed almost weightless.

      He encircled her tiny waist with his big hands, then smoothed his palms up her ribs and cupped the firm roundness of her breasts.

      “Yes, Dan,” Zamora breathed, squirming as she clung to him. “Make me yours.”

      Growling with desire, Dan lowered his head and took one of her pale pink nipples into his mouth.

      Zamora gasped and shivered against him. “Oh, you have no idea how wonderful that feels,” she moaned. “For millennia, I have ridden the wind, watching men and beasts and monsters mate. All these years, I’ve longed to feel a man’s touch, but I never could have dreamed of finding a man such as you. So strong and virile and handsome.”

      Dan moved his lips slowly up her chest and trailed soft kisses along her long neck, which she arched, baring her throat. Her hair floated around her in a wavering blue corona.

      “Tease me no more, barbarian,” she breathed. “We have a lifetime to explore each other’s bodies. But now, quick, give me what I want. Give me what I need. Not kisses or soft caresses. Give me your essence and become my master. Give me your seed and rule me forever.”

      Dan’s pants whipped down, and his sword clanged off the stony ridge.

      Then he stood there in the frigid air, completely naked, his manhood standing tall and proud and throbbing like a beacon.

      His head whirled.

      His hands encircled her tiny waist again, then peeled her from his body and held her out at arms’ length as easy as he might have held a doll spun of cloud vapor.

      Zamora lifted her legs, grabbing the backs of her thighs and spreading herself for him. Her sex glistened, the pink folds puffy with desire. “Take me, Dan.”

      Holding her by the waist, he positioned her slit just above his tip. It was crazy. She weighed no more than a cloud, yet her flesh was firm and ripe, not ethereal. Under different conditions, this would have bothered him, triggering his barbarian’s loathing for the supernatural, but enflamed with lust, he crushed that quibbling thought and lowered the beautiful woman slowly on his shaft.

      “Oooooh,” Zamora moaned, her bright blue eyes fluttering, and the wind roared in a howling vortex around them. “Yes, Dan, yes!”

      He buried himself to the hilt, and a gale of euphoria roared over him with such power that he almost came.

      Holy shit, he thought, buffeted by intense pleasure. Over recent months, he’d gone from an inexperienced nineteen-year-old to a guy who could last for hours, satisfying four beautiful women multiple times as they writhed through every five-some arrangement imaginable.

      And yet entering Zamora, he’d almost become a one-pump chump.

      How can this feel so good?

      He pulled back, nearly popping free, and did his best to block out Zamora’s pleading moans.

      Have to hold on. Have to last.

      As a point of pride, he wanted to sate Zamora’s desires before exploding inside her. So he held her at bay for a few seconds, steeling himself and concentrated not on the lovely woman squirming at the tip of his erection, but instead on the fact that he was standing naked on a cliff with freezing wind whipping across his body.

      Only with effort did he manage to actually feel the cold. That’s how swept up into the moment he had been. But he concentrated on the cold and in stages began to feel its bite on his naked skin.

      “Do not tease me, Dan,” Zamora breathed, squirming back and forth in his hands, trying desperately to wriggle back down onto his length. “Take me.”

      Dan took a deep breath, finally driven back from the edge of ecstatic release by a forced awareness of the cold. Before this discomfort faded and he lost control again, he needed to break this wild vixen.

      So he slammed her down on his length. Zamora cried out with surprise and pleasure.

      Dan jerked her up and down, burying himself in her, but did his best to block out the unbelievable pleasure and focus instead on the frigid wind scouring his naked body in an attempt to hold back his climax.

      “Yes, yes, yes!” Zamora shrieked, her ethereal hair whipping in a blue storm overhead. She pushed Dan’s hands from her hips and defied gravity, pistoning up and down on his manhood while neither held onto the other.

      Dan interlaced his fingers at the back of his neck, angled his hips, and stood there, letting her do the work.

      “If you want my seed,” he growled, “fuck me like you mean it.” It was an act, of course—the woman of wind was already swept up in a storm of passion—but he had learned to sense the needs of women, and his gut told him that Zamora hungered for this challenge.

      Her response proved him right.

      “Yes!” Zamora shrieked. “Give me your seed! Fill me with it! Drown me with it!”

      Zamora became a force of frenzy, a demon of lust, exhaling a steady stream of moaning delight as she bounced up and down on him. Then she slammed down, burying his throbbing pole to the hilt and gazed up at him with her blue eyes burning brighter than a midsummer sky.

      A torrent of urgent pleasure raged all around him, threatening to crush his resolve and pitch him into the abandon of release.

      Defensively, Dan forced his thoughts once more toward awareness of just how fucking cold it was up here. His back and ass and legs burned as if they had been wrapped in ice packs. Only by concentrating on that extreme discomfort was he able to stave off orgasm.

      “Finish me, barbarian,” Zamora pleaded. “Take me as you take your wolf woman.”

      Dan gritted his teeth and nodded.

      Still gripping him within her sex, Zamora spun slowly in the air, rotating her body so that she hovered before him, impaled doggy-style on his shaft.

      Staring down at the naked hourglass of her shapely back, narrow waist, and beautiful ass, Dan groaned aloud. Within him raged a tempest of elemental lust.

      Sexual sorcery, he thought—and promptly decided that he didn’t give a shit.

      This. Is. Awesome.

      Reaching out, he grabbed a handful of her swirling blue hair and wound it in his fists like reins. Pulling Zamora’s head back, he said, “You want to be mine?”

      “Yes! More than anything!” And around his manhood, her wet and throbbing channel changed, swirling around his aching erection in slow circles.

      Zamora slid forward, almost slipping off his erection, then slammed back, taking all of him. Moaning, she locked onto him in midair, her soft ass flush against his thighs. Suspended there, she ground into him, and her sweet channel spun faster and faster until a tornado of ecstasy whirled along his length.

      The tornado pumped up and down, tightening almost painfully at the base of his shaft and riding upward in a squeezing ring from hilt to head and back down again, over and over, like a spinning, sucking mouth milking him from within her thrusting sex.

      It was too much. Dan couldn’t hold back, couldn’t wait for her to finish. Fuck pride. He was going to explode.

      He seized Zamora’s hips and pumped into her hard and fast. With every powerful thrust, their bodies slapped crisply together, Zamora meeting his thrusts and crying out wildly, her lovely body quivering with each impact.

      The tornado within her sex went full-on, cuckoo-bananas pussy demon then, swirling round and round, sucking him harder and faster, milking him more and more eagerly. A storm of pleasure roared up in Dan, sweeping him into a state of all-body euphoria so overwhelming that he could barely think. He roared, vaguely aware that Zamora had again thrust herself hard against him and was locked there, pressed his full length deep inside her as she convulsed, wailing in climax, “Fill me! Fill me with your life essence!”

      Dan threw his arms wide, arched his back, and exploded inside her, pumping jet after jet of molten seed into her spinning, throbbing sex, and split the air with a barbaric roar that drowned out even the howl of the wind rushing around them.

      Zamora spun around to face him, still impaled upon his throbbing member, and curled upward to wrap her arms around his neck and press her heaving breasts into his naked chest. Dan held her tight against him as the pulsing aftershock of their mutual orgasm echoed through him—through them.

      He could feel Zamora’s pleasure, and her pleasure was his pleasure, a soft breeze of euphoria that breathed through her and into him and back into her.

      Zamora kissed him passionately, then tucked her head into his neck and cuddled against him, clinging tightly and muttering soft murmurs of love, eternal devotion, and total satisfaction. “Thank you, Master,” she sighed. “Thank you for filling me with your life essence. And I will fill you with mine.”

      Dan started to speak but stopped, surprised by a sudden surge of strength. For a brief second, he felt incredibly powerful, like he could flatten houses, uproot trees, and toss orcs into the sky.

      Then the storm of strength quieted within him, and Zamora leaned back, her blue eyes glowing more brightly than ever. “Now we kill your enemies.”
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            The Terror from Beyond

          

        

      

    

    
      Hours later, Dan hurried over rugged mountain terrain alongside Ula and Nadia, who had shifted into her fused form.

      “You reek of sex,” Nadia growled, starting in on him again.

      “Yes,” Ula said, sniffing at him. “Very fuck stink.”

      The three of them traveled swiftly, moving ever closer to the gorge of the goat-riders, which Zamora had described as a remote canyon pocked with caves, sheltered from the wind by a ring of jagged peaks, and graced with a plain of grass on which the orcs could pasture their giant goats.

      “Where is your airhead girlfriend?” Nadia said as they jogged along.

      “Still scouting, I guess,” Dan said. “And she’s more than a girlfriend. We’re bound.”

      “Bound, huh? Kinky.”

      “She called it a contract,” he said.

      Nadia rolled her green eyes. “So she’s part of our harem now?”

      He nodded with a grin. “She calls me Master.”

      Nadia shook her shaggy head. “Great,” she growled sarcastically. “Your ego is bloating like a carcass on a hot day.”

      A short time later, Zamora returned, appearing abruptly out of thin air with a cheery hello and startling the Hades out of all three of them.

      The sylph jumped characteristically into talk of sex. “After thousands of years of watching others copulate, I am excited to try things I have witnessed, Master,” Zamora said with a shudder of desire. “But I hope you will not share me with other men, the way goat-riders share their women. I want only you.”

      “No worries,” Dan said. “I don’t share my women. Ever.”

      “But your women share you,” Zamora chimed happily, “and you share them with each other.”

      “That’s different,” Dan said.

      Zamora turned to Nadia and Ula. “I’m excited to have sex with both of you.”

      Nadia snorted, the sound halfway between a laugh and a growl.

      “Shall we all do it now, before we kill the goat-riders?” Zamora said. “I was thinking that we start by—”

      “No,” Dan said, cutting off the horny sylph. “I appreciate your enthusiasm, Zamora, but I need to save my strength for killing assholes.”

      Zamora tittered as if he’d said something silly. “You need not worry about love fatigue, husband. The more seed you pump into me, the stronger you will become.”

      Dan hesitated for a second, remembering what Holly had said during their brief interaction before he had set out with his trio of women.

      “Do you feel more powerful?” Holly had asked, probing him with her purple eyes.

      “No, not really. Should I?”

      “When a man binds himself to a sylph, she draws strength from his life essence. And over time, he gains power from her.”

      “What kind of power?”

      “Life force, basically. The power of the wind grows within him, making him stronger and fiercer, so long as he continues to seed the wind nymph.”

      “I did feel something, briefly,” he confessed, remembering the surge of physical power he’d felt atop the ridge.

      But then Nadia had called to him, saying that she and Ula were ready.

      Holly had kissed them goodbye, wished them luck, and stayed behind to watch over the caravan.

      Dan had briefly considered taking a large force to attack the orcs, but Zamora promised him that he needed only a small, stealthy force. The sylph insisted that she could handle the main body of the goat-riders. Dan, Nadia, and Ula would hurry into the caves, kill any orcs they encountered, and rescue the hostages from within.

      Now she was suggesting a time-out for sex.

      

      “Well,” Dan said, “for as much as I’d love to get it on with the three of you, I really want to rescue our girls before these assholes finish their sorting.”

      According to Zamora, the goat-riders held wealthy captives for ransom. All other prisoners were fucked to death and eaten.

      Foondek, basically, but in this moment, Dan found no humor in his favorite Hobgoblin word.

      He was going to kill every last one of these assholes. He just hoped he could kill them before the orcs deemed one of his people not worth ransoming. Picturing Freckles’ pretty young face, he thought, After all, how much could they hope to get from a former slave girl?

      He wished Thelia was with them. A fire mage could turn the orc camp into a pork roast.

      Not that Thelia could do that now.

      Holly’s healing spell had healed the red elf’s arrow wound, but burning the ridge had exhausted Thelia, and she lay in the war wagon, surrounded by her doting handmaids.

      A short time later, Zamora stopped them. Her eyes and hair burned softly in the darkness. “Just beyond this ridge is the gorge of the goat-riders. I will rush ahead and prepare to destroy our enemies. When I begin, rush into the cave and save the hostages. But do not emerge from the cave until I am finished.”

      “Okay,” Dan said, “but how will we know when you begin? Or when you’re finished, for that matter?”

      Zamora chuckled softly. “Trust me, Master. You will know.”

      Dan nodded.

      Zamora leapt in, kissed him impulsively, and vanished with a giggle. A tickling breeze swirled briefly around Dan, nuzzling into him, then whipped away.

      “Hey,” Nadia snarled. The wind ruffled her fur and lifted her tail, then rushed between Ula’s legs, blowing her bikini bottoms indecently to one side.

      “The wind just goosed me,” Nadia said.

      Turning a brighter shade of crimson, Ula muttered in disgruntled Hobgoblin and adjusted her clothing.

      As soon as they topped the final rise, Dan saw three dozen campfires burning in the valley. Shapes moved in the firelight. Many, many shapes, several to each fire.

      From this height, he couldn’t exactly tell what was happening down there, but it looked like most of the orcs were sitting around the fires, eating.

      “Smells like goat shit,” Nadia said.

      Dan nodded. He didn’t need a wolf’s nose to smell that. Nor did he need a wolf’s ears to detect the faint chorus of bleating that rose from the grassy plain beyond the campfires.

      Because of her outstanding night vision, hearing, and sense of smell, Nadia led the way.

      Dan followed, holding onto her shoulder, all but worthless in the hard darkness of the cloudy night.

      Ula stayed right behind him, keeping her hand on his shoulder not to keep her balance but to help him keep his.

      If only he had night vision.

      With the help of his women, he stayed on his feet despite the steep and twisting descent. They moved slowly and silently, Dan wishing that they could go faster, lest the flighty and impulsive Zamora kick off her secret attack before they got into position.

      As they descended, they caught glimpses of the orc camp through breaks in the trees. And the lower they descended, the more clearly they could see, hear, and smell the enemy.

      They orcs gnawed hunks of roasted meat while they argued and hollered.

      I hope that’s goat or beef or venison, he thought, not the flesh of used-up captives.

      Gathered around the campfires in groups of eight to ten men, women, and children, the orcs still wore their yak-like rags, but the shaggy hoods were thrown back to reveal their brutal, pig-like heads. The males, females, and children bickered constantly, shouting and shoving and smacking each other with half-eaten haunches. Occasionally, a man or woman would spit out a hunk of meat, and children would roll beside the fires, wrestling over the flesh like dogs fighting for scraps.

      Brutal assholes, Dan thought. And so many of them.

      There had to be three hundred orcs here.

      Zamora had seemed utterly confident in her ability to “take care of them,” but how could one wind nymph deal with an entire tribe of savage assholes, each one of whom had fought tooth and nail since birth?

      You’re too far along to start second-guessing Zamora now, he thought as the land leveled out. They had reached the valley floor and were concealed now in the narrow band of forest that rimmed the pasture land.

      Where were the sentries?

      They moved cautiously forward, the trees thinning out and letting in enough starlight and campfire glow that Dan could at least walk without holding onto his wives. And that was good, because they needed to be ready to silence any sentry they met.

      But when they did finally encounter a sentry, he’d already been silenced.

      Permanently.

      The orc lay at the base of a tree as if sleeping on the job. His head was twisted at a sharp angle, and one side of his head was crushed in like a bad melon.

      Looks like a strong gust of wind picked him up and slammed him into that tree. Snapped his neck and smashed his skull.

      They crept forward to the edge of the trees. Beyond the orcs, a massive herd of giant goats grazed. Scanning the campfires, Dan saw the same scene repeated over and over: pigheaded men, women, and children squabbling together, eating and fighting and shouting in what looked like the world’s most dysfunctional family reunion.

      To his left, Dan saw the caves Zamora had mentioned. According to the sylph, the hostages were held within.

      Rage boiled up within him as he pictured Freckles’ pretty face twisted with fear. He wanted to rush straight into the cave and start killing orcs.

      But they had to wait.

      “Where is Zamora?” he whispered impatiently.

      “Holly said these sylphs are fickle as the wind,” Nadia said. “Maybe she changed her mind or forgot all about us and flew away.”

      “Shh,” Ula said with characteristic pragmatism.

      But Nadia’s comment whirled in Dan’s head. Holly had indeed warned him of wind nymph’s changeable nature during their brief talk outside the war wagon.

      “Sylphs are living wind,” Holly had said. “Passionate yet unpredictable. Impulsive, capricious, and powerful. Tempestuous one moment, becalmed the next. She will hunger for your seed night and day, and you must give it to her often if you hope to tame the wind.”

      He remembered the mind-blowing sex atop the mountain, how pulsing waves of climax had throbbed through his entire body from head to toe, all of him coming, every inch, every fiber pulsing in orgasm, even his mind, even his soul.

      My life essence, he thought.

      And if anything, Zamora had loved it even more than he had. Surely, she wouldn’t leave him after that… would she?

      A second later, the leaves overhead rustled with a passing breeze. The wind strengthened, rushing loudly through the treetops encircling the valley.

      High above, the dark sky fractured. Black clouds broke apart, split by veins of moonlight, and began to swirl.

      The wind whipping over the trees intensified, and Dan heard a terrible sound approaching from the distance, a loud baying that grew rapidly closer, raging with mad, unearthly fury, like some unspeakably horrible creature howling blood promises as it rose from an extradimensional prison cell.

      The unutterably unnatural wailing filled Dan with a primordial loathing that tightened his entire body with alarm and peeled his lips back from his teeth in an instinctive snarl.

      Beside him, Nadia fell growling into a defensive crouch, her short fur standing on end and her green eyes rolling with dismay.

      Ula glanced side to side, axe at the ready.

      Out in the field, orcs rose to their feet, shouting and pointing at the sky, where the moonlight mingled with the swirling clouds had turned a bright blue. Goats bleated loudly as the howling sound intensified, rushing closer from Crom only knew where, filling the valley like the blast of a speeding train filling a subway.

      “Come on!” Dan shouted and gestured toward the caves. He didn’t know what the fuck was going on here, but he did know that Zamora had begun. It was time to move.

      They sprinted along the thin edge of the forest, doing their best to stay within the relative cover of the trees. They passed another dead sentry and were nearing the cave when Dan heard voices shouting behind him.

      Risking a glance over his shoulder, he saw orcs in fluttering rags racing toward him with spears and axes waving overhead, their shouting all but lost in the howl of the wind. A second later, the orcs chasing him jerked from the ground and sailed up and away as if they had been yanked into the air on invisible strings.

      Dan’s warbling cry of terror was lost in the deafening clamor as he watched campfires whip away in streaks of spark and flame. Orcs shot into the air, spinning up and up—not into the sky but into the terrible thing forming above them.

      A black funnel spangled with twinkling blue sparks whirled over the field, howling with unearthly rage like a living tornado with a thousand sparkling eyes summoned against its will from another dimension to this one on a mission of carnage.

      It’s an elemental, Dan thought. Zamora summoned a wind elemental.

      Tendrils of darkness lashed out like tentacles, latching onto orcs and goats and hauling them into the swirling black maelstrom.

      Dan’s cloak flapped, caught in the suction, choking him and tugging toward the all-devouring elemental.

      A second later, he and his girls sprinted into the torch-lit cave, and the wind cut off immediately. He could still hear the roaring maelstrom outside, but the air within the cave was still, as if they had passed behind a pane of storm glass.

      A second later, a spiked mace was hurtling toward his face.

      Dan had been so focused on not getting sucked into the elemental that he hadn’t even seen the orcs clustered inside the cave.

      Only luck, barbaric reflexes, and his 17 dexterity saved him. Dan dipped the attack and parried the sword of a second orc.

      He lashed out with a kick, staggering the first attacker and buying the initiative, which he used to skewer the second orc through the guts with his sword.

      Grunting orcs streamed in from an adjacent passageway.

      Dan slid into a red rage, hacking and slashing the hulking, raggedy pig men, taking heads and spilling guts. Beside him, Ula and Nadia fought like demonesses, filling the air with the blood and screams of their enemies.

      Seconds later, it was over.

      Nadia and Ula were terrible beauties, covered in orc blood, their eyes glowing with battle fever.

      Outside, beyond whatever invisible barrier the cave had afforded them, the living tornado spun on, howling as it devoured the valley.

      Dan strode deeper into the cave, hoping against hope that his people were still alive and unharmed.

      “Keep going,” Nadia said, stepping up beside him. “I smell elves.”

      Another orc rushed them when the passageway opened into a large chamber, but the guard barely had time to shout before Dan’s sword point punched him between his beady eyes and popped out the back of his skull.

      The outer edges of the chamber were littered with shaggy bedrolls. Here and there sat padlocked crates with crude Orcish symbols scratched into the wood. The whole place stank like a latrine.

      Hurrying out another passageway, they came to an iron gate, beyond which a group of women huddled in a crude cell.

      “Master Dan!” Freckles cried, leaping up and running toward the bars. “Lady Nadia!”

      Several elves and gnomes followed Freckles, running forward to bow before Dan and his women.

      Dan did a quick headcount and sighed with relief.

      Behind his nine women, several bedraggled, unfamiliar females stared warily out at him.

      From their midst stepped a woman far from bedraggled.

      A shockingly beautiful panther-girl with short jet-black fur covering her unmistakably feminine curves, she strode forward with the confident fluidity of a supermodel. Pausing halfway to the bars, the panther-lady lifted her chin and regarded Dan with haughty golden eyes. “My name is Princess Tatiana Kah’Dreel, daughter of mighty King Fazul Kah’Dreel, and I demand that you release me this instant, barbarian.”
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      Dan smirked at the panther-woman, said nothing, and talked instead to his people, who were unharmed, thank Crom.

      They could find no keys.

      Remembering charts in the T&T Player’s Guide, he grabbed the rusty bars, which felt cold and scaly in his hands. Gritting his teeth, he pulled with all his might. His muscles strained, and the metal bars spread open with a whining complaint.

      On the other side of the bars, his people and the women against the wall cheered and started flooding out of the cell.

      “Show off,” Nadia joked.

      At last only the beautiful black panther princess remained within the cell. “Bend these bars farther apart, barbarian,” she demanded impatiently. “Princess Tatiana Kah’Dreel does not stoop.”

      Dan turned his back on her and led the women through the cave, explaining that they were all welcome to join the caravan if they were willing to work hard and pull their weight.

      “Work hard?” Tatiana’s voice came from behind him. Apparently, she had mustered the courage to stoop through the bars after all. She laughed haughtily at his back. “Ah, but you were not addressing me, of course. Even savages like you understand that manual labor is beneath the station of a princess.”

      They searched the cave. Dan and Ula smashed open the trunks, finding mostly copper pieces and an odd collection of worthless trinkets.

      A crappy loot haul if ever there was one.

      “All right, ladies,” Dan said to the freed captives. “Let’s grab anything of value and carry it out of here. Gather these coins into whatever sacks you can find. Split them up so that no one has to carry too much, and bring them to me once we have reached camp.”

      Everyone got to work filling sacks—with one notable exception, who stood watching the others with amused contempt.

      “You too, Princess,” Dan said. “Start loading shit up for travel.”

      “Surely, you jest,” Tatiana said, her golden eyes flashing haughtily. “I am daughter of Fazul K-”

      “Yeah, yeah,” Dan said. “And I’m the son of Joe the Barbarian. Get busy working, or stay here in Orc Valley.”

      The princess glared at him for a second, fists balled at her sides, and stomped the cave floor with a squeal of exasperation.

      “Hey, barbarian,” Nadia called from the corridor. “Check it out.”

      Nadia had discovered a hidden alcove that had been hiding the goat-riders’ real treasure: four magical potions and an oilcloth sack containing forty-three gemstones of various size, composition, and luster.

      There was no way to guess at the properties of the potions, but Nadia evaluated the stones quickly, dropping them back into the sack one by one. “Mostly semi-precious,” she said. “Bloodstone, onyx, citrine. Worth about fifty gold pieces each. The amber and amethyst will be worth twice that, and look at these babies.” She displayed a handful of sparkling golden stones. “Top-notch topaz. Five hundred apiece.”

      Then Nadia’s eyes went wide. She lifted two stones from the pile. One was dark green speckled in black, with swirls of neon green trapped within. The other was a translucent pink egg of a stone with a spidery white star at its center. “True gemstones,” she said. “A black opal and a star ruby. Worth a thousand gold pieces each.”

      “Awesome work, babe,” Dan said. He started to kiss her muzzle, saw the orc blood glistening there, and kissed the top of her head instead.

      He walked back to the entrance of the cave. Outside, all was silent. The elemental was gone. Through a tear in the dome of dark clouds overhead, a cone of pale moonlight shone down like a spotlight upon the center of the decimated valley floor.

      Not a single orc remained. Their fires, food, and goats were gone. Even the grass had been torn up and carried off to wherever the living tornado had returned.

      All that remained was a small, pale figure stretched unmoving on the ground at the center of the barren field.

      “Zamora!” Dan shouted and ran from the cave.

      He sprinted to the fallen sylph, who stirred when he crouched and touched her beautiful face.

      “So weak,” Zamora said, blinking up at him with eyes that wavered dimly. Her long hair lay limply on the ground, barely undulating, its luminescence similarly faded. “Please… take me… with you, Master.”

      “Of course,” Dan said, scooping the weightless wind nymph into his arms.

      Zamora smiled weakly and passed out, clearly decimated by the Hades she’d unleashed here.

      By the time they made it back to the road, dawn had broken along the eastern horizon.

      Dan carried Zamora, who remained unconscious, and did his best to ignore Princess Tatiana Kah’Dreel, who ranted the entire way about Dan’s savagery and barbarism.

      “What manner of man forces a royal princess to labor like a peasant?” the black panther whined, making a show of carrying a sack that looked like it weighed less than a sorority girl’s purse. Dan was an animal, she said. A beast, a brute!

      At one point Ula turned, clearly ready to silence the princess, but Nadia stopped her. “Let her rant,” Nadia laughed. “This is the funniest thing I’ve heard in years.”

      Finally, they reached the caravan. Seeing Dan and the freed captives, their people erupted with cheers.

      Holly and Thelia came out to greet Dan. Thelia’s handmaids took Zamora gently from Dan, who told them to lay the sylph in the war wagon to rest.

      “No,” Holly said. “Place her atop the war wagon. She will recover much more quickly in the open air.”

      The urchins surrounded Nadia, Goldfinch and Toad hugging her and crying. Even Badger stopped frowning, which was the closest the boy had come to smiling since the swamp.

      Families wept openly, reunited with lost members.

      Squad leaders assigned roles to the new women, most of whom were the daughters of a dwarven merchant.

      Only one newcomer refused placement.

      “I am Princess Tatiana Kah’Dreel, daughter of mighty King Fazul Kah’Dreel,” the annoying beauty announced for the ten thousandth time, “heir to the Jungle Kingdom and all its many splendors and terrors. Bow down before me and your obeisance will be remembered when I return to power.”

      Nadia laughed. “I want her in the war wagon with us.”

      “Fuck that noise,” Dan said. He’d lose his mind if he had to listen to another minute of Tatiana’s non-stop bragging and bitching.

      But then Holly stepped forward. “Princess Tatiana Kah’Dreel,” she said with a slight bow. “It is a pleasure to meet you.”

      Holly introduced herself at flowery length, tacking on a bunch of stuff about her grove and how she was the daughter of the Iron Druid.

      Tatiana gave her the slightest of nods. “At last,” she sighed, “a civilized companion.”

      As the pair talked, Dan tried to decide where he would place the snobbish princess. He grinned when the answer came to him. He would put her with the miserable-ass green elves.

      Then Holly blew his mind, saying, “My apologies for our Spartan accommodations, Princess. I beg you, please ride with me in our fortified wagon.”
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      “Tatiana is important,” Holly explained later, when Dan was finally alone with her.

      “She’s a royal pain in the ass,” Dan said.

      “I understand,” Holly said, “but she is nonetheless a princess of the Jungle Kingdom, which will be strategically important to us. The Jungle Kingdom lies between Flame Valley and Liberty in the outside world. You remember the secret road I mentioned?”

      Dan nodded. “So what?” he said. “You guys hocus-pocused the road, right? If nobody can see it, who cares what kingdom it goes through?”

      “Historically, The Jungle Kingdom contained powerful shamans who could see the road. My ancestors paid tribute to the Jungle King to appease him and to keep his shamans from dispelling the illusion that cloaks the road.”

      “That was a long time ago,” Dan said.

      “Yes,” Holly said, “but if we are going to prosper in Flame Valley, we would do well to begin our time there by creating alliances, not hostilities.”
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      They ground on through the mountains.

      And it was a grind.

      Half of their wagons had been destroyed or abandoned after the ambush. They salvaged what they could from the wagons trapped on the wrong side of the landslide, stripping them for axles and wheels. The remaining wagons carried their dwindling supplies and equipment, including the skeletal remains of the Fists of Fury, though they could afford to salvage only a portion of the spherical ammunition.

      With the wagons overloaded, all but the most grievously injured marched now. The red elves were too tired to sing, but they trudged doggedly onward, hope still burning in their fiery eyes.

      Zamora recovered but explained that she would not be able to summon another elemental for at least a week or two.

      Holly had been right about the sylph. Zamora came and went without warning, and her moods were like the winds themselves, ever-shifting and ranging wildly. One moment, she would be laughing and playing tag with gnomish children. The next, she would be sitting atop the war wagon, pouting.

      If Dan asked her what was wrong, the sylph would burst into tears or growl with frustration and zoom away into the clouds.

      Despite her maddening moodiness, Zamora remained predictable in one way: her constant craving for Dan’s seed. She propositioned Dan morning, noon, and night, regardless of what he was doing, and did her best to keep him in a constant state of arousal.

      She cavorted constantly and flashed him by making her mist-woven clothes disappear. She turned invisible and breathed depraved promises in his ear. She wove passing breezes, using them to expose other women, lifting skirts and shirts, teasing Dan.

      One night, Zamora joined Dan and his wives in a frenzied orgy and worked her sexual sorcery, amplifying the women’s pleasure as she had Dan’s. Now all of his wives were horny all of the time, which was a great problem to have, but he wouldn’t be able to fully enjoy their lust until he had delivered them safely to Flame Valley.

      And then one glorious day with the sun beating down with uncharacteristic brightness and warmth, Freckles came jogging downhill with a beautiful smile lighting her face. “Master!” she cried breathlessly. “It’s Flame Valley!”
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      Dan sat atop Granite and stared with amazement from the peak of the final mountain down into the unbelievable beauty of Flame Valley.

      Thank Crom.

      They had finally made it, had finally escaped suffering and fighting and worry.

      At last, they were safe.

      His people surrounded him now, cheering and weeping.

      Before them, the road dropped sharply away and the world opened wide. The magnificent sweep of Flame Valley sprawled before them, green and glorious in the midday sun, which sparkled magically off the many lakes and streams visible amid the lush fields and forests of the epic valley.

      As far as the eye could see, Flame Valley spread away in fertile perfection, disappearing not into steep mountain ranges but merely the mist of distance miles and miles away.

      Dan saw roads and villages, herds of livestock, and tiny people working in fields, harvesting crops. Mostly, however, he saw long tracts of high grass and stands of straight timber, an unspoiled frontier upon which a great nation could rise.

      It was breathtaking. Overwhelming, even.

      In the distance, towering above all else, stood the great fortress of Flame Valley. Soaring walls of dark stone enclosed an area the size of a city block. Dominating this space was the main castle, boxy as a fist save for the central keep, a rectangular, four-turret tower which rose up and up and up, stretching hundreds of feet into the air like a skyscraper made of black stone. From its apex, a coil of bright flame shone brightly, licking the sky.

      All around Dan, red elves collapsed, weeping with joy. Elves and gnomes embraced, cheering triumphantly.

      Dan felt a tugging at his leg and looked down to see Thelia smiling up at him. “Thank you, husband, for delivering us to Flame Valley.”

      “You didn’t lie,” Dan said. “It’s magnificent.”

      “It is magnificent,” Thelia said. “And it is ours. Our empire.”

      Dan eased Granite to the brink of the stony ledge and turned the warhorse to face his people. “You did it,” he told them. “You persevered through hardship and tragedy. You made it.”

      His people smiled up at him, nodding and weeping. There was no cheering, no wild chant of “Flame Valley!” But he could feel emotion coming off of them, could feel their relief and pride and rekindled hope as surely as he could feel the sun beating down, warm upon his face.

      But Holly called from where she had been staring down into the valley, looking disturbed. “Something is wrong,” she said, pointing. “That shouldn’t be there.”
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      “What,” Dan said, “the road?”

      Holly was pointing toward a wide, straight road that stretched east to west across the valley.

      “We shouldn’t be able to see it,” Holly said.

      “It that the secret road?”

      Holly nodded slowly, staring down at the road her ancestors had built and hidden, which was now, somehow, visible to the world. “Something’s going on. What are those silver lines?”

      For a second, Dan didn’t know what Holly was talking about. His eyes weren’t as sharp as hers. But then the clouds shifted overhead, and sunlight gleamed along parallel lines running at the center of the road across its entire length.

      What he was seeing was hard to believe. He’d been in the wilderness for so long, the old world and even the civilization he’d known in this world’s version of State College seemed like half-remembered dreams.

      But he knew what he was seeing. “Those are train tracks.”

      “What are those people doing down there?” a gnome squeaked, pointing to a long line of people moving along the road.

      “Those are red elves!” Parus shouted triumphantly. “Our long-lost cousins!”

      Cheers rippled across the ridge.

      “But what are they doing?”

      “Walking.”

      “Not walking. Working.”

      Dan squinted but couldn’t tell what the people were doing. He did, however, notice horsemen here and there among the people. Sunlight gleamed off the riders’ armor.

      “Knights,” a red elf said.

      “Overseers,” a gnome countered.

      Dan frowned at the scene, dread rising in him. He wished he could send Zamora down to take a look, but the moody sylph had disappeared earlier that morning.

      “I’m going down there to investigate,” he said.

      He rode into the valley with a small crew of dependable riders: Ula, Nadia, Parus, and three of Parus’s most trusted red elf soldiers.

      Reaching the valley floor, the road ran alongside a sparkling stream across a broad grassy plain.

      They stopped to give the horses a drink and to fill their canteens. The shallow stream was full of large fish. Salmon, Dan thought. Hundreds of them.

      His stomach growled.

      But they could spear fish later. Investigation came first.

      He let Granite wade into the belly-high grass and eat for a few minutes. All across the vividly green field, butterflies dipped and fluttered like colorful dust motes.

      They mounted up and rode on across the valley and turned at the intersection of east-west road.

      He’d been right.

      The shining lines at the center of the raised road were indeed gleaming train rails. They sat atop new-looking crushed stone and dark railroad ties that smelled strongly of creosote, a smell that took Dan back to his old life, when he and Willis used to walk the tracks at night between T&T sessions.

      Good times—but long gone.

      Railroad tracks made little sense in this world and no sense at all here in the Wildervast.

      He wanted answers.

      They rode through the field alongside the railroad until they saw a group of red elves atop the rails sweeping and raking.

      “Hello,” Dan called out, leading Granite up the embankment and onto the railway.

      The elves dropped their tools and ran screaming into the fields. They dove into the tall grass, disappearing from view.

      Dan reined Granite to a stop among the abandoned tools. “Parus,” he said, calling the young red elf forward. “You do the talking.”

      Parus called out to the elves hiding in the grass, speaking in the red elf tongue.

      For a long time, nothing happened.

      Then the grass shivered with movement, and a red elf woman rose partway into view. Her huge eyes blinked at Parus, then shifted to Dan and went wider still. She disappeared into the grass.

      “Not quite the homecoming you were expecting, huh, Parus?” Dan asked.

      “No, Master Dan. They’re frightened.”

      “I gathered that much,” Dan said. “What’s our next move?”

      “Keep talking to them,” Parus said with a shrug and launched again into Elvish.

      It took a while, but he managed to coax them out. One, then two, then several, the red elves popping into view like a bunch of frightened yet curious prairie dogs.

      Most of the rail workers were curvy, soft-looking females who reminded Dan of the red elves of Fire Ridge before their transformation.

      They spoke with Parus and the other red elves.

      After a while, Parus told Dan, “We frightened them. They thought we were the Spleen Eaters.”

      “Who are the Spleen Eaters?”

      Parus shrugged. “Barbarian raiders, I think.”

      “Yes, barbarian raiders,” one of the worker women said in perfect Common.

      “They are the scourge of Bannon’s Valley,” another added with a shudder.

      “They sweep down on work parties and carry people off to eat their spleens,” yet another added.

      Dan was relieved to learn that the red elves spoke Common—they might not have, considering their people had lived in the Wildervast for thousands of years—but something one of the women had said gave him pause.

      “Hey,” he said, keeping his voice soft, and paused to smile when the elves’ eyes bulged again. “You there,” he said nodding as non-threateningly as possible to the pretty girl who’d shuddered. “You said that the Spleen Eaters are the scourge of Bannon’s Valley. Is this Bannon’s Valley?”

      The girl nodded, biting her lip.

      “It’s not Flame Valley, then?” he asked. “We’re looking for Flame Valley.”

      The girl blinked up at him, looking confused, but an androgynous young man that Dan had initially mistaken as a female spoke up, saying, “Flame Valley is the old name from years ago.”

      Parus and his soldiers murmured around Dan, who said, “Why the name change? Who’s Bannon?”

      The elves laughed incredulously. “You don’t know who Robert Bannon is?”

      Dan shook his head. “We hail from far away.”

      “Big Bob owns this valley,” one of the women said and turned to point across the grassy field to where the fortress rose blackly up to its crowning point of flame.

      “And he’s one of us?” Parus asked, a kind of desperation in his voice. “A red elf?”

      The rail workers shook their heads and started talking excitedly, all at the same time.

      “He’s a big man.”

      “A human.”

      “Like him,” the androgyne said, pointing at Dan. “Only bigger.”

      “Much bigger,” a girl said.

      A kind of excitement had seized the elves. Whoever Big Bob Bannon was, he had made one Hades of an impression on the red elves whose land he had apparently bought or conquered.

      “So who’s Bannon to you?” Dan asked.

      “He owns us,” one of them said. And smiled, Dan noticed.

      “Owns you?” he said. He was liking this less and less.

      Again the elves spoke all at once.

      “Big Bob is our lord and master.”

      “He protects us.”

      “Feeds us.”

      “Lets us work for him.”

      “We’re part of something here.”

      “History.”

      “The great rail.”

      “He’s the Warlord of the Wildervast!” the androgyne cried, his voice lilting with reverence.

      Warlord, Dan thought. Well, that’s an unfortunate wrinkle. “Just how warlike is your warlord?”

      But before the elves could respond, one of Dan’s soldiers called out, “Riders approaching.”

      Dan looked up to see a column of mounted soldiers riding this way along the rail. Several riders, too large to be red elves, breastplates flashing in the sun. Maybe three hundred yards off but closing fast.
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      “Uh oh,” one of the workers said, stooping to pick up a rake. “We’d better get back to work.”

      Dan hesitated briefly, his barbarian nature struggling with what was best for his people, especially those who had ridden down here with him.

      “My name is Dan,” he told the workers. “Tell Big Bob we mean no harm.”

      Then he wheeled Granite.

      Parus and the others looked at him with no fear in their eyes, ready for his command.

      “Come on,” he told them. “We’re heading back. I don’t want to bang heads with these guys just yet.”

      They road back to the caravan and discovered that Nadia and the scouts had found a large cave in the mountainside conveniently near the road. Thankfully, the cave was free of purple worms, save for Holly’s babies, which thrashed hungrily from within the tarped wagon.

      They had managed to draw the horses and wagons off the road and underneath the rock overhang. Their timing was perfect because a short time later, a storm blew in, bringing heavy rain that turned the mountain road into a rushing creek.

      Bannon’s Valley was much warmer than the mountains had been, the temperature more akin to autumn than winter. But as daylight faded and rain pounded down, temperatures plummeted.

      “Build campfires,” Dan told his dejected people. He didn’t care if Big Bob saw their fires burning along the ridge. Part of him still smarted from turning tail. After grinding across the Wildervast for nothing but disappointment, a fight sounded nice.

      That was foolishness, he knew, dangerous foolishness. But he wasn’t going to hide, either. “Warm yourselves and cook your food.”

      When no army had ridden out to confront them, Dan had dispatched teams to gather food. The hunters had returned a short time later with apples, berries, a fat doe, and fish. Lots of fish. A whole cartload of huge salmon.

      But even this amazing feast couldn’t lift the spirits of his red elves. All the vigor seemed to go out of them. They muttered around their campfires, drooping like clay figures awaiting the kiln.

      Thelia had been so devastated by the news that she had nearly fainted and had spent the evening in the war wagon with her handmaids.

      “Fuck it,” Nadia said, talking through a mouthful of venison. “This valley’s huge and full of food. And I heard a wolf howling in the distance. What better omen could you want? I say we head down the line a few miles and camp out for a while.”

      “Not safe,” Ula said. The hobgoblin warrior woman rarely spoke during meals—talking delayed weapon-sharpening, after all—but she spoke now with authority. “Camp on field?” she said, sweeping her arm across the open valley. “Horse army come. We foondek.”

      “Ula has a point,” Dan said, remembering the glinting armor of the overseers. “Heavy cavalry would be devastating on the plain.”

      Exactly how many soldiers did Bannon have inside that fortress? Dan wished that he could get a scouting report from Zamora, but the horny sylph remained missing in action.

      “All of this talk is terribly distressing,” Tatiana said, and her golden eyes blinked wistfully out into the darkening valley. “I am a princess. I don’t belong outdoors in this atrocious weather with savages like him,” she said, indicating Dan. “I belong in a warm, dry castle, with servants and a comfortable bed and good things to eat and nice things to wear. That is where I belong.”

      Dan followed her gesture and raised one eyebrow.

      He and Tatiana were both looking at the fortress but were clearly seeing vastly different things.

      She saw it as a cozy paradise dangling just out of reach.

      The castle Dan was seeing rose huge, dark, and indistinct in the gloom, the flame at its peak burning like they eye of a great monster crouched beside the road, awaiting prey.

      Tatiana sighed dramatically, stretching so elegantly in the firelight that Dan had to wonder how many vertebrae she had. She really was something to look at.

      “If we can’t have the palace,” Tatiana said, “and we really must travel, let us at least travel to the Jungle Kingdom.” She closed her eyes and smiled dreamily. “Oh, to be warm again! Back among my people, pampered as a princess should be!”

      Nadia laughed. “Are you purring?”

      Tatiana drew back with an offended look on her pretty face. “You smell like a wet dog.”

      Nadia leaned forward with a snarling grin, her green eyes twinkling dangerously. “Wet wolf, actually.”

      “What would happen to us in your kingdom?” Holly asked.

      Tatiana smiled at Holly. “You, Holly Thorn of Rothrock, would be welcomed most warmly, as befits the daughter of the Iron Druid.”

      Tatiana glanced around the campfire. “These others?” She shrugged. “Tossed into the arena, most likely. My people are great lovers of blood sport.” She turned toward Dan with tinkling laughter. “It would be so entertaining to watch this brute fight one of our warriors!”

      Dan was just getting ready to fire back when Jorbin Ateel spoke. “We should stock up and head back the way we came,” the gnomish leader said. “Ditch the Fists, fill the wagons with food, and head home. We know the way, and we have enough wealth to start over. The Wildervast has been pure Hades.”

      “True,” Dan said, “but the idea of turning around now, after all we’ve been through, makes me feel like I’m crawling with rot grubs.”

      “I will not abandon my people,” Thelia said, entering the circle. She no longer looked forlorn. She looked pissed off.

      “Nobody said anything about abandoning your people,” Dan said. “Besides, by the looks of them, I don’t think many of your people actually want to stay here.”

      “I’m not talking about them,” Thelia said, her voice rising with anger. She pointed out into the gloomy void. “I’m talking about them. The elves of Flame Valley. Our cousins.”

      As Thelia spoke, red elves gathered silently around her, drawn to her voice which rose now with burning intensity.

      “I am the True Matriarch, and I came here to spread the fire,” Thelia said. She stared at Dan, her gold-flecked eyes flashing in the firelight. “We promised Ahneena, husband. We must spread the fire. We must free these people just as you freed us.”

      Around her, the red elves nodded, scowling aggressively.

      Great, Dan thought. She’s getting them all fired up.

      He had to crush this before Thelia talked her people into assaulting the castle tonight.

      “Look,” he said, “I don’t like the situation any more than you do, but we have to face the facts. Bannon might have an army in there. A real army.”

      “We are not afraid!” one of the red elves shouted.

      Dan stood and scowled in the general direction of whoever had spoken up. It was impossible to say who, exactly, had shouted. Beyond the fire, a wall of hard faces glared back at Dan, ready to storm the castle.

      “Don’t be stupid,” Dan said. “At Fire Ridge, three hundred of us with basically no combat experience held a crumbling fortress against a thousand hard-ass mercenaries and two giants. Even if Bannon doesn’t have an army, how the fuck will the two hundred of us take a castle with sixty-foot falls?”

      Thelia shook her little red fists overhead. “We will burn them to ash!”

      The red elves roared fiercely.

      “Bullshit,” Dan said. “You can’t burn stone walls.” Staring into Thelia’s eyes, he said, “If you march your people down there, Bannon will pour boiling oil on their heads. You’ll all die. Is that what you want? Some glorious and fiery last stand?”

      “No,” Thelia said. “I—”

      “We are not going to war with this asshole,” Dan said. “That. Is. Final.”

      “Buy them, then,” Thelia said, falling to the ground at his feet. “Surely you have enough gold. Buy their freedom, husband, and I will rekindle the flames within these poor, lost souls.” Clutching his legs, she looked up at him with desperate eyes. “The destiny of my people must be written in fire. I beg you, husband. Don’t let them, don’t let us, fade to darkness.”

      “Bird approaching,” Nadia said, pointing into the darkness.

      A large bird landed at the edge of the cliff. At first, Dan thought it was an oversized crow or a raven, but its feathers were dark green, not black, and when it shook off the rain, a ridge of bright green feathers rose like a rooster’s comb atop its head.

      Seeing the bird, Tatiana gasped.

      “What is it?” Holly asked.

      “Nothing,” Tatiana said. “The creature looks familiar. That’s all.”

      “It carries a message,” Dan said, pointing to the little leather cylinder lashed to the bird’s leg.

      The bird’s head swiveled in his direction. Its bright yellow eyes swelled. “Dan,” it squawked, stepping forward and holding out the leg to which the message was secured. “Dan, Dan!”

      Dan crouched before the bird, untied the string, and opened the leather case. Inside was a little scroll.

      He opened the parchment, angled it toward the firelight, and read the message, which was written in all caps.

      DAN,

      WELCOME TO BANNON’S VALLEY! COME ON DOWN TOMORROW AND WE’LL CHEW THE FAT.

      BIG BOB BANNON,

      THE WARLORD OF THE WILDERVAST
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      “Dan the Man!” Big Bob Bannon bellowed, rising with a broad smile from his throne.

      Big Bob was big, all right.

      Huge, in fact. Easily seven feet tall, maybe closer to seven-and-a-half, and big all over.

      The Warlord of the Wildervast wore an iron crown atop his giant head. He had a thick neck, bullish shoulders, a broad chest, and one of those drum guts that strong men got after years of drinking too much beer. He had gleaming blue eyes, the crumpled nose and cauliflower ears of a prizefighter, and a full head of bright white hair complete with shaggy mutton chop sideburns. His suntanned cheeks, beardless and grooved by deep smile lines, swept into a wide, square jaw and cleft chin that jutted out like a stone outcropping from a mountain.

      Beside the throne stood a black panther-woman dressed only in a necklace of what looked like bear claws and a low-slung skirt of bright feathers. A familiar green bird sat on her shoulder, staring at Dan.

      Big Bob spread his thick arms as he crossed the high-vaulted throne room. He wore knee-high riding boots, leather pants that strained against his heavily-muscled thighs, and a short, sapphire-blue kimono that hung open, revealing a chest and belly matted with white hair.

      “Welcome to Bannon’s Valley!” Big Bob boomed, passing two women who stood along the wall on opposite sides of a monstrous statue.

      One, a petite human in a frilly black-and-white maid’s uniform with black heels, fishnet stockings, and garters, clutched a feather duster to her abdomen and offered Dan a coy smile before looking away nervously.

      The other, a strikingly attractive, silver-haired woman dressed in a snug bikini top of silver scales, did not look away. In fact, she eyed Dan with the intensity of a starving girl staring at a plate of hot food. Which might not have been far from the truth, given that the girl’s lower half was that of a great, silver serpent.

      The statue between them was equally arresting. Carved of gray marble, the statue depicted a shapely woman chained to a stone pedestal crawling with strange runes. The marble woman was both beautiful and terrible, the perfection of her naked body offset by her clawed hands and feet, demonic wings, and curved black horns.

      “Thanks,” Dan growled, shaking himself free from the half-orc assholes who’d escorted him up through the vast castle.

      The fortress was impressive as Hades, even larger up close than it had appeared from afar, but Dan had seen no more than two dozen soldiers since his turbulent arrival.

      His tongue drew across his swollen lip, tasting the iron tang of blood. “I have to say, though, your welcome wagon leaves a little to be desired.”

      Big Bob turned toward his armored guards with a scowl.

      “We had to search him,” one of the half-orcs said.

      “He punched Jarg,” the other reported. “Knocked him unconscious.”

      “I don’t like guys grabbing my junk,” Dan said.

      Big Bob threw back his massive head and filled the high-vaulted chamber with thunderous laughter. “A man after my own heart,” he said, dismissing the half-orcs and clapping Dan on the shoulder. The guy radiating strength like a warhorse. “Don’t sweat it, Dan. What’s a little blood between friends, I say. It sure as hell is going to take a lot more than that to rankle the likes of Big Bob Bannon.”

      Big Bob led Dan across the impressive throne room, his heavy arm draped over Dan’s shoulders like a yoke. “Hell, son,” the Warlord of the Wildervast said, “men like us have to think big, am I right? What’s a little dust up now and then? Nothing, that’s what. Does a man good. Gets his blood pumping. And speaking of things that make the heart pump faster, I’d like to introduce you to my lovely wives.”

      Big Bob gestured toward the tiny woman in the provocative maid’s uniform, whom Dan had initially mistaken as human. Now he realized that she wasn’t clutching a feather duster but rather the tip of her feathery tail.

      “This little minx is Chloe,” Big Bob said.

      Chloe curtseyed, showed Dan the coy smile again, and batted the lashes of her huge, soulful brown eyes. “Bonjour.”

      “This here is Petronia,” Big Bob said, indicating the statue between the women. “She don’t say much during the daytime, but after dark, look out. She’s all action.”

      No shit, Dan thought, taking in the wings and horns, chains and pedestal, and the glossy perfection of Petronia’s marble curves. She’s a gargoyle.

      “And this serpentine seductress is Clarissa,” Big Bob said, introducing the lovely snake woman, who gave Dan a little bow and smiled lasciviously, revealing slender fangs that might have been more unsettling if Dan hadn’t been so distracted by the woman’s silver irises, which were split by oblong, obsidian pupils of a poisonous serpent. “She’s got the heart of a viper, but trust me, that lower half of hers is all constrictor, if you catch my drift.”

      Laughing, Big Bob jarred Dan with an elbow. “Excuse my wives. They haven’t seen a human man in years. Hell, some of them have never seen a human.”

      “But aren’t you…?”

      “Human?” Big Bob said. “For the most part. Got a drop of giant’s blood in me from way back, my great-great-grandfather, I think.” He balled up his big fists into cannonballs. “Just enough to give me a huge cock and killer left hook.”

      He exploded again with laughter, clapping Dan heavily on the back. “But only a human can knock up monster girls, so I am sadly childless. That’s why my women are raping you with their eyes. Baby fever!”

      The monster girls giggled and squirmed.

      “Ah,” Big Bob said, leading Dan toward his throne, “but here’s a horse of a different color. Or rather, a cat of a different color. Dan, meet my chief advisor, the Lady Galina.”

      “Charmed,” the she-panther said, her voice a throaty purr. Lady Galina was shorter than Tatiana with more subtle curves yet still enchantingly beautiful, despite the bear-claw necklace and her intense golden eyes, which studied Dan with cold intensity.

      “Nice to meet you,” Dan said.

      “Dan!” the green crow squawked from her shoulder.

      “And good to see you again,” Dan told the bird.

      “Well, I don’t know about you, Danny Boy, but that’s about enough small talk to last me a week or three,” Big Bob said, turning from the women. He clapped his hands together three times and called. “Agatha! Wine!”

      A towering, pink-skinned cyclops woman almost as large as Big Bob emerged from an archway bearing a platter with two large crystalline goblets and a decanter of red wine. Muscular and exceedingly busty, Agatha wore a filthy gray tunic cinched tightly at the waist by a broad leather belt, from which hung a rattling assortment of tongs and hammers. Seeing Dan, her single eye swelled, and her pretty, soot-stained face blushed dark pink. “Oh,” she said in a soft voice that bespoke embarrassment. “I wish you’d told me that we have… company.”

      “Agatha is my blacksmith,” Big Bob said as the cyclops set the platter on a marble pedestal and poured wine. “But I already have a crown and too many swords, so she doubles up as my sommelier. You ever see a pair of tits like these?” Reaching out, he grabbed Agatha’s breast.

      The cyclops tensed but didn’t flinch away. “Your wine,” she said in a strained voice, and held out their goblets.

      Dan took a goblet and thanked Agatha, who smiled nervously before averting her gaze. The poor girl, Dan thought, and resolved then and there to buy her freedom along with that of the red elves.

      “I take one look at you, son, and I see a kindred spirit,” Big Bob said, clanking his goblet against Dan’s. “Hell, go ahead and drink. Poison ain’t my style. If I want a man dead, I snap his neck with my own two hands.”

      Dan shrugged and took a drink. It was a spicy red wine and very good. Holly would love it.

      “Like it, huh?” Big Bob said with a grin. “Compliments of the Duke of Harrisburg himself.”

      That surprised Dan, but before he could ask how his host knew the duke, Big Bob bulled forward, saying, “I grew up in Scranton, myself. Tough town, Scranton. Too many swinging dicks and not enough jobs. And that, my friend, is a recipe for trouble if ever there was one. I was a teamster and a bareknuckle fighter in my youth.”

      The huge man grinned savagely, leading Dan across the room toward a row of towering archways beyond which sprawled a breathtaking panorama: the magnificent sweep of Bannon’s Valley as seen from five hundred feet in the air, a verdant paradise that spread grandly away, veined in sparkling streams, until it rose up to meet the great gray face of the mountains where Dan’s people waited.

      “I used to love to scrap,” Big Bob said, stepping onto a broad stone balcony. “Nothing like it. But it didn’t pay enough, so I got into a little of this and little of that, if you catch my drift, and the next thing you know, I’m on the run.

      “That world is no place for a big man on the run. So I said fuck it and struck out for greener pastures here in the Wildervast. Just me, my balls, and my two strong hands—and look what I made for myself.”

      Big Bob waved his arm in a wide sweep, taking in the entire valley. “All mine. Everything you see and beyond. Not bad for a poor kid from Scranton, huh?”

      “Impressive,” Dan said.

      Big Bob leaned against the stone balustrade and sipped his wine. “So where are you from, Dan?”

      “Upstate,” Dan said. “The Endless Mountains.”

      Big Bob nodded knowingly. “Beautiful country. How many people you got up in those caves?”

      “Two hundred and twenty-seven,” Dan said.

      Big Bob nodded. “Lot of mouths to feed.”

      “We get by,” Dan said.

      Big Bob laughed and clapped Dan on the back again. “Young lion, aren’t you? That’s all right, son. I like a man who can take care of himself. But I figure you came through those mountains. That right?”

      “We did.”

      Big Bob shook his head. “Brutal country. You run into those goat-fuckers in their shaggy coats?”

      “Yeah,” Dan said. “We wiped them out.”

      Big Bob chuckled. “Like I said, a young lion. Good work, son. That road was hard enough without those assholes. That’s the thing about this place. Most beautiful country I’ve ever seen, hands down. On a spring day, with the birds wheeling overhead and the mountains weeping meltwater springs, well, let me tell you, this valley just about puts heaven to shame.”

      Big Bob slapped the railing. “But it’s a bitch to get to. Doesn’t matter which direction you approach, either. You know the mountains south of here. Up north, there’s a fucked-up wasteland full of mutants. To the west, you got more mountains and then a grassland full of savages, centaur warrior women, and super predators. Then to the east, you got your Jungle Kingdom, and meaning no offense to the lovely and talented Lady Galina, those folks are crazier than a soup sandwich. I like a fight as well as any man worth his salt, but those cat people are wild about their blood sport. Civilized men like me and you, we don’t want to go walking through those jungles.

      “But hell, who wants to walk anyway? See, here’s my point, son.” He showed Dan a smile full of big square teeth. “A great man always looks to the future. And I am, if you don’t mind my saying it, a great man. That train track out there? That’s my doing. My idea, I mean.

      “The idea’s the thing, you see. Agatha forged the spikes and rails, and Lady Galina un-hexed the hocus pocus that had been hiding the road, but the idea was all mine, and I’m the one overseeing the build. Already cut a deal with the panther king and laid rail from Liberty to the western mountains. Got a crew of dwarves over there tunneling night and day. My only problem right now is the bridge over Hell’s Canyon, east of here, that big rift that separates us from the Jungle Kingdom. My elves are clever-ass bastards. They have the damned bridge practically built, but—”

      Behind them, back in the throne room, someone was shouting. A loud voice, masculine and very, very angry, bellowing in an ugly language that Dan couldn’t understand.

      “Well,” Big Bob said, smiling darkly. “Speak of the devil. Dan, meet a Spleen Eater.”

      Big Bob led Dan back into the throne room. Bannon’s monster girl wives and Agatha had left the room. Only Lady Galina remained, her golden eyes gleaming with interest as a dozen guards with spears escorted a chained prisoner to the center of the room.

      The Spleen Eater was a gargantuan ogre, easily ten feet tall and packed with muscle. His sickly yellow skin was crosshatched with scars and mottled over with a rash of bruise-colored warts and too many crude tribal tattoos to count. His fangs and talons were jet black, and his top-knot of dull green hair was held together by what looked like a human vertebra. He wore only chains and a fur breechcloth, and a sharp bone skewered his pug nose, which wrinkled in rage between glaring purple eyes with pupils of pure white.

      The waves of stinking coming off the Spleen Eater were straight out of a nightmare: blood and shit and rotten meat married together with a sharp animal musk.

      “These fucking Spleen Eaters keep trying to eat my elves and burn my bridge,” Big Bob said. “They are pure savages, holding back the march of progress.”

      The ogre roared a thunderous challenge.

      Big Bob leaned his shoulder into Dan’s and hooked a thumb toward the bellowing monster. “Get a load of this asshole, huh? They look a lot tougher than they are.”

      Yeah right, Dan thought.

      “Unlike me,” the Warlord of the Wildervast said, stripping off his blue kimono. “I might be old and fat, but I’ve still got it. All right, men. Let that big stupid fuck free.”

      “Wait,” Dan said. “What?”

      “It takes strong men like us to put these savages in their place, son,” Big Bob said, rolling his shoulders and shuffling forward with his fists raised.

      The guards unlocked the chains and backed away with huge eyes and spears at the ready.

      The ogre roared, showing Big Bob a fearsome orange smile, and rushed forward.

      Dan tensed and took a step toward Big Bob, who looked small and old compared to the onrushing Spleen Eater.

      But at the last second, Big Bob jerked to the side and drove a low kick into the charging ogre’s ankle. The hulking savage sprawled face-first onto the floor, shot to its feet with a roar, and spun again to face Big Bob.

      Then the ogre’s head was jerking side to side, rocked by a powerful combination of hooks and haymakers from the burly old man, who danced away with surprising dexterity, easily avoiding the ogre’s counterattack.

      “All bark and no bite,” Big Bob said, backpedaling out of the room and onto the broad stone balcony.

      The ogre pressed a knuckle to one nostril and exhaled sharply, blowing a clot of snot and black blood from his nose. Then he smashed his big fists together and stormed out onto the balcony to kill Bannon.

      The Spleen Eater rushed Big Bob several times and came away with cuts under both eyes and huffing from the thunderous body shots that Bannon landed before dancing again to safety.

      The old man had fast hands and faster feet, and judging by the way the ogre’s head jerked with each shot, Big Bob punched like a mule kick. His style was simple and brutally effective. Move, move, move, surge in with sharp shots, and move again.

      Then the ogre surprised him, changing directions quickly.

      “Look out!” Dan yelled.

      But it was too late. The Spleen Eater hooked an arm around Big Bob, hauled him in close, and roared with triumph, wrapping the old man up in a powerful bear hug.

      Big Bob was in big trouble.

      Dan stepped forward to help him, but Big Bob’s head popped into view and shook back and forth. The ogre was squeezing him so hard that he couldn’t speak, but his message was crystal clear.

      Stay out of it.

      So Dan watched as the gigantic savage waddled toward the edge of the balcony.

      Holy shit, Dan thought. He’s going to throw him over. The drop had to be three hundred feet. Survival was not an option.

      Dan stepped forward again.

      Only to feel a soft hand against his arm. He hadn’t noticed Lady Galina slipping up beside him. She smiled, her eyes glowing eagerly now.

      “Do not interfere,” she purred.

      Fuck that, Dan thought, and shook his arm free, but before he could take another step, Big Bob leaned back, popped his arms free, and slammed his palms into the ogre’s ears.

      The Spleen Eater jerked, temporarily stunned.

      Big Bob dropped to the ground and leapt back up, driving a flying knee into the fur breechcloth.

      The ogre bent with a groan, clutching his groin, and a second later lifted into the air, hoisted overhead by Big Bob Bannon. “This is my valley!” Big Bob roared. “Never fuck with the Warlord of the Wildervast!”

      And he hurled the howling ogre over the rail out into the sunny void.
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            Wheelin’ and Dealin’

          

        

      

    

    
      “I gotta give it to you, son,” Big Bob said, balling up his blue kimono and using it to wipe black blood from his face and chest and arms. “You got real cojones. Come into a man’s castle all by yourself? And looking for what? To take my land? My home? My women?”

      “No,” Dan said. “I’m not looking to take anything.”

      “Well, that’s good,” Big Bob said. “Agatha! Wine! What is it then, son? You run out of food? Is that it? You need clothes, wine, what? Because let me tell you, if it’s trading you’re looking to do, you’ve come to the right place. Big Bob Bannon will sell you the shirt right off his back for the right price.”

      Big Bob grinned at Dan, holding up the bloodstained kimono. Then he reached up and tapped the iron crown sitting atop his white locks. “But not this, son. I won’t sell you this. A man’s got to earn a crown. Ah, there you are, my buxom beauty.” He dropped the kimono to the floor, took both goblets from Agatha’s tray, and handed one to Dan.

      “Spit it out then, son,” Big Bob said. “What do you want from the Warlord of the Wildervast?”

      “The red elves,” Dan said.

      Big Bob looked confused. “The red elves? My red elves? What in the hell do you want with them?”

      “One of my wives is the True Matriarch,” Dan said.

      “My elves already have a matriarch,” Big Bob said. “She’s about ten thousand years old and has to hold a cone to her ear to hear a word you’re saying, and it’s not like I got a soft voice, in case you hadn’t noticed. The old broad talks so slow you’d draw a bath and slit your wrists out of boredom before she got to the fucking point. Please tell me you ain’t hitched to a stringy old bird like that.”

      “No,” Dan said, picturing Thelia’s luscious curves. “I’m not.”

      “The True Matriarch, you say?” Lady Galina asked, stepping up to them. “That is quite a claim.”

      “It’s not a claim,” Dan said. “It’s the truth.”

      Lady Galina studied him for a second. “She is a fire mage?”

      Dan nodded.

      “Not possible,” Lady Galina said. “Those flames went out long ago.”

      “That’s enough of that,” Big Bob said. “If Dan says his woman’s a fire mage, I believe him. Now son, what exactly are you proposing here?”

      “My wife wants these elves to join us. And then we’ll leave your valley.”

      “Leave? And take my elves with you? I’m fond of the little bastards. They make me happy. All that signing. And I gotta tell you, they work like hell’s own chain gang. It’s the red elves, mainly, who are building the railroad, bridges, and all. They tend the fields, cut the timber, catch the fish. I depend on them.”

      “My wife wants to unite her people,” Dan said, deciding to cut to the chase. “We would pay you to free them.”

      “Free them?” Big Bob laughed. “They aren’t slaves. Indentured servants is more like it. Look, son, I saved those elves. I came here, they were in the worst kind of way. They had fallen into a life of sloth and ruin. I’m telling you, I’ve never seen anything like it.”

      I have, Dan thought, remembering the sad state of Fire Ridge when he’d first arrived.

      “They were just laying around, waiting to get wiped the fuck out,” Big Bob said. “Only thing that kept them alive was these high walls. But sooner or later, some pack of assholes would’ve come here with grappling hooks and rooted them out. The Wildervast is the wildest frontier on earth. You come here with a good head and two strong hands, you can make a fortune. Otherwise, this place will eat you alive and shit you out the next morning before it’s even had its coffee. Hey, there you go. Your people drink coffee? Let me send some back with you.”

      “Thanks,” Dan said.

      “No problem, son. No problem at all.” Big Bob whistled, looking past Dan out into the achingly beautiful valley. “You’ve hit me with one hell of a curve ball here. Tell you what. You head back to your cave. You need food? No? How about some wine? I’ll send some back with you anyway. No charge. My gift to you and yours. Cheese and fresh bread, too. Best bread you ever tasted. Give me time to think on this request of yours, all right? I’ll send for you in a day or three, and we can hash this out like a couple of regular gentlemen.”
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      Back at the caves, Bannon’s half-orcs unloaded the food and wine, taking their time and studying Dan’s people.

      That was the point, of course. Or at least part of the reason for Big Bob’s generosity. Unloading the wagon gave his troops a chance to do a little recon and report back to Bannon with Dan’s strength.

      Dan had done a little recon of his own as the half-orcs had loaded the wagon in the castle courtyard.

      The fortress was formidable as Hades. He saw ballistae and oil pots placed at regular intervals atop thick stone walls that soared to a height of sixty feet. To enter or leave, you had to pass through a deadly gauntlet that reminded Dan of the entrance to Holly’s grove, a murder-hole tunnel between two iron portcullises.

      What Bannon seemed to lack, however, was troops.

      The soldiers Dan encountered looked like hard-nosed mercs, and they were well-outfitted, but he’d only seen a few dozen, tops, and the fortress felt huge and drafty and empty, almost haunted.

      Not that any of this mattered. Even twenty determined soldiers could hold the fortress against Dan’s army.

      Besides, he and Bannon were bartering, not going to war, a point underscored by the giggling red elf children who had mobbed Dan then, distracting him from his study of the castle. These were the children of Bannon’s bakers and cooks and maids, the small group of red elves that the Warlord of the Wildervast allowed to stay within the fortress walls.

      They climbed all over Dan, laughing and stuffing his pockets full of half-eaten rolls and biscuits.

      Sweet gifts from sweet children.

      The half-orcs, far from sweet, finished loading the wagon and departed, heading back to Bannon’s castle.

      In a way, Dan was pleased that the mercenaries had seen his forces. Bannon had been friendly enough, but it didn’t hurt for the man to receive word that Dan was too powerful to attack in the field.

      Bannon was safely ensconced in his fortress with plenty to eat and a river of fresh water running beneath his castle, so he was in no danger of a siege. But the Warlord of the Wildervast didn’t have enough troops to attack Dan out here in the open.

      In terms of hypothetical violence, they were locked in a stalemate, each safe from the other yet powerless to attack. That deadlock could only help negotiations.

      Thelia and her red elves were elated, despite Dan’s warnings. He explained that he didn’t expect Bannon to actually set the elves free. But Thelia and her people nonetheless spent the night singing songs of glory.

      Zamora at last returned, and after Dan gave in to her pleading and fucked her out beyond the wagons, she told him all that she’d seen.

      Red elves lived in little villages all over this portion of Bannon’s Valley. They worked Big Bob’s fields, harvested his crops, and raised his livestock.

      More red elves—thousands, she estimated—lived in camps along the railroad, building and maintaining the rail.

      Most of them, however, were rebuilding a colossal bridge east of here. Several thousand elves lived in a massive hive of scaffolding on the cliff face of the great canyon that separated Bannon’s Valley from the Jungle Kingdom.

      “I believe that I have heard of this railway,” Tatiana admitted, purring over the fine wine and food, which seemed to have improved her mood. “But I do not know for sure. My father did not tell me of such things, and even if he had, why would I listen? I am princess, not railway worker. Why listen to such boring talk when I could spend my days in the palace of delights, gossiping with my sisters and watching gladiatorial combat?”

      The lovely she-panther sighed dramatically. “And then there were the suitors, of course. Always so many suitors to reject. Ugh. So tiresome.” She laughed. “Please don’t misunderstand me. My suitors were, of course, handsome, wealthy, powerful men… but none of them were worthy of me.”

      Dan interrupted her reverie, mentioning Lady Galina.

      Tatiana sat up very straight, blinking her golden eyes. “She is a powerful shaman from the Gorge of Gloom, deep within the triple canopy. A witch.” She said witch as if the word itself might sprout wings and sting her. But then the princess lifted her chin. “Not that Galina could harm me, of course. Princes and princesses receive warding at birth. Thus a shaman’s spells have no effect on those of superior blood and breeding.”

      “What the Hades is a jungle witch doing here?” Nadia asked.

      Nadia had spent the day scouting and must have built up a powerful thirst, based on how quickly she was slamming cups of wine. Dan loved seeing her like this, happy and pulsing with vitality after a day of running through the forest, half in her cups now and surrounded by her urchins and Freckles, who with each passing day seemed more and more like a little sister to Nadia.

      “I have no idea,” Tatiana answered. “My father banished Galina years ago. She did something unforgivable.”

      “What?” Dan asked at the same time as a few others.

      Tatiana sighed as if their questions were exhaustingly stupid. “I have no idea, of course. I didn’t care about such frivolous matters. I had delicacies to eat, gladiatorial combat to watch, and suitors to reject. But Galina’s being here,” she said, looking out at the castle, “is not good. Not good at all. She is a powerful and very wicked sorceress.”
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            Troubling Twists

          

        

      

    

    
      Dan was troubled by Tatiana’s words but even more troubled by Holly’s lack of words. His grey elf wife remained curiously silent during the mealtime conversation, barely nibbling at the fresh food. After dinner, she pulled Dan aside and asked for a moment alone.

      “Sure,” he said, and followed her out of the cave and away from the wagons. They crossed the road and strolled a quarter of a mile into the forest before Holly stopped him, her eyes full of emotion.

      “I need to talk, husband,” Holly said.

      Dan took her into his arms. He loved all of his wives fiercely, but sometimes he wished that he could just hit a cosmic pause button and spend time with Holly alone. If he had such a button, he would spend alone time with all of his wives, but especially Holly and especially now, with their child on the way.

      But he didn’t have such a button, so he trudged on day after day, doing the best he could with what time he had, trying to keep everyone alive and safe and, whenever possible, happy. And through it all, he knew that he could always count on his first wife.

      Holly was his rock. No matter how hard he worked or how little time he could spare for her, she always understood. She was a natural leader and kept things going without troubling him with administrative details. She also understood his duties and daily stresses better perhaps than even he did himself, and he could always count on her to stay as strong as one of the towering oaks she worshipped.

      Until now.

      Suddenly, Holly felt nothing like a sturdy oak. Pressed into his arms, sobbing, she felt instead like a fragile sapling shaking in a storm.

      He pressed a kiss into the top of her blond head. “What’s wrong?”

      “I’m frightened, husband,” she said, looking up at him with glistening eyes. “I fear that I’ve lost my way.”

      “Lost your way? For the first time in a long time, all we have to do is sit and wait.”

      “Yes,” Holly sniffed, “but while we wait, a storm is raging inside me.”

      Is this a pregnancy thing? Dan wondered, drawing her close again. “Tell me what’s going on.”

      “This place,” she said, and released a shuddering breath, trying to get on top of her tears.

      “It’s great,” he said. “The most beautiful valley I’ve ever seen.”

      “It is a place of power,” Holly said. “I have read about it since childhood. This is Teel Elan. My people settled this valley before anyone else, shortly after the Succubus Queen created the Wildervast. This was our home. My ancient ancestors lived here, loved her, died here. They were buried among the roots of Est eel Est, the great delving tree, which kept them from fading away even after their bodies had turned to loam.”

      “It has to be super emotional for you, coming here,” Dan said.

      Holly nodded. “To a surprising degree, honestly. I might not be as stoic as the Iron Druid or the Steel Scholar, but I am their daughter, and I like to think that I am not unnecessarily emotional.”

      “You’re tough,” Dan said, and meant it. “You’re sweet and loving, and you give a shit about other people, but you stand strong when the going gets rough. You’re my rock.”

      Holly shook her head. “Not now, apparently. I’m sorry. It’s been… overwhelming.”

      “It’s fine,” he said. “Truly. We’ve been through a lot.”

      “You’re sweet, Dan, but this isn’t just fatigue. It’s this place, everything.”

      Dan was a problem solver by nature. When one of his wives came to him with a concern, his first instinct was to look for a solution. Failing that, he tried to help them feel better until a solution could be reached.

      But now he pumped his brakes. He had learned a lot about women over recent months, enough to recognize that right now, Holly didn’t want a solution. She wanted to talk. He needed to keep his mouth shut and just listen for a minute.

      “This afternoon, I went into the forest to pray,” Holly said. “It felt so good to be among trees again. Not just scraggly pines and junipers crushed up against the tree line. Real trees. Stands of old timber.

      “I found a meadow along a stream. The trees there are huge and spread far apart. They’re covered in bright green moss. Not just the trunks. All the way up. The limbs, everything. They’re beautiful.

      “A light breeze was blowing through the treetops, the stream was gurgling happily, and shafts of sunlight fell between the trees. It’s an amazing place.”

      “Sounds like a church,” he said.

      “A living church,” she said. “But more than a church. Imagine a church that was also your family.”

      “That would be powerful.”

      She nodded. “I knelt down in the moss at the base of a tremendous oak tree. I didn’t even pray at first. I was swept into the moment, the emotion, this place. And that’s something the books could never have prepared me for. Even if they had told me what I would experience here, I wouldn’t have understood. I had to feel it.”

      “What did it feel like?” he asked, rubbing her back.

      She pulled back again, but this time she was smiling. “Like coming home. Not like returning to the grove where I was raised. Like coming back to my real home, the home I never even knew I had. The forest welcomed me, Dan. It was magical. More than magical. I was part of the forest and the forest was part of me, and I could feel our child.”

      “Really?” He asked. “But you’re not even showing yet.”

      “It shouldn’t be possible, but I felt our child. Our son."

      Dan grinned, filled with a rush of excitement so primal that it couldn’t be dampened by context. “We’re having a boy?”

      Holly nodded, squeezing his hands. “I could feel him within me.”

      “Did he kick or something?”

      “Don’t be silly,” she said, laughing warmly. “He’s nowhere near big enough for that. But I could feel him inside me, just as I could feel the forest around me.

      “As soon as I entered the meadow, I felt happy and alive. Then, when I knelt down in the moss between the stream and the towering oak, I felt more than happy, more than alive. I felt this rush of connectedness. Like I was delving, I suppose.”

      Dan knew a little bit about delving from what Holly had told him and the unfortunate time when he had interrupted her father and the delving council.

      When the grey elf druids delved, the council sat in a circle, receiving information from their delving tree and passing it along to Holly’s father, who put it all together and projected holographic scenes that the tree had intended him to see.

      “But this was purer than delving,” Holly said. “Like I had gone back in time to when my people lived in true union with the forest. My ancient ancestors didn’t use the trees as tools for gathering information. They lived in absolute harmony with the forest.

      “And that’s what I felt like I was doing. I could feel myself and the trees and the meadow. I could feel the moss spreading away and the soil and stones underneath. I could feel the wind sighing past and the warm sunshine beating down as if I were part of the canopy overhead. I could feel the birds, the bugs, the squirrels. Life. Everything. And our son. I could feel him within me, within this valley, part of it. And I’ve never… I’ve…” She burst into tears again, sobbing harder than ever.

      “Hey, it’s okay, love,” Dan said, holding her.

      “I’ve never felt so good, so complete,” she said. “In that instant, I knew everything. I knew that it had all been worth it. My troubles at the grove, quitting school, all of the strain and struggle and putting up with everyone. All of that was nothing compared to the great truth of this place. And I knew with every fiber of my being what I was going to do with the rest of my life.”

      “And?” Dan asked.

      “I knew that I was meant to be here. That we were meant to be here. It was a moment of clarity like nothing I have ever experienced in my life, as if I had delved not the forest but truth itself. I need to live here, with you and our children, here in Teel Elan, the land of my ancestors. I have never been so certain of anything in my whole life. I didn’t even have to think any of this. I just felt it, like the truth was coming from inside me as much as it was coming from the forest.”

      “Wow,” Dan said. Maybe it was a dumb thing to say, but what the Hades? What else could you say to a loved one who’d just experienced a bona fide religious experience?

      “But then something changed,” Holly said. “A darkness came over the moment, like a dark cloud blocking out a summer sun. Only instead of blocking out warmth, this darkness brought heat. Blistering heat that shook me from my happy dream—and then I felt something jab into me and heard the laughter.

      “Children had surrounded me,” she said. “Red elf children. I don’t know if they thought I was sleeping or dead or what, but they had poked me with a stick, and when I opened my eyes, they started laughing. Laughing and pointing at me.”

      “Shitty way to wake up,” Dan said, “but don’t let them bother you. These kids have never been outside of this valley. They’ve probably never even seen a grey elf before. They—”

      “No, Dan,” she said, “these weren’t Bannon’s elves. These were Thelia’s elves. Children who traveled with us. Children I brought here.”

      “What the fuck? Why did they do that?”

      “I have no idea,” she said.

      Dan felt anger rising in him. “Were they trying to scare you?”

      “I don’t know. I don’t think so. They just ran away. But my moment was gone. My certainty was gone.”

      “Go back tomorrow,” he said. “I’m sure—”

      “We never should have come here,” Holly interrupted.

      “Wait,” he said. “I’m confused. I thought you loved it here. I thought you wanted to raise our child here.” Those ideas appealed to him, and it had occurred to him that Big Bob might sell them some acreage west of here, along the mountains at the far edge of his valley.

      “I did. I do. But will the red elves allow us to raise our child here?”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “This valley was ours. It wasn’t Bannon’s Valley or Flame Valley. It was Teel Elan. It still is Teel Elan. I felt that today. I don’t know what I was expecting. Maybe I thought that coming here would be like visiting a monument or a museum. But that’s not what it was like. Not at all. This place is still Teel Elan. But these red elves want it to be Flame Valley again.”

      “These red elves,” he said, gesturing toward the valley, “are idiots. They’re just like the red elves were at Fire Ridge when we first arrived.”

      “But once Thelia sparks the fire—”

      “Stop worrying,” Dan said. “I doubt Bannon will even let us have his people. He needs them. And even if he does and Thelia somehow starts to change them, I’ll put a stop to it.”

      “Just for once, can you please stop being so human?” Holly asked. “Your race talks about learning history so that history won’t repeat itself, but humans never really learn history because you don’t live long enough to actually understand it. We grey elves live a long, long time, and the voices of the dead ancestors echo up out of the past. We do not forget.”

      “But your grandmother was the one who told you to come here, right?”

      “She said that our child would be raised in fire,” Holly said, “which I took as meaning that he should be raised here in Flame Valley. But what if I was wrong? What if I corrupted my grandmother’s message with my own thinking and desires? What if I misinterpreted the prophecy?

      “What if, by coming here, I stop our child from saving my people? What if, by coming here and helping Thelia spread the fire, I help the red elves to rise again? What if they return to the genocidal ways of the power-mad red elves who overthrew Teel Elan and nearly eradicated my people? Have I doomed the grey elves?”

      “No,” Dan said with a little more certainty than he actually felt. “It won’t be like that.”

      “Don’t make promises you can’t keep, husband,” Holly said. She gathered his shirt in her fists and stared up at him, her purple eyes flashing with desperation. “Forget Bannon and his elves. Let us leave this place. Now. Don’t even wait for dawn. Let us leave before it’s too late. This place is speaking to the red elves, too. Thelia is changing. Her people are changing.”

      “They’re our people, too.”

      “For now. And maybe someplace else we’ll be able to live in harmony. I pray we can. But not here in this place of power. Please, husband, give the command. Leave this place tonight.”

      Dan was staggered by Holly’s desperation. She had worked herself into an emotional whirlwind. Maybe there was something to it, and maybe there wasn’t.

      Either way, the point was probably moot. He doubted that Big Bob was going to release the elves, and even if he did, Bannon would probably tell them to leave his valley anyway. But before Dan could put this impression to words, Holly gasped.

      “What is that?” she said, pointing across the valley.

      It was a beautiful day, warm and bright with a perfect blue sky.

      Except where Holly was pointing.

      A roiling cloud black as the bowels of Hades churned directly overtop Bannon’s castle. The flame atop the keep wavered faintly within the darkness like the heart of a monster.

      All at once, the cloud exploded, expanding in all directions to cover the sky. The sun was reduced to a blind and milky eye barely visible through the thick black clouds overhead. In that instant, bright midday turned to gloomy twilight.

      Zamora popped into existence a few feet away. “This isn’t right,” she said, staring up at the sky with a troubled look on her pretty face.

      “Wait,” Holly said, “were you just spying on us?”

      Zamora zipped over, kissed Holly’s cheek, and said, “Please do not worry, beloved sister-wife. It is in my nature to eavesdrop, but I will not share your secrets. I was hoping that Master would comfort you with lovemaking and I could feed on his essence. But I must go now and do what I can to shield our people from this strange storm.”

      And just like that, the sylph flashed away.

      “Come on,” Dan said, grabbing Holly’s hand and dragging her back toward camp.

      By the time they reached the cave, the temperature had plummeted, and fierce, ice-cold winds were raging out of the dark sky and slamming into their mountainside.

      Snow started pounding down, blown sideways by the terrible wind.

      Zamora wove currents at the mouth of the cave, blocking most of the wind and snow, but this did nothing to keep out the bitter cold. Beyond her screen of wind, snow piled up and up and up. All they could do was hunker down while the blizzard raged.

      When they woke in the morning, Bannon’s Valley was a wintry gulch buried beneath four feet of snow.

      The sky had cleared up, and the snow had stopped, but the temperature was still well below freezing, and the wind was whipping across the valley and sandblasting Dan’s people with icy grit.

      Zamora had held up the wall through the night, but doing so had exhausted her, and she had retired to the war wagon to sleep.

      With dawn breaking to the east, Dan stared out across the staggering white sweep, wondering what in Hades he was going to do now. This strange blizzard had changed everything.

      His people were stranded here in these wind-scoured caves with dwindling food and firewood. They couldn’t hunt in this snow, couldn’t travel, couldn’t do anything except sit and wait and hope.

      Then he saw the green crow approaching with a tiny leather cylinder lashed to its leg.
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      “When I was a boy,” Big Bob said, seated upon the throne, his deep voice echoing as Dan entered the cavernous room, “I used to like to go down to the corner store on a hot summer day and get a popsicle. That’s about what you look like to me right now, son, a popsicle. Come on in and warm your bones.”

      The palace was warm as a midsummer day and full of the good smells of baking bread and roasting meat.

      “Thanks,” Dan said, walking forward.

      “It’s steam that does it,” Big Bob said as Dan reached the foot of the low dais. “These little red bastards used to be clever as hell before they lost their wits. Drilled down into the earth, tapped a hot spring, generated steam, and piped it through the whole castle. Tens of thousands of years ago, they set that shit up but it still keeps this place hotter than a lava golem’s coochie.”

      “The cave isn’t very warm,” Dan said. Standing here in the comfort of the castle, he couldn’t help but feel guilty, thinking of his wives huddled in the cave. He wanted to take care of business and get back to them where he belonged.

      Big Bob laughed. “No, I can’t imagine it is. Hell, I don’t mean to make light of your situation. And don’t you worry. When you head back out there, I’ll send along some food and firewood with you, okay?”

      “Thank you,” Dan said.

      “Can’t send much, mind you, not across snow like this. It’s pretty nifty the way that witched-up sled rides on top of the crust, but you overload it and the thing will sink like a fat man in a lake of gravy.”

      Big Bob had sent a wagon-sized toboggan to fetch Dan, just as the invitation had said he would. Seeing no horses, sails, or other means of natural propulsion, Dan had hesitated, crawling with superstitious loathing. But his people needed help, so he’d shouted a few expletives, climbed aboard, and held on tightly as the sled whipped him down the mountain, across the valley, and through the open portcullis into Bannon’s fortress.

      “Wine?” Big Bob asked.

      “No thanks.”

      Big Bob smiled broadly and clapped his hands. “Straight to it then, huh? That’s good. I like doing business with a man who knows whether he’s come to fight or fuck, you know? Most folks, they spin around in circles, smiling with one side of their mouth and snarling with the other. But big men like you and me don’t work that way, do we, Dan? No. We get straight to the point and to hell with the half-stepping, am I right?”

      “Sounds good to me,” Dan said, wanting to hear what Bannon had to say about releasing the red elves. “What’s your decision?”

      “My decision?” Big Bob said. “Well, I saw that big goddamn pile of snow outside and decided you all were probably freezing your asses off and then further decided to offer you my help.”

      “Much appreciated,” Dan said. “We’re in a tight spot out there. That blizzard came out of nowhere.” He suspected, based on the conjecture of Tatiana and Zamora, that he actually knew exactly where the storm had come from: Big Bob’s she-panther witch, Lady Galina.

      But there would be no percentage in voicing those suspicions now. Whatever its source, the storm had changed everything and nothing more so than the state of negotiations between Dan and Big Bob. Before the storm, they had been at a theoretical stalemate in terms of power. Now, however, Big Bob clearly had the upper hand.

      “That blizzard really sucker punched you, huh?” Big Bob said. “Well, don’t you worry. Whatever you need, I got it. Food, clothing, firewood. You name it.”

      “How about red elves?”

      Big Bob’s laughter echoed off the walls and high ceiling. “I like you, son. I really do. You loaded your wagon and hitched in, and now by the gods, you’re gonna pull like hell until you get where you’re going.” He stood, came down the stairs, and stuck out his hand.

      Dan shook it and found the strength of the old man’s grip equal to his own.

      “You want to shoot straight, I’ll shoot straight,” Big Bob said. “You want me to let my red elves walk off with you. Trouble is, I’ve become attached to the little bastards.”

      “I’m prepared to buy them,” Dan said.

      “You disappoint me, son,” Big Bob said. “Take a look around.” He spread his big arms and swiveled back and forth, inviting Dan to study the giant throne room. “I don’t need your money. I’m practically shitting gold these days. You want to barter with a man, don’t offer him something he already has. You need to offer him something he wants.”

      “What do you want?”

      “Civilization,” Big Bob said.

      Dan waited for him to continue, having no clue what the man meant.

      “Son, you have traveled beyond the realm of man and then some. This place is wilder than a were-cat on a full moon. The mountains you traveled through were bad enough, but at least they’re mostly empty.

      “The rest of the Wildervast is a full-blown shit-show of savagery. In the jungle next door, the only thing those panther people like more than gladiatorial combat is setting a man loose in the forest and hunting him like a lost, little lamb. There’s an inner sea full of mermaids and monsters, with a pirate queen who turns men to stone and uses them as anchors; a frozen wasteland ruled by bloody-mouthed white elves whose voices can shatter a man’s eardrums from a hundred yards away; a weird crystal maze that no one ever leaves; a cruel desert plateau with pyramids and mummies and sphinxes and scorpion women; and let’s not forget the lava lands of the succubus queen herself.

      “Shit, even here in my valley, you got barbarians and madmen, fortune seekers and the occasional band of murder hobos looking to have fun beyond the realm of law and order. You got monsters and monster girls alike.

      “What I’m trying to say, son, is this is a wild-ass place, and if you’re going to make it here, you gotta be tough. You have to be able to make tough decisions and do the right thing for you and your people, even if it makes you half-sick just to consider the job at hand.”

      Big Bob marched to the archways that looked out onto the snow-shrouded balcony and the winter wasteland beyond. Through some witchcraft or wizardry, neither snow nor cold entered the throne room through the open arches.

      Pointing into the valley Big Bob said, “Civilization is coming, son. And it’s riding my rails. That’s what this whole war between the dukes is all about.”

      This caught Dan off guard. “You mean the Dukes of Pittsburgh and Philadelphia.”

      Big Bob nodded. “Them and all of the others signing up with one side or the other. Look, men in power never much like each other, but they’re not going to go to war over that. They’re going to war over this place. They’re fighting to see who’s going to control the Wildervast.

      “Civilization will kill the monsters and tame the savages.  The word is gentrification, son. And it’s about damned time. I came here to the Wildervast, I was a young man. I didn’t just hate the law. I was running from it. Just like I suspect you might be.

      “But you get a little older, you learn a thing or two. And I have come to respect the law and civilization. All that happy horseshit. Here’s the thing, son, and I hope you’re listening because this lesson’s a big one, and it took me most of my lifetime to learn it—the hard way.”

      Big Bob rapped a knuckle against his iron crown. “Civilization means law and order, towns full of women and babies and weak men who wouldn’t last half a minute here without men like you and me to protect them from the wild things. Civilization means mouths to feed and mail to deliver and shops full of sparkly shit that nobody really needs. And this is how a smart man makes his fortune.

      “You come into the wilderness young and strong with two fists, one for chopping trees and one for swinging that big sword of yours, right? Well, a smart man uses his hands for a different purpose: grabbing what’s his!

      “Out here, it ain’t just ‘might makes right.’ It’s ‘brains save pains.’ If you’ve got might and brains like me, you can make a damned fortune when those clueless, civilized fucks start rolling through here.

      “The Duke of Harrisburg’s going to make me a lord after this is over.” He barked laughter. “Me, a lord! I grew up poor as fucking dirt, son. Fourteen years old, I was fighting bare-knuckle matches against full-grown men just to keep food on the table. Now I’m going to be a lord.” He shook his shaggy white head. “Lord Robert Bannon. Not bad, huh?”

      “Not bad,” Dan said.

      “But you know what’s better? I own the only turnpike in and out of these hinterlands, and after the war, I’ll charge a toll on every traveler. I own the land, the timber, and the game. I’m the man with food, booze, tools and anything else these dumbass frontier-types think they need. But I got one thorn-in-the-ass problem.”

      Big Bob scowled out at his beloved valley. “Those savage-ass Spleen Eaters keep attacking my elves, and they’re holding up my railroad. Meanwhile, the Duke of Harrisburg is setting up his winter camp over in Liberty. He’s counting on using my rail, so I need this valley passable by spring. But I’ll never make it with these barbaric assholes swooping down on my work crews and burning my bridges.

      “See, these ogres might be stupid, but they know what’s coming out these rails: civilization. People, towns, the rule of law and order. Once my rail is running, civilization is what you might call inexorable. How’s that for a lordly word? Inexorable. The rest of this, all the fighting and killing they’re fixing to do, it’s about who’s getting a piece of the pie once people start flooding in here. Me, I don’t give a rat’s ass who it is, because they’ll only be getting my crumbs.

      “But these big, ugly, spleen-eating sons of bitches are fixing to take a shit in the fruit salad. So here’s what I want you to do for me. Twelve miles west of here, the ogres are holed up under a long shelf of red shale alongside the river. Around thirty of them in all. You and your people, you ride out there and destroy them. Wipe out every last mother-loving ogre. Every male, female, and child. Do that, and I’ll release your elves. All of them. No strings attached.”

      Dan shook his head. “No can do. We’re not killers for hire, and we’re not going to kill children.”

      Bannon chuckled. “A softie, huh? No disrespect, son, but you’re green as a cucumber.” He leaned forward, his blue eyes burning with fierce light. “Let me tell you about leadership. Living among these savages has taught me a thing or two.”

      The Warlord of the Wildervast paced as he talked, his big fists swinging at his sides. “If you’re going to lead, you gotta be tough. Decisive. Brutal, even. You can never let your guard down. Everything you say, everything you do, sets a precedent.

      “Night and day, your enemies look for weakness. And your own people are twice as bad. They’ll scrutinize everything you do from the way you walk to what you do if one of them cuts a fart in formation. Shit you don’t even care about they’re studying, reading things into it.

      “If they perceive any weakness in you, start second-guessing you or negotiating, you will never hold power. Someone stronger will come along and take whatever you’ve built up. Look, son, I like you. Maybe I’m getting nostalgic in my old age, but hell, you remind me of myself when I first walked into this valley, way back before you were even born.”

      Dan looked out window. Snow was pounding down here, racing across the deadly white dunes in swirling dervishes that sparkled in the early morning sun. Standing here in the warmth of the palace, the air redolent of baking bread and roasting meat, the snow seemed almost pretty.

      “You got your two hundred and twenty-some people up there,” Big Bob said. “You and me don’t work together, how you going to feed them? How you going to keep them warm? Meanwhile, I’m sitting on enough food to feed ten, twenty times that number.”

      “If you won’t sell me the elves,” Dan said, “sell me food, then.”

      Big Bob shook his head. “Sorry to have to play hardball with you, son, but I can’t do that. Tell you what. You kill the adult ogres and deliver the children in chains, and I’ll see about making railroad workers out of them. Do that, and I’ll release the elves, pile your wagons with food, and grant you acreage along the western mountains, free of charge with treaties and trade agreements in place.”

      Big Bob’s eyes turned solemn then and his smile died. “But if you refuse to help me, I won’t help you. It pains me to even put it out there, but I can see you’re an idealist, so I need to be extra clear about the way of the Wildervast. I hope it doesn’t come to it, son, but if you won’t lend me a hand, I will let your people starve and freeze.”

      Dan stared into Big Bob’s hard blue eyes and saw neither bullshit nor weakness. The man meant every word.

      “All right,” Dan growled. Upon reaching the valley, he had thought that he was finished destroying. He certainly hadn’t planned on ambushing and massacring some tribe of ogres that had never wronged him. But he couldn’t let his own people starve. “All fucking right. We’ll do it.”
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      “Get ready,” Dan said, walking past the ogre sentry that lay very dead upon the stony riverbank, bristling with dozens of red elf arrows. “They will have heard his cry.”

      “Let them come,” Parus snarled, slashing the air before him. “We will avenge our cousins.”

      Dan strode toward the ridge of red shale, determined to do what he had to do.

      Neither Holly nor Nadia had approved of the deal that Dan had made with Bannon, but no one had disapproved more vocally than Tatiana.

      “You’re going to slaughter them?” the black panther had said, shocked.

      “Why do you care?” Dan asked. “You can’t stand savages. Aren’t they just barbarians to you?”

      “Yes, they are barbarians. They disgust and frighten me. But I do not wish them dead. And I certainly wouldn’t surprise them in their homes and murder them. Let them live their pointless, filthy lives.”

      But Dan had made the deal and accepted the food and would honor his end of the deal. By the time he left the castle, the snow stopped falling. Now, three mild days later, it had melted away, turning the river they were now walking alongside into a raging brown torrent.

      Ogres emerged from the cave, yodeling bloody murder. They were huge and ugly and elaborately tattooed. Brandishing crude spears, clubs, and axes, they rushed forward into a flight of arrows.

      “Flame Valley!” the red elves yelled, firing another volley. “Flame Valley!”

      A few of the ogres stumbled and fell, full of arrows. Others roared ahead despite their wounds, bellowing barbaric battle cries.

      Dan charged forward, swinging his sword at the largest ogre, a gray-bearded monstrosity covered in tattoos and old scars.

      Easily ten feet tall, the ogre moved with surprising speed, attacking with its massive club, a tree trunk with a boulder fixed to its head.

      Dan’s sword hacked into the ogre’s hip, slicing the big savage to the bone.

      At the same time, the ogre’s club smashed into Dan’s chest. The blow blasted him off his feet, knocked the air from his lungs, and filled him with pain. His ass hit the stony shore before he knew what was happening.

      Another ogre swung a kick at Dan’s head, but Dan ducked clean under the attack, rolled across the stones, and popped to his feet.

      The old chief rushed him, swinging the massive club.

      Dan leapt away from the blow then leapt back in, slashing, but the big savage twisted deftly, stepping in and jamming Dan’s attack.

      For a mad second, the chief was on him, trying to wrap Dan up in a crushing bear hug, but Dan pulled free, hopped away, and surged straight back in, skewering the ogre’s thigh.

      Another ogre—the same fucker who’d tried to kick him seconds ago, Dan realized—slashed at him with its terrible black claws, but Dan dodged the attack, and half a dozen red elves rushed forward, jamming spears into the ogre’s sickly yellow hide.

      “Flame Valley!” the elves roared, grinning wildly, their eyes aflame with battle fury.

      Dan attacked the chief, who parried Dan’s blow with his club and rushed abruptly forward, trying a shoulder check.

      Dan pivoted, and the ogre thundered past him like a charging bull. Seizing the initiative, Dan charged forward and slid into the red haze of a barbaric rage.

      Only this time, he attacked with more than rage.

      A tempest of fury howled to life within Dan, filling him with power. Racing forward, he spun and slipped and hacked, a human whirlwind of biting steel, slicing gaping wounds in his opponent’s arms and chest and back.

      Vaguely, he was aware of taking damage himself, but he surrendered to his frenzy and continued his wild onslaught, filled with a powerful tornado of red rage and determined to hack this old war chief into a stinking pile of meat and guts and bones.

      All around him, elves were screaming like diving hawks, and then Dan was vaulting off the corpse of the fallen ogre chief. He sailed through the air, roaring, and slammed his blade into the neck of a female ogre who was smashing two red elves’ ruined skulls into one another.

      The horrid ogre woman crumpled under Dan’s blow, which drove halfway through her thick neck and into her tattooed chest. He stomped down on the dying ogress, yanked his sword free with a mad bellow, and looked for his next victim.

      He had never felt so alive, so powerful. On some level, he understood that this was Zamora’s power raging within him. But rather than dwelling on that fact, he let the storm burst within him and rushed forward to destroy the Spleen Eaters.

      Behind him came a loud huffing sound, and the ogres’ battle cries twisted into wild screams of agony.

      Dan felt the heat even before he spun and beheld the nightmarish scene.

      Thelia stood atop the shale ridge. Her eyes were discs of bright flame. For a split second, Dan thought his petite wife was screaming, but then he realized that she was laughing, shaking with wild laughter as she swung her hands back and forth, gushing fire, incinerating the riverbank, and engulfing the ogres and red elves alike in a mass of leaping flames.

      The ogres twisted and writhed, screaming as they burned. Within the orange destruction, the elves, impervious to burning, fought fiercely on, swarming the dying ogres like angry ants, stabbing and slashing and screaming, “Flame Valley! Flame Valley!”

      The ogres didn’t stand a chance. Most fell to the ground, burning like giant torches as spears poked holes in their guts and groins and faces.

      Other, more inventive ogres rushed toward the river, presumably to extinguish themselves, but none of them made it to the water. The red elves attacked fearlessly within the flames, chopping them down at the knees. The ogres toppled, burning and screaming to the stones, and then the elves were on them, jabbing, thrusting, and hacking.

      The surge of whirling power abandoned Dan then, whipping away into the sky and leaving him crouching there, panting for breath and for the first time aware of his battle wounds, especially the drumbeat of pain where the ogre chieftain had smashed his chest.

      This is dark business, he thought, watching the ogres burn. Dark business, indeed.

      So be it.

      He hauled himself to his feet and started toward the cave. There would be time for hurting and thinking and maybe even hating himself later.

      For now, killing remained undone. He wasn’t done destroying yet.

      Dan roared like a demon and stepped into the path of a fleeing ogre who had avoided the flames.
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      “Don’t take this the wrong way, son,” Big Bob said as several half-orcs escorted Dan once more into the high-vaulted throne room, “but you look like forty miles of rough road.”

      Dan smiled darkly. He was battered and bruised, and his chest ached. The chieftain had cracked something there. Maybe a couple of somethings.

      A split in Dan’s scalp had drained a line of blood down his forehead, between his eyes, and across his swollen nose, which was almost certainly broken. His shirt was torn, and he was covered in the stinking black blood of several ogres. Within his boots, his feet squished in the foul stuff with every step he took.

      Bannon’s monster-girl wives stood along the wall, eyeing him with pity. Agatha towered beside them, her single eye staring at him from a concerned face. An ancient red elf woman beside the dais didn’t seem to notice Dan at all.

      “He smells even worse than he looks,” the Lady Galina said from beside Bannon’s throne and raised a red silk handkerchief to cover her mouth and nose.

      “Worse,” the green crow squawked from her shoulder.

      “That’s barbecued ogre you smell,” Dan said. He had crashed down from his battle high and was now cross with pain and self-loathing. “Perhaps now you see that I was telling you the truth about my wife. She is the True Matriarch—and a fire mage.”

      Galina leaned close to Big Bob, whispering in his ear.

      Big Bob nodded and stood, smiling down at Dan. “However you did it, it’s done. Good work, Dan.”

      Dan nodded grimly.

      Big Bob asked his soldiers about the ogre children.

      “Locked them in the garrison, sir,” one of the half-orcs reported.

      Rounding up the young ogres had been the worst part of the business. The older juveniles had fought. Several fought to the death, one at Dan’s own hand.

      The ogre boy, who would have been sixteen or seventeen in human years, had surged out of hiding and crushed the head of a red elf with a rock before turning on Dan, eight feet tall and bent on murder. But no matter how huge and ferocious he had been, the ogre had nonetheless attacked with boyish awkwardness, staggering as he lifted the bloody stone again, and Dan had ended his short, miserable life by cutting his ugly head clean off his shoulders.

      A genuinely fucked-up moment. If he had to do it over, he would do it again. Over and over. It was the only thing to do in that situation, no matter how fucked up it had been. But Dan knew he would relive the memory again and again during long nights that lay ahead like dark roads that he must travel forevermore.

      Big Bob nodded solemnly. “Good work, men,” he said. Then, to Dan, he added, “We’ll take care of those ogre kids. For now, we’ll let them hang out until they cool down.”

      “All right,” Dan said. “So I’ve done my part. Now it’s your turn. Set the elves free, and we’ll be on our way.”

      “Hell, son,” Big Bob said, “don’t go rushing off. I got a proposition for you.”

      “No thanks,” Dan said. “I’m done killing people for you.”

      “Relax,” Big Bob said, his eyes twinkling. “I like you, son. My women like you, too. Isn’t that right, girls?”

      Chloe and Clarissa giggled, batting their lashes.

      What the Hades is going on here? Dan thought.

      “You don’t know shit about leadership,” Big Bob said, “but a man can learn to lead. If he has the right mentor, that is. A man like me, I mean, a man who’s been around the block a time or three and lived to tell about it.”

      “Are you offering me a job?” Dan asked.

      Big Bob chuckled. “There you go again. Straight to it. You’re an abrupt bastard, but I like it. Guileless, that’s what you are. No, not a job. Not exactly. More of a partnership.”

      Dan nodded, suddenly way more interested in what Big Bob had to say.

      “All these beautiful wives and I got no children,” Big Bob said, gesturing toward the monster girls. “It’s that touch of giant blood, I reckon. Keeps me from knocking them up. Though I sure have had fun trying!” His booming laughter practically shook the throne room.

      The monster girls smiled awkwardly, clearly unhappy about the subject, though whether that was due to their childless lives or Big Bob’s trying, Dan couldn’t guess—and didn’t much care. He just wanted to sort this out and hit the road.

      “Be my heir,” Big Bob said, and smiled down at him.

      Dan was thunderstruck. “Wow—I don’t… really?”

      Big Bob nodded, leaning forward in his throne. “I got no kids and no successor. I can still out-drink, out-fight, and out-fuck men half my age, but I’m getting old, and all this high living has punched me right in the liver. The whites of my eyes are turning yellow, and my piss smells sweet as a rose. I’m rotting from the inside out. You sit tight a few winters, and you’ll have run of the place.”

      Big Bob raised his thick arms and swiveled in his seat, gesturing all around. “All yours. My valley, my castle, my wives. Hell,” he said, rapping his iron crown, “you can even have my crown. Agatha will melt it down and make one that fits your head. You’ll be the Warlord of the Wildervast.”

      Dan felt a smile creeping onto his face.

      “I’ll show you the ropes,” Big Bob said. “Teach you how to lead, show you the valley, introduce you around to the different tribes. Those sons of bitches can be downright prickly, you don’t handle them right. Some of the tribes you can placate with sugar and whiskey. Others, you gotta swoop down on them once or twice a year and kick some ass or they start nipping at your heels. It’s a science, really. And after the war, you can oversee things when the settlers move in.”

      “Wow,” Dan said, “I don’t know what to say.”

      “Thank you seems like a good place to start,” Big Bob said with a grin.

      “Thank you,” Dan laughed.

      “Your people can help me finish this damned railroad in time. We need every pair of hands we can get if we’re going to finish by spring.”

      “I’ll ask them,” Dan said. His red elves weren’t laborers. They were warriors. But they also loved this place and wanted to reunite with their cousins. Dan would demand better living and working conditions, of course.

      “Ask them?” Big Bob said incredulously. “Hell, they’re your people, son. Tell them how it’s going to be. They’re part of the deal here. You want to take over this dog-and-pony show, I’m going to need your people. Lady Galina tells me that you have a number of wives.”

      Dan nodded. “Four or five, depending on what you mean by wives.”

      “Only five?” Lady Galina said, her voice reeking with suspicion. “The grey elf, the werewolf, the hobgoblin, the sylph, and the little red elf, your so-called True Matriarch?”

      Something in Dan tightened like a fist. “How do you know about them?”

      The sorceress smiled without warmth and lifted her hand to stroke the green crow. “What my familiar sees, I see also.”

      “You’ve been spying on us,” Dan said.

      “Of course,” Galina said. “Just as your sylph has spied on us and our elves. You mention only five wives. What of the she-panther?”

      Dan laughed. “Princess Tatiana is definitely not my wife.”

      Galina stared at him for a second, then threw back her head with tinkling laughter like that of Tatiana—only the witch’s laughter sounded cruel. “Princess? Is that what she told you?”

      “Yes,” Dan said. “She said—”

      “She lied,” Galina said. “Tatiana is no princess. She was one of the princess’s handmaids, the most beautiful, I am told. When the true princess, Olya Fazool, selected Tatiana as her surrogate to receive the carnal attentions of her many suitors, Tatiana abandoned her post and fled the Jungle Kingdom.”

      Dan just looked at the grinning cat woman for a moment, taking it all in. Tatiana certainly seemed like a princess, but then again, who better to play the part of a princess than a royal handmaiden?

      Big Bob clapped his hands together. “Well, if she’s beautiful, she’ll do whether she’s a princess or not. Mmm, I do like cat girls.”

      “I don’t know if Tatiana will be interested,” Dan said. “She’ll be happy to live inside the castle. That’s for sure. It’s all she’s talked about since we’ve come here. But she’s not exactly warm. She calls me a brute and a savage and a monster.”

      Big Bob chuckled. “There you go, talking about what your people want. You don’t seem to get it, son. You become my heir and inherit everything I’ve got a few years down the line. You say jump, and these people will say how high, sir, and would you like a back rub or a blowjob with that? But until I step down, you work for me, learning the ropes, and your people are my people. They do what I say.”

      Dan shook his head. But before he could speak, Big Bob continued.

      “That black panther hottie will warm my bed,” the Warlord of the Wildervast said, “as will your five wives.”

      “What?” Dan said. “Are you joking right now?”

      “Come on, son,” Big Bob said. “You should’ve seen this coming. I’m offering you the whole world served up on a silver platter. You didn’t think I was going to get something out of the deal? Look. You can still get yours when I’m not using them, and once I’m dead—”

      “Fuck no,” Dan said, rage igniting within him. “You can’t have my wives.”

      “Settle down, kid,” Big Bob said. “I’m not taking them. Just sharing them. I’ll let you use mine, too.”

      “Fuck. No. I don’t share my wives,” Dan said, trembling with anger.

      “You’re serious?” Big Bob said, a look of shock on his face. “You’re going to give up crown and country for pussy?”

      “Don’t talk about my wives that way,” Dan said through gritted teeth.

      Lady Galina leaned close to Big Bob, whispering again.

      The Warlord of the Wildervast listened, nodding, then smiled at Dan. “Look, son, I didn’t mean to offend. You’re young yet and full of romantic notions. Tell you what. You keep your wives, four out of five, anyway, and you can have the panther girl, too, if you want her. But I want the red elf, the one you call the True Matriarch.”

      “The fire mage,” Lady Galina said.

      “Look,” Dan said, “I don’t know how to make this any clearer. No. Fuck no. I don’t share my wives. Any of them. Period. Not for anything. So thanks for the offer, but you have my final answer. Now set your elves free, and we’ll leave right away.”

      Big Bob’s blue eyes sparkled, and one corner of his mouth curled upward. “You’re sure.”

      “I’m sure,” Dan said. It was all he could do not to shout it. He wanted to get the fuck out of here. Out of this castle, out of this valley.

      Big Bob shrugged. “That saddens me, son. It really does. But no one can say Big Bob doesn’t live up to his end of a deal. Excuse me, Matriarch?”

      The matriarch tottered beside the dais, weaving back and forth, half-asleep and completely oblivious that she was being called.

      Big Bob snapped his fingers. “That old girl’s deafer than a white barn cat. Somebody get her attention for me.”

      Galina reached down to tap the shoulder of the ancient red elf, who came awake with a start. “Oh? What was that?” the old woman said, chuckling with embarrassment.

      Galina pointed to Big Bob, who smiled down warmly and twiddled his thick fingers at the matriarch.

      “Sorry, sir,” the ancient woman said, lifting a large tree-bark cone to her ear. “I didn’t hear you.”

      “That’s all right, Matriarch,” Big Bob said in a slow, booming voice. “But I do have an important announcement for you.”

      “You do?”

      Big Bob nodded very slowly and deliberately. “I do. See that young man over there?”

      The matriarch turned toward Dan, and her wrinkled face lifted into a warm smile. Dan didn’t know how many marbles the old lady still had rumbling around up there, but she seemed nice enough, and he would make sure that she was comfortable and happy after Thelia took over.

      “Yes, I see him,” the matriarch said. “He’s a very handsome fellow. Reminds me of you when you first came to Flame Valley, Mr. Bannon.”

      “I thought so, too,” Big Bob said. “But it turns out I was wrong. We’re different, the two of us. Very different, in fact.”

      “Oh?” the matriarch said. “Is that right? Well, okay then.”

      “He’s here to take you away,” Big Bob said.

      “Oh,” the matriarch said, still nodding. Then a panicked look twisted across her wrinkled features and she turned toward Dan with wide, frightened eyes. “Take me away?”

      Dan stepped forward and squatted down to smile at the old woman face-to-face. He reached out and gently took her hand, which was soft and warm. “I’ve come with your cousins from Fire Ridge. We’ve come to reunite with your people.”

      “Oh,” the old woman said, a smile coming onto her face. “That’s nice, then. Fire Ridge…” She trailed off, apparently trying to remember if she had ever heard of the place.

      “My wife is the granddaughter of Ahneena of Fire Ridge and the blood of Mooret,” he explained into the cone.

      “Oh,” the old woman said, nodding.

      “She is the True Matriarch,” Dan said and gave the woman’s hand a light squeeze. “A fire mage.”

      “That’s nice,” the old woman said. “I like fire. Always did.” She gave a dry chuckle. “When I was a little girl, my older sister made me a doll, but I burned it. Was she mad? Oh, she wouldn’t talk to me for a week. This was Aleeta, of course, not Thajule. Thajule was already gone by then, carried off by—”

      “Matriarch,” Big Bob interrupted loudly, “Dan here wants to take you and your people out of here. He wants you to leave Flame Valley.”

      “Leave Flame Valley?” the old woman turned back to Dan with a look of terror. “Oh, please no. Don’t make us leave, sir.” She squeezed his hand, and tears glistened in her red eyes. “Anything but that. My whole life, I’ve lived here. Don’t force us to leave. Please, sir.” She fell forward onto her knees and would have hurt herself on the tile floor if Dan hadn’t gotten under her. She was so frail and light, she felt like a bundle of kindling in his big hands.

      “Please don’t be afraid,” Dan said. “This is a good thing. I am here to save your people. They won’t have to work on the railroad anymore. And my wife will spread the fire. She’ll bring your people back to life.”

      But the matriarch heard none of what he was saying. She was lost to sobbing.

      “Well, I hope you’re happy, Dan,” Big Bob said. “You’ve gone and made the old girl cry. And here I thought you were a nice guy. Live and learn, I guess. Agatha, please help the matriarch back to her chambers and brew her up some of that herbal tea she likes, would you?”

      The cyclops woman gave Dan a sad little frown of commiseration as she gathered the ancient red elf gently into her muscular arms. Then she carried the sobbing matriarch from the room.

      “Well, that’s that, then,” Big Bob said with a shrug.

      “Why did you do that?” Dan said. “Now she’s going to be afraid of me when we leave.”

      “We?” Big Bob said. “You got a mouse in your pocket, son? That old broad isn’t going with you, and neither are her people.”

      Dan scowled up at the Warlord of the Wildervast. “Yes, they are coming with me. We had a deal.”

      “You heard the old girl,” Big Bob said. “She doesn’t want to go with you. And neither do her people. You might think I just pulled a fast one on you, and maybe I did, but not the way you’re thinking. These people love me. You talk about freeing them, but they’re happy.”

      “Happy?” Dan said. “They’re your slaves.”

      “Oh, don’t be so dramatic,” Big Bob said. “One man’s slave is another man’s serf is another man’s employee. Point is, these elves are happy with their lot in life.”

      “They’re going to be happier with me,” Dan said. “I’ll remind them what freedom is.”

      “No you won’t,” Big Bob said, his smile falling away. “I told you if you killed those ogres, I’d let my elves go with you. I didn’t say I’d force them to go. Their leader has spoken. They’re staying with me.”

      “Bullshit,” Dan said. “I want to talk with them.”

      “Son, you seem to be suffering from outsized notions of your control over this situation. We had a deal. I honored it. Our business has concluded, and now you can leave.”

      Hands closed on Dan’s arms.

      He shook free of the half-orcs. “Get off of me.”

      “Gort,” Big Bob called to one of the half-orcs near the door. “Go downstairs and move those ogre kids to the central courtyard. This whole she-bang’s put me into a bad humor. Maybe killing those spleen-eating shit-birds will improve my mood.”
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      “What?” Dan said. “You can’t do that. You said—”

      “Can’t?” Big Bob boomed, standing up. “Son, I can do anything I damned well please. I am the fucking Warlord of the Wildervast. What I say goes, and I’m going to kill these savages like the uncivilized vermin they are. We’ll use them to decorate the big tree.”

      “No,” Dan said, and started up the stairs toward him.

      When the half-orcs grabbed him again, Dan shook free of their hands and shoved one of them to the ground.

      The other mercenary got his sword halfway out of its sheathe before Dan’s fist slammed into his cheekbone and knocked him out cold.

      The half-orcs across the room pulled their blades and charged. Dan leaned over and hauled the fallen mercenary’s sword from its sheathe, but instead of rushing forward to meet the charging half-orcs, he started back up the steps toward Big Bob, who roared with laughter.

      Dan gave a barbaric yawp, drew back the sword, and slammed full-tilt-boogie into an invisible wall. He fell backward with a shout. The sword clattered away as he tumbled down the stairs.

      A normal man would have writhed on the ground for a while, but Dan was a high-level barbarian with kick-ass dexterity and superhuman strength. He recovered instantly, rolled back on his shoulders, and kicked forward onto his feet in one motion, then swept the sword he’d dropped once more into his hand.

      Crashing into the sorcerous shield had reopened the cut in his scalp, and he could feel fresh blood running down his forehead and between his eyes. “You’ll pay for that, witch,” he said, pointing the blade at Lady Galina.

      The she-panther merely smiled, whispering softly, and gave a flick of her wrist.

      Dan surged in her direction but slammed to a stop. He hadn’t hit an invisible barrier this time. Hadn’t hit anything at all. His muscles had simply seized, just as they had in Holly’s grove, when the Iron Druid had paralyzed him with a hold spell.

      Dan wanted to scream curses at the evil witch and at Big Bob Bannon, who shook his head, his laughter dying to a chuckle. “Oh, son, you’re greener than a spring scallion. My offer was legit, for what’s it worth. Thought maybe I’d make a man out of you, hand you the reins down the road, but I think we can both agree that’s not going to work now.”

      The big man slowly descended from his throne and reached out to pat Dan softly on his cheek. “That’s too bad, kid. Oh well. Guess all I can do now is hand you over to the Duke of Harrisburg. He put a bounty out on you. A thousand gold pieces, if you can believe it. News of your exploits and the bounty reached me before you showed up in my valley, but what the hell? I’m getting sentimental in my old age. Maybe that was just my old self, wanting to buck the law one last time.”

      Big Bob shrugged and sighed heavily. “Whatever the case, I’ll hand you over to the Duke and collect the bounty now. Men, take him down to the dungeon and put him in our strongest chains.”

      Dan wanted to rip out Bannon’s heart, shove it down the witch’s throat, and choke her with it. But trapped in magical paralysis, he couldn’t so much as frown.

      Big Bob turned to the black panther. “Lady Galina, be a dear and call up another blizzard, would you? Really pound them this time. I’ll let it pile up for a while, then you can send Dan’s red elf wife an invitation. Tell her that I released the red elves to Dan, but she has to come and help out with the transition. Then, after you take care of her, we’ll let it snow, let it snow, let it snow.”

      The guards hoisted Dan between them and started to carry him from the throne room.

      Big Bob patted Dan’s frozen shoulder as it passed. “Sooner or later, your people will come begging for food and shelter. Don’t worry, son. I’ll give it to them.” He laughed. “I’ll keep those wives of yours nice and warm. Hell, I might get an heir out of this deal yet!”
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      Twenty minutes later when Dan finally regained control over his body, it was of little use to him. He lay upon a stone floor at the center of a cold, dim dungeon cell deep in the bowels of the fortress. Heavy shackles and thick chains restrained his wrists and ankles.

      He struggled for several seconds, but even his superhuman strength was no match for these chains.

      Defeated, he let his muscles go slack. There was no sense in straining. He couldn’t break these chains. Pretending that he could would be stupid.

      And he couldn’t afford to be stupid anymore.

      Stupid is what had gotten him here in the first place.

      Once he had started wheeling and dealing with Bannon, he’d been screwed. The rest, including falling for Bannon’s final trick, had been details.

      His mistake had been negotiating with Bannon in the first place. Talking treaties and deals like some kind of politician.

      He wasn’t Dan the statesman. He was Dan the destroyer.

      That wasn’t a title he had sought out, wasn’t a title he even wanted, but reality didn’t give a shit about what you wanted. Reality only cared about what was, and Dan was a destroyer.

      He had destroyed the necromancer lich Griselda, the living darkness in Rothrock Forest, and Roderick and his thousand raiders at the Battle for Fire Ridge. Traveling across the Wildervast, he had destroyed the purple worm, the giant wasps, the goat-riders, and the Spleen Eaters.

      He was a destroyer through and through, a barbaric killing machine as out of place in throne room negotiations as a battle axe in a board room.

      Bannon had sensed that and used it against Dan. Then he had used Dan against his enemies.

      Instead of striking deals, I should have struck off heads.

      He should have gathered Bannon’s red elves and moved them out of the valley—by force, if necessary. And if Bannon’s soldiers had ridden out to stop him, so much the better, because then he could have destroyed them all and maybe weakened Bannon’s numbers to a point where they could no longer defend the castle.

      Just as the red elves’ future could be written only in fire, Dan’s destiny could be written only in blood.

      He was Dan the Destroyer—and Dan the Barbarian, too. What the hell was he thinking, helping Bannon in the first place? Bannon had aligned himself with the Duke of Harrisburg and was building a fucking railroad across the Wildervast.

      As a barbarian, Dan should have fought to preserve this godforsaken wilderness, monsters and all. If Bannon and the dukes had their way, civilization would spread like a forest fire across this beautiful, terrible land. One day soon, the Wildervast would be packed with cops, convenience stores, and clueless assholes, all the stuff he’d left behind in the Dullards & Drudgery bullshit world he’d abandoned in the first place.

      He strained against his chains and roared a stream of curses. Both actions did exactly as much good as his bitter stream of thoughts.

      Namely, no good at all.

      Through the bars of a window high up on the black wall of the cell, he could see snow pounding down again. His wives and their people were hunkered down out there, facing another blizzard.

      Now he had to wait and bide his time and hope for one more shot at un-fucking his life. Had to hope that Bannon would take him out of these chains when handing him over to the Duke of Harrisburg.

      “Just one more chance,” he pleaded to whatever power might hear him, whether Crom or Willis or Zohaz the Magnificent or even his pain-in-the-ass mentor, Wulfgar. “Free me from these chains and give me one more chance to destroy my enemies. And if you won’t—then to hell with you!”
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      Holly stood at the edge of the cave, watching the valley blurring white as the sudden snowstorm rapidly strengthened into a blizzard.

      Of course it’s becoming a blizzard, she thought, staring across the snowy expanse to where the fortress of Teel Elan was already fading from view. Bannon is making his move.

      “Something is wrong,” Nadia said, stepping up beside her.

      “Yes,” Holly said. “Bannon has betrayed us.”

      “This weather is Galina’s doing,” Tatiana said from behind them.

      Holly nodded. She kept her face calm and composed, but a blizzard much fiercer than the valley storm was raging within her.

      She could not let this show. She had to appear strong. Had to be strong. Now more than ever.

      “Dan is either dead or imprisoned,” she said. “Now Bannon’s witch will pound us with snow until we either leave the region or go beg for his help.”

      “Ula no leave,” the hobgoblin said and slammed the butt of her great axe into the cave floor as a kind of kinetic exclamation point. “Ula no beg. Ula get Dan.”

      “Yes,” Holly said in the calmest voice she could muster. “That’s what we need to do. We need to rescue our husband. Come, wives, let us retire to the war wagon and talk with Thelia. You too, Tatiana. We have to talk about the problem of Galina.”

      Tatiana started to object, but Nadia cut her off. “Shut it, panther girl. You’re the only one who knows shit about her.”

      “Zamora!” Holly called to the sylph flitting just beyond the mouth of the cave, working the currents to protect the cave and caravan from the worst of the storm. “Abandon the shield. We need you now.”

      The wives, Tatiana, and Nadia’s urchins entered the war wagon, where Thelia lay in repose, exhausted after the battle with the Spleen Eaters. Her handmaids were gathered around her, massaging her limbs, combing her hair, and singing soft songs.

      Holly explained the situation and said, “We need your help planning Dan’s rescue.”

      Thelia sat up at once, her tired face sharpening with concern. “Of course,” the red elf said. “I love Dan with all my heart. I will do more than plan. With whatever fire still burns within me, I will help.”

      Holly nodded. “Thank you, sister-wife.” Thelia’s words of love and commitment were real, she could tell, but the red elf matriarch looked far from formidable. She looked wasted. “We’re going to need every bit of help we can get.”

      “Anything for Dan,” Thelia said.

      Holly gave her a smile and turned to Zamora. “You’re with us, sister-wife? Not going to fly off somewhere?”

      Zamora turned toward Holly with a hurt expression. “Do not mistake my impulsive nature for apathy. I have only known Dan for days, but I love him more fiercely than any of you.”

      “Bullshit,” Nadia said.

      “You call me sister-wife,” the sylph said, crossing her arms, “but I am far more than a wife. I am bound to Dan. Whatever he needs, I will do for him.”

      “Good,” Holly said, studying the sylph. Zamora’s blue eyes looked faded, as did her blue hair, which hovered low about her head, fluttering like a guttering flame. It’s because we’re inside, Holly thought. Her power suffers when she’s indoors. “We need your help.”

      “I am not yet powerful enough to summon another wind elemental,” Zamora said, “but I will help in any way I can.”

      “I’m ready to tear out some throats,” Nadia growled. “What’s the plan?”

      “Before we’re snowbound, we need to get inside that castle and rescue Dan,” Holly said.

      “What about Bannon’s soldiers?” Tatiana said from where she’d sprawled upon the futon beside Thelia.

      “Ula kill,” Ula said.

      “Ah, yes,” Tatiana said. “The military genius speaks. And what of Lady Galina? Do you think she will just stand there like a tree and let you chop her down with that big axe of yours?”

      “That’s where you come in,” Holly said.

      “Me?” Tatiana said, touching a hand to her chest. “You expect me to participate in this mad folly? I am a princess not a warrior woman.”

      “Yes,” Holly said. “You’re a princess, and as you told us, princesses in your country are warded at birth against witchcraft.”

      Tatiana laughed nervously. “Well, that’s what they say, but—”

      “Well, I hope what they say is accurate,” Holly said, “because you’re the only one of us who can take her out.”

      “Take her out?” Tatiana shrieked. “Have you all gone mad? I’m a prin—”

      “Shut up,” Nadia said. “You’re part of this. Dan saved you, and now you’re helping to save him. End of story.”

      “You expect me to risk my life to save that brute?” Tatiana said, sitting up.

      “Yes,” Holly said. “End of story.”

      Tatiana’s eyes widened then, going wild with fear. “Wait. If you must know, I’ve been lying. I’m not really a princess. I was just the princess’s handmaiden. I ran away. So you see I can’t help you. I never received the protective warding. I—”

      “Liar,” Nadia said. “You’re just frightened to spill a drop of that royal blood of yours.”

      “I’m not,” Tatiana said. “I mean, I am frightened to spill my blood. Of course I am. Who wouldn’t be? But I am not lying about… well, my lies. I really was lying. I am not a princess.”

      “You’re still coming with us,” Holly said. Tatiana’s confession wasn’t much of a surprise to her, honestly. She had noticed little things since the she-panther had joined them, small inconsistencies in her stories, moments where the affectation of her speech slipped, and the decidedly non-royal impulse to serve herself when tempting food and drink arrived. “You’re the only one who knows anything about Lady Galina.”

      “I’m not going anywhere near that terrifying witch!”

      “Oh, yes you are,” Nadia said, grabbing the panther girl’s shapely arm.

      Then Tatiana did something that surprised Holly far more than her confession had.

      With lightning speed and liquid precision, she shifted her weight, slipping free of Nadia’s grip. In the same instant, her leg moved, hooking Nadia’s ankle and twisting her sideways. In a flash, Tatiana was behind Nadia, one hand yanking Nadia’s head back by the hair, the other pressed to her throat, the exposed claws ready to rip open the soft flesh.

      Ula started forward, but Holly stopped her.

      “What’s wrong with you people?” Tatiana said. “Can’t you see that I’m afraid? Can’t you see that I’m terrified? I’ve been terrified ever since I left the Jungle Kingdom. Terrified even before that! Terrified of Princess Fazool’s whims. Terrified of the men with whom she planned to pair me. Terrified of the guards, when I finally summoned the courage to escape.

      “Since then, my life has been nothing but running and hiding and suffering. I thought those savage orcs were going to rape me and kill me and eat me and use my beautiful skin as a blanket. So I lied. I told them that I was a princess.

      “And then, when Dan saved me, I didn’t want to stop being a princess. I didn’t want to go back to being a servant who had abandoned her duties. So I lied to you, too. To all of you. And you took me in.

      “But then, just when I thought I had finally escaped danger, you got involved with this Bannon and his witch. I feel bad about this. I want Dan to be safe. I really do. He is barbaric and crude, but he is not a brute. Not really, despite the things I say. He saved me, and he’s wonderful, and I wish I could help you, but I’m not really a princess, and I’m terrified, I tell you, terrified!”

      The monologue had come out of her in a panicked rush. Now, looking down at Nadia, Tatiana’s eyes widened with shock. Her claws retracted. She released Nadia and stepped back, raising a hand to her trembling lips. “I’m sorry. I was so frightened, and you grabbed me, and I reacted without thinking. I never would have actually—”

      “How the fuck,” Nadia interrupted, rubbing her throat and grinning wolfishly, “did you do that, girlfriend? That was awesome!”

      “Oh,” Tatiana said. “I, um… well, like I said, I just reacted without thinking.”

      “So, what?” Nadia asked. “All of you panther chicks are secretly bad ass ninja warriors?”

      “Of course not,” Tatiana laughed, as if she’d never heard anything so silly. “That’s like supposing that other panther women are as beautiful as I. Not at all! Didn’t you hear my confession? I was a handmaiden to the princess.” She stared at them in seeming disbelief, as if she’d just explained everything clearly and they were too stupid to understand.

      Nadia gestured toward Thelia’s frightened attendants. “They’re handmaidens, too. They sing prettily, and they’re champs at brushing hair, but all of them together couldn’t kick my ass, even with their hair brushes.”

      Tatiana stood a little straighter. “They are small and weak. In my country, a handmaiden not only attends to but also protects her princess. The princess does not consort with males, so we are her bodyguards. My mother was a handmaiden before me, and my father was a champion of the fighting pits. I have trained in the martial arts since I was just a tiny cub.”

      “Please come with us,” Holly said. “I know that you’re frightened, but as you’ve just revealed, we know nothing of your culture. We know so little of your people that you can’t even anticipate what we might not know. We need your help. You are the only one who knows anything about Lady Galina and her type.”

      Tatiana’s eyes began to widen once more with fear.

      “Dan saved you,” Holly said. “And we took you in. We are glad you’re with us, and we don’t care that you lied about being a princess. You are part of our family now, and you are welcome to stay with us forever.”

      Tatiana looked a little misty at that. Turning to Nadia, she said, “No hard feelings about almost…”

      “Nope,” Nadia said. “Not as long as you teach me some of that she-cat karate shit.”

      Tatiana laughed. “You will, of course be too slow and clumsy to learn much, but it would be my pleasure to teach you what basics you are capable of learning.”

      “Help us,” Holly said. “Help Dan.”

      Tatiana stared back and forth between them for a few seconds, then nodded. “All right. I’ll do what I can.”

      “Thank you,” Holly said. Turning to the others, she said, “We’ll need to take a small, agile force. We can’t let them see us coming. Zamora, can you deal with Galina’s bird if it shows up?”

      “Of course,” Zamora said.

      “Good,” Holly said. “That will be your job then, watching the skies and keeping that bird out of our business. We can’t have Galina knowing what we’re up to.”

      “I will not fail you,” Zamora said. “And if Bannon has watchers on the wall, I’ll blow snow in their eyes until you’re out of sight.”

      “Excellent,” Holly said. “We’ll leave Jorbin here in case Bannon attacks, but we will bring Parus and six of his most reliable soldiers.”

      “None of this will do us any good,” Thelia said, rising from her futon. She wobbled there for a second but steadied herself with visible effort. “The fortress of Flame Valley is invulnerable.”

      “Not so,” Holly said. “You forget your history, sister-wife.”

      “I forget nothing,” Thelia said proudly. “Since becoming the True Matriarch, I am incapable of forgetting the history of Flame Valley. Its story is no learned thing, capable of being forgotten. Its history is a part of me, as much a part of me as my skin and flesh and bones. The fortress of Flame Valley has never fallen. Bannon took the people, not the castle. They let him in. The fortress defenses have never been breached.”

      Holly laughed bitterly. “Ah, but you are wrong. The history of Flame Valley might dwell inside you, but that castle existed long before your people renamed this place Flame Valley. The castle’s name,” she said, her voice rising with emotion now, “its real name, is Teel Elan. And yes, its defenses were most certainly breached.”

      “Teel Elan?” Thelia said, clearly confused. Then her mouth opened as understanding crashed down on her. “Oh yes. I—”

      “You forgot,” Holly said, “but I did not. Grey elves never forget.”

      And seldom forgive.

      “When the red elves betrayed the Treaty of Roaring Branch, they launched a surprise attack on Teel Elan.”

      “The river gate,” Thelia said.

      “Yes,” Holly said. “My people built the fortress over the river, guaranteeing fresh water for them and for the great delving tree. They closed off the river entrance and exit with iron gates which could be lifted to admit or release boats.”

      “Let’s go then,” Nadia said.

      “If only it were so simple, sweet sister,” Holly said. “The gates can only be opened from the inside.”

      “How did the red elves get in?”

      “Our fire mages,” Thelia said slowly, her eyes going unfocused, as if she was reliving a haunting memory. “We melted the iron and rushed inside.”

      “Yes,” Holly said, trembling with rage. “You rushed inside and slaughtered my people. Murdered men, women, and children in their sleep.”

      Thelia snapped out of her horrified gaze. “Would you prefer to discuss ancient history or rescue our husband?”

      “We will continue our conversation at a later date,” Holly said, restraining her anger for the moment. The red elf was right. This was not the time to hash out old wounds—even if those wounds might bleed again in the near future. “We must find a way inside. The gate is an iron mesh far too small for us to squeeze through.”

      “I am but one fire mage,” Thelia said sadly, “and I don’t have enough fire left in me to even consider melting the metal.”

      “I could probably slip through the mesh,” Zamora said with a frown, “but I wouldn’t have much strength inside.”

      “No,” Holly said. “We need you to hide us from sentries and the witch’s bird.”

      “What about one of the red elf kids?” Nadia said. “Is one of them small enough to slip through the mesh?”

      Holly shook her head.

      “What about Jorbin’s youngest, the one who found the secret tunnel in Fire Ridge?” Nadia said. “She’s tiny and fierce.”

      “Weleena,” Holly said. “No. Even she is too large. The holes in the mesh are no larger around than a gold piece. We need someone really small.”

      Then she had it… and the same idea must have occurred to Nadia simultaneously, because they both turned to the surly halfling boy at the same time and said, “Badger!”

      “What?” he squeaked, looking pissed off. “I’m a lot bigger than that gnome girl.”

      Before Holly could explain, someone knocked at the door.

      They opened the door, and a worried-looking red elf entered. “Pardon me, ladies,” he said. “Matriarch, Bannon’s half-orcs are here. Bannon has invited you to the castle to join Dan. The half-orcs have come to take you there.”

      “Tell them to wait,” Holly said, sending the messenger away.

      “My wolf is growling,” Nadia said.

      “This is a trap,” Holly said. “They’re worried about Thelia’s fire magic.”

      “I won’t go with them,” Thelia said, her eyes burning fiercely. “I say we kill the half-orcs and be done with it.”

      “Too reckless,” Holly said. “If they don’t return, Bannon will grow suspicious. He might even kill Dan in retribution.”

      If he hasn’t killed him already.

      “I want to burn them,” Thelia said through gritted teeth, her little hands balled into red fists.

      In her exhausted and disheveled state, the little red elf didn’t look much like a powerful fire mage. She was so washed out after the battle with the ogres that even her harmless handmaids, with their pretty faces, bright eyes, and taut bodies looked more like fire mages than Thelia.

      “I’ve got it,” Holly said. “Everyone listen. We’ll have to move quickly.”
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      Dan grunted when something rattled behind him. A second later, the cell door whined open.

      He rolled sideways, craned his neck, and saw a massive figure shamble into the cell. A huge hammer hung at its side, swinging back and forth with the visitor’s slow gate.

      His prayer hadn’t summoned a rescuer. It had summoned a punisher.

      Wulfgar clearly wasn’t calling the shots. Wulfgar would have found the whole prayer hilarious. If the disembodied former sword had power here, he wouldn’t have sent a punisher. He would’ve shown up himself and busted on Dan for being stupid.

      Maybe Zohaz was calling the shots. Maybe Dan’s defiant flourish at the end of the prayer had offended the genie.

      Or perhaps Crom had done this. Crom hated weaklings, and when they whined to him, he sent not favors but doom.

      Dan’s money was on Willis, though. In T&T, you fucked with the TM at your own risk. Flip Willis the bird, and he would rain down Hades just for the fun of watching you regret your stupidity.

      “Go ahead,” Dan growled. “Smash my head in and be done with it!”

      “If that’s what you want, I will do my best,” a soft voice said, thick with tears, “but please don’t make me.”

      “Agatha?”

      The cyclops lady stepped into view. She frowned, looking at her feet and sniffling, and let the heavy hammer fall at her side.

      “What’s wrong?” he asked.

      “What’s wrong?” she echoed incredulously. “Oh you foolish, wonderful man. I knew that you were good and brave and kind the moment that I first set eye on you. Here you are, locked away with no hope of escape, and you ask me what’s wrong?  You’re worried about me?”

      “Well, you seem kind of upset.”

      “I’m distraught,” she said. “Distraught over what happened to you—and what’s going to happen when Mr. Bannon hands you over to the Duke of Harrisburg next spring. I can’t bear to watch you waste away until then.”

      “Don’t worry,” Dan said. “I’ll figure something out. I’ll escape.”

      “Escape? From these chains? Never. I forged them myself. They’re strong enough to hold a giant!”

      “That sucks,” he said.

      “Oh Dan,” Agatha moaned. “I have to tell you something. I-” She paused, bit her lip, and looked down again before continuing. “I love you.”

      She loves me? Dan thought. Wow, that was fast.

      He knew that monster girls hungered for the seed of human men, but he didn’t think that Agatha was talking about sex. Not just sex, anyway. The poor girl seemed to have fallen for him. Hard.

      “Thanks,” he said awkwardly. “That’s really nice.”

      “When I first saw you in the throne room, my heart nearly stopped beating.” She looked at him, looked away, looked at him, and looked away again, as if she kept summoning courage and then losing her nerve before summoning it again. “You’re so handsome and virile, so masculine. But then when we met, you were so kind to me.”

      I was?

      “You smiled and thanked me for the wine, and you didn’t look at me like I was some kind of freak.” She laughed nervously and shook her head, looking away again. “I know that I’m hideous. I know that you were just being kind, that you could never love someone like me.”

      “Hey,” Dan said. “You’re not hideous. You’re beautiful. And never say never. You seem really sweet, and I’m a pretty open-minded guy. One of my wives is a frigging werewolf. Another is a hobgoblin warrior woman.”

      “Really?” she lifted her eye and sniffed, a cautious smile coming onto her face.

      “Yeah, really,” Dan said. “You’ve got one eye, I’ve got two. Big deal. That doesn’t change the fact that you’re a beautiful woman.”

      Agatha burst into tears. She wasn’t just sniffling and leaking tears. She wailed and sobbed, her big shoulders hitching up and down.

      Despite his dire circumstances, Dan couldn’t help but notice the interesting way the sobbing made her large, round breasts shake and wobble within her sooty blacksmith’s toga.

      “You are t-t-too kind,” she stammered through her tears. “No man has ever been kind to me. Let alone a beautiful, strong, brave man like you. And now you’re going to die!” She tumbled into another sobbing fit.

      “Hey, hey, hey,” he said, “calm down, Agatha. I’ve got an idea. If you don’t want me to die, why don’t you bust me out of here with that big hammer of yours?”

      Her eye went wide, and she shook her head frantically. “I could never do that. I mean, my hammer could break the chains, but you don’t understand what you’re asking me to do.”

      “You’re afraid of Bannon?”

      She nodded and wiped her nose with a sooty rag. “And of the witch, Galina. Especially the witch.”

      “Well, shit, no problem. Come with me and you’ll never have to see them again.”

      “Oh Dan, you have no idea how much I would love to do that,” she cried. “But I can’t. I made a deal with Mr. Bannon.”

      “So did I,” Dan said. “That’s what got me into these extra-strength chains of yours.”

      “I, too, am bound by unbreakable chains,” Agatha said. “Chains of love and devotion.”

      “You love Bannon?”

      Agatha looked shocked. “Love him? No. Never. And that’s in our contract. Never use me in that way. I’m his blacksmith, not his concubine. The love and devotion of which I speak is that which I hold for my family, my mother and sisters.

      “Three years ago, Mr. Bannon visited our home in the western mountains and hired us to make his crown. It was an easy job, a laughable job, so the task fell to me, the youngest, weakest, and least capable member of the family. It took me less than an hour—but during those short minutes, my life changed forever.

      “Mr. Bannon was mesmerized by my work. He offered my mother a lucrative contract for my servitude.”

      “Your mother sold you into slavery?” Dan said.

      “Not initially,” Agatha said. “Not until the witch turned my oldest sister, Helen, the pride and joy of our mother, into a toad. Mr. Bannon made his offer again but upped the stakes. If I would serve him loyally for a decade, he would restore my sister to her true form. If we refused his wishes or I broke the terms of our contract, Lady Galina would kill my entire family.”

      “That’s horrible,” Dan said. “I’m sorry.”

      “Thank you,” Agatha said. She frowned, and for a moment, her eye went unfocused, as if she was staring into the past. “For these three years, I have worked night and day for Mr. Bannon, toiling away in my forge just down the hall. The great railway that you see in the valley? That is my work. I have done my best to lose myself in the work. We cyclopes are happiest when we are working hard at the forge. With every hammer strike, I banished sorrow and tempered my heart. I would work my way back to my family.”

      “Makes sense,” Dan said honestly. “I’m a get-‘er-done kind of guy myself. When I work, I work hard.”

      “I sensed that about you the moment I first saw you,” Agatha said. “You have a forge in your heart. A great forge that burns bright as the sun. How could I not love you?”

      “If you love me,” Dan said, “break my chains.”

      “I’m so sorry, Dan,” Agatha wept. “I can’t do that. I can’t sacrifice my family.”

      “I’m not asking you to sacrifice them,” he said. “Break my chains and hand me your hammer, and you won’t have to worry about your family. I’ll smash the witch’s skull to a bloody pulp. Bannon’s, too.”

      Agatha stared at him for several seconds before saying, “Oh, how I wish I could believe you, Dan. I do believe your pledge, of course, and I believe that you think you could do this thing, but courage ensures only action, not success. You are very brave, but you are beaten. You tried to stop them, but they are too powerful. I have no doubt that you would try to do these things you claim, but I am equally certain that you would fail.

      “I’m sorry, Dan. I should never have given you false hope. I cannot help you, not when it would mean the death of my family. Perhaps I never should have come here, but I had to see you again and had to confess my feelings. I love you with all of my heart, Dan, but I cannot help you.”
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      “Badger?” Nadia called into the darkness beyond the iron gate, careful to keep any doubt or impatience out of her voice.

      There was no response. She heard only the rush and gurgle of the river flowing past, the soft sound of snow piling up on the riverbank around them, and the swirling howl of winds overhead, Zamora making sure that no sentries spotted them down here at the base of the fortress wall.

      “Where is he?” Holly asked.

      “Don’t worry,” Nadia said. “He’ll open the gate soon.” Unless he lost control, she thought. Unless he disappeared into his rat the way so many new lycans initially do when they first shifted.

      “I hope you’re right,” Holly said.

      So do I.

      One way or the other, however, she was proud of Badger. He’d done it. He’d swallowed his pride and battled his fear and struggled bravely through the pain.

      The others didn’t understand. Couldn’t. Never would.

      And so, when they had first arrived at the gate, the others had pressured Badger to shift.

      The boy had tried—and failed, of course. The last thing he needed while attempting his first ever autonomous transformation was an audience.

      Finally, Nadia had growled, “Get. The. Fuck. Back.” She had pointed to the corner of the castle wall, letting her teeth show. That was one advantage of her fused form. People tended to listen when she showed her teeth.

      It wasn’t that she didn’t understand their urgency. She wanted nothing more than to get inside, tear out Bannon’s throat, and rescue her husband.

      But she also understood that if they didn’t give Badger some space, the whole plan was going to fall to pieces.

      After she’d ordered them out of sight, Badger had relaxed. A little.

      He looked small and frightened, just like he had three years earlier, when she had first taken him under her protection. While in State College, he had grown so tough and capable—until Gruss had taken his hand and his confidence. Then the rat people had taken the rest of him.

      Holly and the others saw only a decimated boy with haunted eyes. Until today, they had pitied him as they might any child after a long illness. Then, in their moment of need, they had grown impatient, as if Badger had been playacting all along, like some kid faking illness to ditch school.

      They had no idea what Badger had gone through, what he was going through now, and what they were asking of him.

      They had never felt their bones shift and stretch, snap and reconfigure; had never felt their tendons tear and mend as the architecture of their muscle structure changed; had never wrestled with the dark and powerful urges of an inner beast or struggled against the unparalleled fear of crumbling away forever into that beast and never, ever returning.

      Since leaving the swamp, Badger had been trapped in a nightmare of pain and terror and uncertainty. It would take months, maybe years, for him to come to terms with his lycanthropy. And in Badger’s case, it might take many years.

      If I had bitten him, she had thought, rubbing his shoulders encouragingly, he would already have adapted to his wolf. Despite his size, he had always had a wolf’s heart.

      But a rat?

      Like Badger, rats were smart and tough, but they were sneaky, and they ran more often than they fought. Worse, they were small, damn it, and of all the things in the world, the one thing Badger did not want to be was smaller.

      But he’d done it.

      The tough little bastard had done it. He’d puked and wept and screamed so loudly that she had been afraid that the guards would hear him. Badger had pushed through the pain and humiliation and raw, screaming terror and had shifted in front of her, pausing in his fused form to look around with wide, panicked eyes before she fought back her own maternal pity and pushed him to keep going.

      Badger’s look of fear and desperation during that moment had nearly broken her heart, but he had pushed through, shrinking down and down, tightening into himself like a furry fist, until a dark-eyed rat was blinking up at Nadia from the snow at her feet.

      Without so much as a squeak, he had scampered through the mesh of the iron gate and disappeared into the darkness.

      “Where is he?” Holly repeated. The others were jostling anxiously behind her.

      “I said don’t worry,” Nadia said, not bothering to keep the edge out of her voice. Her wolf was straining within her, stirred up by Badger’s transformation and snarling at the others’ whimpering impatience. “He’ll open the door.”

      Unless he can’t find the switch, she thought. Or it’s rusted solid. Or his rat overtook him and made him forget all about us. Or he’s pissed at me for forcing him to shift. Or something in the darkness snatched him up as a quick little meal. Or—

      Her stream of worries cut off as the iron gate started grinding open.

      Yes!

      They rushed inside, Nadia at the front of the pack. Only a narrow walkway ran alongside the canal, and they moved along it through darkness, the river churning past, inches away.

      Eventually, the walls opened out into a cavernous marina lit by gas torches.

      Badger crouched against one of the stone walls, naked and shivering and sick. Nadia handed the boy his clothes, and everyone turned to give him privacy as he dressed.

      Holly stood staring out into the marina. Or, more specifically, at the strange tree that was growing up out of the water and straight into the stone ceiling of the marina twenty feet overhead. The trunk was thick but had neither branches nor leaves.

      “What kind of tree is that?” Nadia asked.

      “It’s not a tree,” Holly said, her voice full of wonder. “It’s a root.”

      Then Badger was ready.

      “It hurt,” he confessed when the others had turned left, following the directions Thelia had given them from her matriarch’s memory of the castle. “I was afraid. I almost didn’t… the Beast almost…”

      “I know,” Nadia said, giving the boy a quick hug. “We’ll talk later. Things will get easier. And better. I promise.”

      And they charged after the others.

      By the time they ran upstairs, finding the dungeons exactly where Thelia had said they would, Nadia had raced again to the front of the pack. And she was thankful for this, especially when the half-orc guard posted outside the dungeon looked up from where he’d been testing the edge of his sword on one thumb.

      Keyed up by the day’s anxieties and boiling with wild anger at Bannon for stealing her alpha, Nadia very much enjoyed the feel of the half-orc’s throat in her jaws. She loved the slight resistance of the muscle as her fangs sunk deep, the tug and release of the man’s flesh as his throat tore wide open, and the exciting spray of hot blood that spurted down her throat and washed over her muzzle.

      Someone—Nadia wasn’t sure who, exactly, because the blood fury was full upon her now—retrieved the dead guard’s keys and opened the door to the dungeon.

      She muscled past the door opener and shot into the dungeon corridor, which was flanked in cells and lit by gas torches. A door at the end of the hall stood open.

      Nadia surged forward, consumed by the need to reach Dan. She could smell him now. Smell him down the hall, and she raced ahead of the others, teeth bared, ready to kill anyone who dared to harm her mate.

      Dan lay chained to the stone floor. A large female cyclops stood over him, holding a massive hammer in both hands.

      The bark started deep, deep within Nadia, leaping out from her very soul, and thundered forth like the roar of a lion.

      The cyclops jerked away, dropping her hammer and giving a squawk of surprise.

      Nadia raced forward, straight at the muscular woman whose single eye swelled with fear as she bent and fumbled, trying to pick up her huge hammer.

      She’s slow, Nadia thought, watching the cyclops flounder awkwardly like a moose in chest-deep water. Slow and big and dead.

      But just as she was coiling into herself to leap at the one-eyed woman, Dan’s voice split the air. “Nadia, stop! She’s a friend!”

      Nadia turned away, flashing past the cyclops, and wheeled around, teeth bared, heart hammering with blood fury. Her sides billowed in and out, panting with rage, and a low growl rumbled involuntarily out of her very depths.

      The cyclops woman, clutching the hammer to her chest like a stuffed animal, took several steps backward, muttering something about friends.

      The others flooded into the room, weapons at the ready, but Dan shouted them down, too.

      Nadia crept slowly forward, one step, two, licking her lips. It was so hard not to kill, so hard not to tear the throat from this big, slow, pretty woman. And yes, she was pretty despite her single eye, and that prettiness, paired with the cyclops’s trembling, only made Nadia more desperate to tear her pink flesh and taste her sweet blood.

      “Nadia, stop!” Dan repeated.

      She turned to him, and his eyes locked with hers. His powerful gaze, combined with the overpowering smell of him and the low bass of his voice as he repeated the command, hit her like a bucket of ice water, snapping her out of her bloodlust.

      Only then did she realize that at some point, swept in rage and desperation and loyalty, she had shifted into her full-wolf form.

      That had never happened before.

      She recoiled from the realization. What did this mean?

      She rose onto her hind legs and shifted swiftly back into her hybrid form, making the cyclops back all the way to the far wall, where the big woman stood whimpering like cornered prey.

      But the worst of Nadia’s need to kill had left her, and she abandoned the cyclops to join the others gathering now around Dan, trying in vain to release him from his chains.

      “Look out,” Nadia said, and she shifted again, retracting into herself until she stood there, a panting, naked woman still dizzy with wolf-rage.

      “You look super-hot like that,” Dan joked from his restraints.

      Nadia rolled her eyes and turned to Holly. “Got my tools? The chains look strong, but I’ll pop that lock in ten seconds flat.”

      “No,” a deep yet feminine voice said from behind her, and Nadia stumbled as the big cyclops pushed her aside. “This is something I must do.”

      The muscular woman raised the hammer overhead—and froze when Nadia and Ula jumped, both snarling, to block her.

      Dan laughed. “Thank you, my loves, but it’s okay. Step aside, and let Agatha break my chains.”

      Nadia and Ula exchanged a look, nodded, and stepped aside.

      The cyclops—Agatha, apparently—swung the hammer repeatedly and with superhuman force, shattering links with every strike.

      A few seconds later, Dan stood, grinning, and held out his shackles for Nadia to pop the locks.

      Holly handed Nadia her tools, and Nadia got to work. Dan kissed her on the forehead and thanked everyone, including Agatha, whoever the Hades she was, for coming to his aid.

      Everyone seemed to talk at once. Dan nodded and muttered replies, but Nadia could feel his eyes on her naked body as she worked. He grinned down at her in a very familiar way.

      Then, as she crouched down to unlock his leg irons, she noticed the front of his jeans and smirked up at him. “Really, dude?” she said, and gave his swelling erection a quick squeeze. “You’re in a dungeon. You know that, right? This is blood on my face. Fresh blood. Throat blood. And you’re harder than advanced calculus.”
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      Dan shrugged. “What can I say? You bring out the barbarian in me.”

      Ula unbuckled the sword he’d given her and handed it to him. “Here, Chief.”

      “Thanks, love,” he said. “Very soldiery of you to arm me before saying hello. Now give me a kiss.” He pulled the hobgoblin into his arms and gave her a heartfelt kiss, squeezing her firm body against him.

      Ula responded, rubbing against him and groaning almost inaudibly as their tongues wrestled. But then she broke the kiss abruptly, stepped back with a scowl, and straightened her fur bikini. “Leave now. Fuck later.”

      “Tease,” Dan said, and pulled Roderick’s sword from its sheath. The normally subtle glow of the blade seemed brighter in this gloomy space. Dan slashed the dim air back and forth.

      Fucking magic. The sword was practically weightless.

      He handed it back to Ula. “Thanks, but it’s too light.”

      “Fast sword,” Ula said. “Speed kill.”

      “Yeah, but I like to be able to feel my weapon.” He crossed the room and picked up the sword of the dead half-orc guard whom they’d dragged into the cell.

      It was a standard longsword. Serviceable, not special. He whipped it back and forth. Decent balance, he thought, and a quick inspection revealed a sharp edge and no structural problems.

      He shrugged. “This will do.”

      “All right,” Nadia said. “Let’s get out of here before Bannon and his witch figure out what’s going on.” She nodded at Agatha. “Is the cyclops coming with us?”

      “Yes, Agatha is coming with us,” Dan said, “but we’re not escaping.”

      “Not escaping?” Tatiana moaned. “Oh, my lord and stars. I think I might faint. What insanity is this?”

      “Hey, Tati,” Dan said. “Nice of you to come along. Didn’t know you cared.”

      “Do not call me that,” the beautiful black panther said. “And for your information, I would never care about a brute like you. Your wives forced me to accompany them. But I agreed only to help rescue you. No more. And I certainly did not agree to confront—”

      “We’re finishing this now,” Dan interrupted. “I was a fool to trust Bannon. I see that now. I’m a barbarian, not a politician. And now I’m going to do what barbarians do best. I’m going to destroy the son of a bitch!”

      Ula snarled and thrust her great axe triumphantly overhead. The red elf soldiers sneered, ready for battle. Nadia cracked her knuckles, shifted back into her fused form, and licked her lips.

      “I do declare,” Tatiana said, looking back and forth between them, her golden eyes huge with disbelief, “you are all mentally unstable. Go toward Bannon and Galina? Search them out, you mean? Our path is clear. Back down those steps, out that tunnel, and away from this castle. We can escape!”

      Dan shook his head. “No more running. We attack.”

      “Let us hurry, husband,” Holly said, “while we still have the element of surprise.”

      Dan grunted in agreement. “Maybe we can stop him before he kills those ogre kids.” The Spleen Eaters had been a bunch of murderous savages, and he would never coexist peacefully with their kind, but he’d prefer to let the bastards reach maturity before cutting off their heads. “Bannon said something about ‘decorating the big tree.’”

      “Est eel Est,” Holly said, staring through Dan. “The Root of Roots.”

      “Bannon means the big tree at the center of the fortress,” Agatha said, stepping forward. “He hangs people from the branches like ornaments. That’s what he means by decorating.”

      “Let’s go,” Dan said, and he led them out of the cell and down the hall.

      Nadia appeared beside him. Then Agatha pulled up on his other side.

      “This way,” Agatha said, leading them up a broad set of stone steps.

      They reached the ground level, pushed through a heavy wooden door, and ran outside. Sprinting through swirling snow, they hurried across a cobblestone courtyard with large stone buildings rising like dark behemoths on all sides.

      For as large as these stone buildings were, however, they seemed like mere toys in comparison to the great keep at the center of the fortress. The massive building rose hundreds of feet into the air, its apex invisible within the swirling snow.

      “He’s in there,” Agatha said, nearly shouting to be heard over the howling wind.

      They entered the keep through a set of double doors and raced down a long stone corridor past archways that looked in upon vast rooms dim and dusty with disuse.

      Then they shot from the corridor and entered a chamber as big around as Beaver Stadium. At the center of this vast space stood the biggest tree Dan had ever seen. The base of the tree was easily fifty feet thick, and it rose up and up and up, stretching four or five hundred feet into the air, filling the great keep with a forest of enormous limbs that jutted out to span the space in all directions, gray and leafless, like the tree itself—and just as dead as the dozens and dozens of skeletal remains hanging like macabre Christmas ornaments from the stout limbs.

      “Oh my,” Holly said, and her voice hitched with emotion. “No…”

      Dan was confused for a second until he saw the numerous shapes hanging limply from lower branches. They certainly didn’t look like children, given their great size, but children they were, despite their orange claws and fangs.

      Dan growled with rage. Too late.

      “They killed it,” Holly said, her voice hollow.

      It? Dan thought. Them, you mean.

      Holly turned her eyes toward the red elves massed around Dan. “You built a roof overtop the great delving tree? Why? If you were going to kill the Root of Roots, why kill it so slowly? Why not cut it down, or better yet, burn it with your beloved flames. Why make the great delving tree suffer?”

      She stepped forward into the space between two huge, gray roots that had breached the ground like the backs of whales. Only a portion of the roots were exposed here, and yet they towered ten feet in the air. Holly walked forward, running her hand over the side of one of the exposed roots, weeping softly.

      She crouched down and gathered a handful of the pale moss that carpeted the ground. The stuff was long dead and so dry that it crumbled to dust between her fingers. She stared at the chalky powder sifting through her fingers, speaking softly to herself—or perhaps to the moss or tree, Dan thought—in Elvish.

      Dan felt bad for his grey elf wife. This was the holiest of holy places to her. To come all this way only to find this…

      But he couldn’t comfort her. Not now. Not ever, if he wasn’t cautious.

      Because his barbarian intuition kicked in, and he was crawling with dread as if he was dressed in grave clothes spun of living worms.

      “Dead swing,” Ula said, pointing across the chamber to where the ogre corpses swayed gently back and forth. “No wind.”

      “Bannon’s people are still here,” Nadia growled. “I can smell them.”

      “Yes,” Tatiana agreed, sniffing the air. “And I also smell the—”

      The she-panther was interrupted by battle cries that erupted on both sides of them. Thirty-some soldiers, half to the left, half to right, rushed around the big tree roots, their hands full of flashing steel.

      Dan grinned to see them coming in their heavy breastplates, coats of mail, and bulky great helms, clanking clumsily forward like an army of refrigerators.

      “Attack their legs!” he called to his people, and half a dozen bowstrings thrummed. Each arrow found its mark, skewering an unarmored thigh. And no surprise there. Dan’s wives had brought with them Parus and the finest of the red elf soldiers, and their aim was true.

      Injured mercs stumbled but kept coming.

      “They are veterans,” Holly’s voice said from behind him.

      “Good,” Dan said, a grin coming onto his face. “Their scalps will be worth hanging from my belt.”

      Beside him, Nadia had transformed into a gigantic wolf, her chestnut hackles standing at attention.

      On his other side, Ula shouted Hobgoblin curses and hoisted her great axe onto one shoulder.

      Beside Ula, Agatha stepped forward, larger yet nowhere near as fierce-looking as the hobgoblin warrior woman. Her single eye bulged in her pretty face, her huge bosom heaved up and down with hyperventilation, and her big hammer shook in her trembling hands.

      She stepped forward despite her terror, Dan thought. She has courage.

      Someone slammed into him from behind, and Tatiana’s panicked voice said, “Protect me, you savage brute!”

      Then the heavily armored soldiers crashing into them, a wave of steel and screams.

      Dan fought like a berserker, roaring curses and laughing madly as he carved a bloody path through his foes, leaping and whirling, dodging and ducking, weaving the longsword back and forth in a deadly rhythm, splitting knee caps, slashing hamstrings, and skewering Adam’s apples.

      In between thrusts and slashes, he lashed out with kicks and hammer-fists, knocking the top-heavy fools off balance. The stumbling soldiers slammed into each other and tripped over fallen comrades. Dan punished ever slip and every stumble, jamming his sword point under helmets and around breastplates. Each time he yanked his blade free, an intoxicating spray of blood followed after.

      He was swept into a bright red battle fever, his mind drunk on fury and adrenaline and firing at triple speed. Even as he anticipated attacks and capitalized on openings, his mind wondered why the tempest of speed and power that he had felt at the river was not returning to him in this moment.

      Perhaps it’s because I’m inside these walls, he reasoned, holding his sword sideways and jamming the blade into the horizontal visor slit of an enemy’s helmet, shut out from the winds.

      Tatiana surprised him then, whipping beneath an attack, sweeping the leg of a soldier, and knocking him to the ground. She followed her opponent down, thrust her clawed fingers up under his helmet, and pulled out a handful of ropy gore.

      “Nice work, Tati!” Dan laughed.

      “Don’t call me that, you brute,” she growled, spinning with a powerful sidekick that knocked a half-orc clean off his feet.

      Breaking free of the clamoring mass, Dan rushed back in, attacking from behind, working his blade and howling barbaric oaths as he spun through a shower of hot blood.

      “Stop!” a voice bellowed with such force and volume that the fighting ceased.

      Even Dan, standing upon the chest of a fallen opponent and yanking his blade free, paused and looked up to see Bannon perched atop a giant root, smiling down at them.

      Combatants parted, panting for breath and clamping hands over wounds. Both sides were flagging badly, desperate for a break in the frenzied action.

      Not Dan. He felt several wounds burning along his body and draining hot blood, but he ignored them and his earlier injuries as he would a tiny dog nipping at his heels.

      But a single glance told him that his people were in trouble.

      Holly was clutching an injured hand to her chest and wincing in pain.

      Ula’s left arm hung limply at her side, shining crimson.

      Agatha shuddered with adrenaline, apparently unaware that a dagger was jutting from her muscular shoulder.

      Wounds gaped like bloody mouths along Nadia’s furry body.

      Tatiana appeared unhurt, but one of her bikini straps had torn, and it was all she could do to keep the top in place.

      Parus sneered like a red elf god of war, eyes burning with battle rage and divided by a bloody gash where a blade had sliced him diagonally from forehead to cheek.

      Two other red elves and a gnome lay motionless on the ground, looking not like gods but sacrifices.

      Big Bob Bannon whooped, dropping to the ground, his thick forearms covered to elbows in blood. He held a huge, glowing axe in one hand and the decapitated head of a red elf soldier in the other. Dropping both to the bloody ground, he clapped his big hands together and grinned at Dan, his blue eyes crackling with excitement.

      He’s like me, Dan thought. Still strong, plenty of fight left in him.

      Bannon was no hastily rolled man-at-arms hidden behind a helmet. He was the flesh-and-blood equivalent of a high-level NPC who would fight till his last breath.

      He and Dan were two giants, ready to clash, but how many of their people would die as the fight raged on?

      “Woo-eee! This is life, huh?” Big Bob laughed. “I don’t know how this is going to work out, son, but I haven’t had this much fun in twenty years.” His bloody hands ripped the air in a quick combination of hooks and uppercuts. “Hell yeah! Right on the edge, aren’t we, boy?”

      Dan spat blood. Whether it was his own or someone else’s, he had no idea. “Yeah, we are.”

      

      Big Bob’s sparkling eyes swept over Dan’s people. “Some of these are your wives, huh? Mmm. Those are some women worth fighting for.”

      “Speaking of which,” Dan said, “why the intermission? I’ve already listened to enough of your bullshit.”

      “Well, that’s not a very gentlemanly thing for you to say, son,” Big Bob said, shaking his snowy head. “But I can be concise if you like. In short, you’re fucked. Lady Galina!”

      The jaguar witch glided into view from around one massive root, dragging a hooded red elf captive with her.

      “Witch,” Tatiana hissed, and slipped behind Dan.

      “Fools,” Lady Galina sneered. “Did you think we wouldn’t anticipate this? Lay down your weapons. I have your only weapon of consequence, your fire mage, right here, reduced to a befuddled state.”

      The sorceress whipped back the captive’s hood, revealing a face of familiar beauty, empty-eyed now with supernatural confusion. “Now,” Galina said, smiling triumphantly at Dan, “do as I say, or I kill your wife.”

      “My wife?” Dan said.

      “I am Dan’s wife,” Thelia said, her voice warbling with emotion as she stepped up beside him. “Thelia, granddaughter of Ahneena, formerly of Fire Ridge, True Matriarch—and fire mage.”

      Jets of flame leapt from her hands. These were not the tremendous gouts of fire with which Thelia had obliterated the Spleen Eaters. She was still too wasted to summon another such inferno. But a second later, the wicked Lady Galina was screaming, completely engulfed in flame.

      Beside her, Alalleah, one of Thelia’s handmaids, was also shrouded in flame, but living red elves are, of course, impervious to fire, so the befuddled girl just stood there, mumbling nonsensically as her clothes went up in flames and the witch burning beside her howled in agony.

      Thelia collapsed.

      Lady Galina, burning brightly, gave up screaming and struggling, apparently having decided to fight to the bitter end. She raised one flaming arm and pointed at Dan, snarling and yowling an incantation, ready to nail him with some deadly spell.

      Until a gigantic hammer spun through the air and slammed into the burning woman. The witch’s chest caved in like a rotten gourd. She toppled backward and hit the floor, dead and burning, the metal handle of the buried hammer jutting up from her fist like a shining middle finger.

      “Well, I’ll be damned, Agatha,” Big Bob said. “Didn’t know you had it in you.” Then, turning to Dan, he said, “Son, what we have here is a Mexican standoff. You and me can keep knocking it, but our people are fucked up. Look at them.”

      As if to illustrate Bannon’s point, Holly collapsed to the ground, unconscious

      Big Bob shook his head. “It’s a stalemate, son. And the worst kind. We both got enough force to destroy each other. But neither one of us can really win. There’s no retreating, either. I’m not letting you go, and you certainly aren’t going to let me shore up my defenses. This ends now. But how? How do we end this without killing our people?”

      “We fight,” Dan said, and swooshed the longsword through the air, shaking a line of blood from the blade. “Just the two of us.”

      Big Bob grinned. “That’s right, son. But not like a couple of animals. No, no, no. I’ve been trying to show you the way ever since you first stepped foot in my castle.

      “We’ll do it right. Just the two of us, mano a mano, to the death, for all the bananas. The others stay out of it. And when we’re done, the losing side bows out. Plain and simple. No more bloodshed. You win, the castle’s yours, and my wives and men with it. My gold, my valley, all of it. But if I win, I keep it all, your women join my harem, and your people are mine.”

      “That works,” Dan said, and rolled his shoulders. “Let’s get to it.”

      “Don’t get jumpy, son,” Big Bob laughed. “We gotta do this right, like a pair of proper gentlemen. If we don’t act civilized, how can we trust our people to honor the arrangement?”

      “Quit stalling,” Dan said. “I’m not interested in any more of your bullshit.”

      “This ain’t bullshit, son,” Big Bob said. “It’s the way that men of honor decide their differences. You want to save our people and fight this out between the two of us, challenge old Big Bob to a duel.”

      “No,” Holly muttered from the confusion of her semi-consciousness.

      But of course Holly would protest, even from the faint fringes of semi-consciousness. After all, she loved Dan and watched her brother, Briar, goad him into a sparring match and beat him half to death.

      Dan had no time for her anxieties now. A one-on-one death match with Big Bob was the only way to settle this without both sides losing most of their people.

      “All right then,” Dan said. “Let’s fight.”

      “Like a gentleman, son,” Big Bob said. “If you want to challenge me, say the words.”

      “Fine,” Dan said, tired of Big Bob’s civilized horseshit. “I challenge you to a duel.”

      Big Bob threw back his head and roared laughter. “Oh son,” he said, wiping tears from his eyes. “You done fucked up this time.”

      There was a loud pop, and a tiny winged woman with an hourglass figure, turquoise hair, and pointy little horns appeared in the air between them. Perhaps two-and-a-half feet tall, she wore black heels, a tight black skirt that barely covered her shapely ass, a crisp white shirt unbuttoned at the throat, and a short black blazer.

      She’s a pixie, Dan realized. A pixie in a skirt suit.

      On the pixie’s lapel, a glowing heart-shaped pendant churned and roiled like a crystal filled with bubbling lava. Her huge eyes blinked at them from behind the circular lenses of her black-framed glasses, which rested atop her pointy little nose.

      “Gentlemen,” she squeaked, nodding at both men. Her pretty little mouth smiled mischievously, and her big eyes angled cruelly upward. “I am Teth, dueling mistress to the great and glorious Illandria, creator and queen of the Wildervast, long may she rule. You have summoned me to facilitate the queen’s justice in the time-honored tradition of a duel to the death between two willing participants. Dan Marshall, you have challenged Robert Bannon to a duel, correct?”

      Dan shrugged. “Yeah.”

      “Robert Bannon, pursuant with the rules of dueling, you may, as the challenged party, choose the particulars of the match.”

      “What?” Dan said, and understanding rushed in like a flood of ice water. Once again, he had fallen victim to society’s guideline bullshit.

      “So here’s how we’re going to do this,” Big Bob said, his eyes twinkling with glee. “Man style. Bare hands, to the death, winner take all.”

      Shit, Dan thought.

      What chance did Dan have against an old warhorse like Big Bob Bannon? The man was a foot and a half taller than Dan, had a huge reach advantage, and outweighed Dan by around two hundred pounds.

      Furthermore, Big Bob was a bareknuckle fighter with decades of experience and hundreds of fights under his belt. He had toyed with the big ogre and then thrown him over the rail to his death.

      “Fine,” Dan said, tossing his sword to the ground. There was no turning back now. He would beat Bannon or die trying. “Let’s go.”

      Big Bob shook his head. “What? Fight the match of our lives here in this gloomy-ass chamber? Hell no, son. We gotta go all in, make this epic and symbolic, all that shit. We’ll fight upstairs in my throne room.”

      Of course, Dan thought. Up in his throne room, where he can toss me over the railing.
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      Dan shook out his arms and twisted side to side, trying to loosen his muscles, which had stiffened after the battle beneath the great tree. He was bleeding from several wounds, none significant, and still banged up from his fight with the Spleen Eaters.

      He shoved these injuries from his mind. They didn’t matter. Couldn’t matter.

      This is it, he thought. All or nothing.

      Fifty feet away, Big Bob Bannon shuffled on the gleaming tiles of the throne room, throwing loose punches in a pre-fight warm-up.

      “Kick his ass,” Nadia said, unclasping Dan’s tattered and bloody cloak.

      “Use a tumbling cartwheel kick,” Tatiana suggested. “Then throw another, but switch the kick mid-flip. Raise it high and drop it straight in an axe kick to the collar bone. And then—”

      “I have no clue what you’re talking about,” Dan said. “I’m just going to punch him as hard as I can.”

      Tatiana groaned and buried her face in her hands. “We’re doomed.”

      “Thanks,” Dan said. In reality, he planned on doing more than punching the guy, but he didn’t want to talk about it with the female Bruce Lee, who seemed to think Dan knew a lot of fancy moves.

      Big Bob rolled his big head in a slow circle and cracked his bloody knuckles. He was a mountain of meat and bone. High atop that mountain, the boulder of his massive skull protected his brain. Dan would need to climb the mountain—which meant getting close, right where Bannon wanted him.

      “Stay away from the balcony,” Agatha whispered. “He will try to throw you over the railing.”

      “I know,” Dan said, remembering the scream of the Spleen Eater as he’d hurtled toward the cobblestone courtyard far, far below. “Thanks.”

      “Agatha,” Big Bob called from across the room at the foot of the dais.  “Your betrayal pains me, sweetheart. But you’ll be mine again soon enough. And this time, I’m going to tap that fine ass of yours. You tore up our treaty when you stabbed me in the back.”

      Agatha shuddered and turned to Dan. “Please win.”

      Dan’s youth might give him an edge in endurance. He needed to drag out the fight until Bannon got fatigued. Until then, he would stick and move, punch and get out, and try to land a quick kick to the knee.

      He couldn’t surrender to his inner barbarian, as he had in the match against Briar. If he got pissed and stopped thinking, Bannon would crush him. And here, unlike in the grove, crushing was permanent. It meant death—and a living Hades for those he left behind.

      Teth reappeared with an audible pop.

      Hovering in midair between the opponents, the dueling pixie shooed spectators aside and squeaked, “We are gathered here to settle matters between Dan Marshall of the Free and Robert Bannon, the Warlord of the Wildervast, both of whom have entered voluntarily into the justice of a dueling pact. You men will fight to the death in weaponless combat with no interference from outside parties. Any such interference shall be punished by instant death as decreed by the great and glorious Illandria, creator and queen of the Wildervast, long may she rule.

      “This is a winner-take-all affair, with the loser surrendering not only his life but also his property and people, who shall be bound in lifelong servitude to the victor. Wives of the losing party shall instantly become wives to the victor. Hirelings employed by the losing party shall faithfully execute their contract in service of the victor. Unpaid subjects—such as the red elves dwelling within this valley or those individuals who have traveled with Mr. Marshall’s caravan—will become the slaves or subjects of the victor, that distinction to be determined by the victor upon completion of the match. Any rebellion or dereliction on the part of the reassigned shall be punished by instant death as decreed by the great and glorious Illandria, creator and queen of the Wildervast, long may she rule. Gentlemen, any questions?”

      Dan shook his head. “I’m ready.”

      “I got a question,” Big Bob said, leering at the little official. “I never fucked a pixie. Is it true you can make yourselves big to lay with a man?”

      The dueling pixie grinned impishly. “Or we shrink him down to our size. Would that please you, Mr. Bannon?”

      “Honey, they don’t call me Big Bob for nothing. To hell with that shrinking talk. You make yourself life-sized and I’ll give you the full treatment. Do it right now, if you want. This little pup can wait till we’ve had our fun.”

      We’re about to fight to the death, and this guy’s flirting with a pixie. He thinks he has this in the bag.

      “None shall interrupt or impede a duel once it is ordained by the great and glorious Illandria, creator and queen of the Wildervast, long may she rule. Even for love play, Mr. Bannon. Besides,” the dueling pixie said with a switch of her shapely bottom, “you couldn’t handle me.”

      Big Bob roared laughter and hollered to Dan, “You hear that, son? This little girl thinks she could handle Big Bob. Well, we’ll see about that after the screaming’s over.”

      “Enough fucking around,” Dan said. “Let’s do this.”

      “Straight down the middle yet again,” Big Bob said. “You’ll be remembered fondly for your pioneering spirit and endearing directness, son.”

      “Combatants,” the dueling pixie called. “Are you ready?”

      Dan simply nodded.

      His wives and friends watched from one side of the room. Holly and Thelia sat leaning into one another, barely conscious.  Tatiana beat the air with a blur of punches and kicks. Ula stood at parade rest, scowling. Parus and the red elf soldiers chanted Dan’s name. Nadia paced back and forth, half-woman, half-wolf, snarling encouragement. Agatha towered behind the others, staring at Dan and biting her lip.

      On the other side of the palace, Bannon’s soldiers clamored, and his two mobile monster wives, Chloe and Clarissa, gathered into a nervous huddle around the petrified form of their gargoyle sister-wife. The maid and serpent girl both watched Dan with hopeful expressions.

      “Hell yeah, I’m ready,” Big Bob said. “I live for this shit!”

      The Warlord of the Wildervast peeled off his shirt, revealing the physique of a god. Not a Greek god with the sculpted musculature of an Olympic champion. Bannon had the body of a pagan god, a god of pain and suffering, with broad shoulders, a barrel chest, and a beer-keg gut. He was a hulking mass of muscle and bone padded with fat and matted with scars, a man who had been stabbed and slashed, beaten and burned, and who had come out the other side still punching and biting and gouging, waging war on the world.

      “Fight!” Teth squeaked, zipping high into the air.

      Dan shuffled forward, heart pounding.

      Big Bob walked toward him, a genial smile on his face. “Son,” he said, “before we start tossing the knuckles, I just want to say how much I respect you. In fact, I’d like to shake your hand before we get down to business.” Big Bob kept coming, holding out one hand.

      “Nice try,” Dan said, stopping several feet away.

      Big Bob chuckled, still coming forward. “Hell, maybe you aren’t as green as I thought. Maybe you—”

      And Big Bob threw a haymaker.

      Dan ducked the halfhearted attack, missed with a quick jab, and sidestepped away toward the center of the room, reminding himself to stay away from the edges of the room and at all costs to avoid the balcony.

      “You’re pretty quick, kid,” Big Bob said, strolling casually toward Dan with his hands at his sides. “But you’re gonna have to come closer if you actually want to hit me.”

      Keep talking, Dan thought, and popped onto his toes to throw another jab.

      Big Bob batted the punch aside and kept coming. He was so fucking huge. So tall. Trying to punch around his arms was like trying to hit someone hiding behind a couple of trees.

      Dan tossed another left, but this time he followed it with a quick right cross to the midsection. His knuckles smacked against the skin and sunk into the fat. It was like punching a water bag filled with wet cement.

      Big Bob didn’t even grunt.

      “Is that all you got, son?” Big Bob asked, and flicked out a jab of his own.

      Dan jerked his head to one side, barely dipping the punch, and backed straight into a stone column. He froze for a second—and paid the price.

      A gigantic fist blew through his guard and smashed into his face, snapping his head sideways. At practically the same second, his ribs exploded with pain, and his feet lifted off the ground as Bannon’s body shot slammed into him like a charging bull.

      Dan scrambled away, the body shot echoing through his body, filling him with pain.

      Broke my fucking ribs, he thought, throwing and missing with another jab as he retreated.

      His wives and friends were hollering his name, cheering him on. He had to beat this son of a bitch for his own sake and for theirs.

      But how?

      He had planned to fight like a boxer, sticking and moving until Big Bob got tired. But this wasn’t a boxing match, and Bannon wouldn’t tire. Dan could sense that now. The old man was too relaxed, too experienced, too patient.

      Big Bob plodded slowly forward, throwing an occasional punch and expending very little energy as Dan dipped and danced and jerked out of harm’s way.

      At this rate, Dan would be the one who got tired.

      And then Big Bob would pounce.

      “There it is,” Big Bob said cheerfully. “You just realized that you’re beat. I see it in your eyes. Hell, son, no shame in that. Sooner or later, every man I ever fought—”

      Big Bob drove a kick at Dan’s stomach.

      Dan swiveled out of its path and retreated once more to the center of the room.

      Big Bob ambled patiently forward, chuckling softly.

      And why not? There was no time limit, no reason for Big Bob to switch gears. He was in control. He could just keep on strolling toward Dan, biding his time.

      If Dan landed a lucky body shot, the man’s big, thick torso would absorb it. To land anything to the head, he would need to get close—right where Bannon wanted him. To kick at Bannon’s legs with any real force, he would need to set himself, and in doing so give Big Bob the chance to rush him.

      But fighting this way, just moving and flicking, wasn’t a plan. It was a state of denial. Because it was clear now that if Dan kept fighting this way, sooner or later, he would trip or tire, and Big Bob would grab him and haul him out onto the balcony.

      He had to make something happen. He had to risk going inside, set his feet, and throw strikes hard enough to rattle Bannon’s cage.

      But he had to be smart about it, had to strike at the right moment, or he would just be handing Bannon everything: his life, his wives, his people.

      Fuck that! Fuck that all to Hades!

      Big Bob shuffled forward, pawing with a lazy jab.

      He’s baiting me. He wants me to counter over his jab. That’s what he’s waiting for. Bannon would throw his own counter at the same moment—or cut to the chase and wrap Dan up in those big python arms of his.

      Dan danced away.

      “You’re bleeding, son,” Big Bob said, nodding toward Dan’s body, where wounds were leaking warm, sticky blood.

      Dan looked down at his bloody shirt—and in the same instant pumped a stiff jab.

      Just as Dan had expected, Big Bob had hoped that Dan would take the bait and glance down. He came rushing forward.

      Dan’s jab split Bannon’s guard and slammed flush into the big man’s onrushing face.

      A jab wouldn’t hurt Bannon, of course, but it surprised the man and knocked him off balance, buying Dan the initiative.

      Dan pounced like a tiger, moving without hesitation or thought, attacking with greater speed and ferocity than any civilized man could have mustered. His whole body swung into violent action, as if his very marrow was determined to make the most of this small advantage.

      His barrage of heavy punches blasted through Bannon’s guard, smashing into his jaw and cheek and nose.

      Dan drove forward, twisting with every shot, letting the bastard have it—Smack! Smack! Smack!—putting everything he had into every blistering hook and cross, cracking bones, splitting flesh, and making the big head hop and jerk.

      But Big Bob stayed on his feet. And no surprise there. Bannon was a huge man with a boxy jaw, a thick neck, and broad shoulders humped with muscle. Trying to drop him would be like trying to knock out a gorilla.

      So instead of throwing more punches, Dan switched up his attack and drove a kick into Bannon’s knee.

      Or rather, he tried to kick his knee—but his boot slammed instead into Bannon’s thigh, which twisted as Bannon shot forward, bringing an uppercut from the floor, and—

      Dan’s head snapped backwards, blasted by an explosion of light and pain—and for a split second, the world blinked out of existence.

      He came to on his back. In that waking second, his barbarian instincts took over, and he rolled violently to one side.

      Bannon’s boot pounded down right where Dan’s head had been a fraction of a second earlier.

      Dan scrambled to his feet, wobbling. He was badly rocked, still dizzy from the uppercut. His hands throbbed. He had shattered them against Big Bob’s boulder skull.

      Bannon surged straight at him with a looping overhand right.

      Instinctively, Dan dipped his head, dropped his shoulder, and bulled forward. He got under the punch, but Bannon avoided the awkward would-be tackle.

      “And he comes to life!” Bannon roared, sounding elated. Big Bob’s face was distorted with swelling and streaming blood from a dozen deep gashes. His crumpled nose lay flat against his face over a bright red mustache of blood. “You can actually punch a little bit, son. Too bad I have to kill you.”

      Sneering, Bannon walked straight at him. Now he had his hands up. “Then I’m going to fuck your wives,” he said, and lunged. “Fuck ‘em right to death!”

      Dan pivoted partway around, sliding clear of the attack. He rocked onto his right leg, compressing it like a coiled spring and cocking his right shoulder.

      As Bannon came back around to face him, Dan walloped him with a straight right that snapped Bannon’s head back and shot a lightning bolt of pain up Dan’s wrist.

      Broke my wrist, Dan thought. Doesn’t matter. Gotta use it anyway.

      And then he realized that Bannon wasn’t chasing him anymore. The right hand had landed flush and hard—and, apparently, put the old bastard on his heels.

      Dan hurried forward.

      Bannon surprised him then, clapping his big hands in the air before Dan’s face.

      By the time Dan understood what was happening, Big Bob had made the most of his feint, shooting low.

      The tackle popped Dan off his feet and slammed him to the floor, knocking the wind from his lungs. Bannon wrapped an arm around Dan’s legs, locking them together, and climbed upward, clamping his powerful arms around Dan like a python wrapping its prey.

      No!

      Dan struggled to no avail. He needed to get loose, needed to get back to his feet. But Bannon had him now.

      Do something! Dan’s mind screamed.

      He popped onto an elbow.

      Bannon rose over him, a look of wild triumph twisting across his ruined face as he raised a big fist overhead.

      Dan didn’t even try to block the blow, and he didn’t throw a counter punch.

      As Big Bob’s strike came crashing down, Dan flexed his abs, yanked his upper body upward, and whipped his head forward with all his strength.

      Bannon’s fist grazed Dan’s ear.

      Then Dan’s forehead nailed Big Bob right between the eyes.

      The head-butt rocked Bannon, opening a bloody split that connected his shaggy white eyebrows.

      The anaconda arms loosened.

      Dan lurched up and twisted Bannon to the floor, reversing their positions. He grabbed Bannon’s ears and slammed the gigantic head into the tile floor once, twice, three times.

      He had to finish this. Had to finish this now!

      But then he grunted as Bannon’s knee slammed into his balls.

      Dan froze for only a quarter of a second, swallowing the pain and knocking Bannon’s head off the floor again.

      But the old battler roared, coming off the floor in a fit of rage that tapped into his giant’s blood and channeled all the strength in his huge body.

      Dan sailed up and up, borne upon the man like a small child wrestling his father.

      Bannon bellowed and chucked Dan several feet through the air.

      Dan slammed into the ground, roaring with pain and frustration, and slid across the icy surface until his body thumped into the stone railing. Snow whirled all around him.

      Bannon had thrown him through the archways and onto the balcony!

      Dan struggled to his feet, slipped on the snowy balcony floor, and caught himself against the stone balustrade. Beyond the railing yawned the great void.

      At the same moment, Bannon stepped onto the balcony, his grin drooling blood. “You fought a good fight, son,” he growled, “but now your goose is fucking cooked.”

      An icy wind whipped across the balcony, lifting powdery snow around them.

      Bannon roared laughter, plodding forward through the snow, ready to hurl Dan over the edge, just as he had hurled so many others to their deaths. “Nobody fucks with the Warlord of the Wildervast!”

      Bannon’s huge hands shot out and locked around Dan’s neck. The gigantic man squeezed with all his might, meaning to throttle Dan and shove him over the rail.

      But Dan didn’t budge. Instead, he raised his own hands to Bannon’s throat.

      Bannon’s blue eyes widened with confusion. Then his brows crunched down as he redoubled his efforts, digging his thumbs into Dan’s throat and pushing forward with all the strength of his giant’s blood.

      Dan laughed.

      He had tried so hard to avoid the balcony, but now he was full of power. Once he had stepped outside, a whirlwind had roared to life within him. Inside, the incredible power he had gained from his contract with Zamora hadn’t been available to him. But out here in the open air, that power surged through him. There was no pain, no weakness, and he was strong, strong, strong!

      He squeezed Bannon’s throat. The man’s powerful neck muscles melted beneath his iron grip, and Dan’s thumbs punctured the flesh, slipping into the blood-slicked meat to either side of Big Bob’s windpipe.

      Bannon gurgled, his purple face a mask of confused terror.

      “You’re not the Warlord of the Wildervast,” Dan growled, staring into Big Bob’s bulging blue eyes. “I am!”

      And with a mighty twist, Dan spun to face the valley, his valley, and hurled Big Bob Bannon over the rail out into the snowy void.
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            Shut It, Punk

          

        

      

    

    
      Big Bob’s scream vanished in a blast of trumpets. Around Dan, the wind and swirling snow froze in place.

      “Good thing you banged that sylph, you lucky bastard!” Wulfgar’s voice thundered.

      Dan greeted his invisible friend and grinned when the giant scroll appeared in the air and pulled down, displaying his character sheet.

      

      Name: Dan the Barbarian

      Strength: 18(92)

      Intelligence: 9

      Wisdom: 8

      Dexterity: 17

      Constitution: 17

      Charisma: 17

      

      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: 8

      Hit points: 144

      Alignment: Chaotic good

      Experience: 361,614

      

      “Ha!” Dan roared. “I jumped two levels again?”

      “Yes, you did,” Wulfgar said with uncharacteristic restraint. “Now, if I could direct your attention to the experience point breakdown, you’ll see that—”

      “Wait a second,” Dan said, a huge grin coming onto his bloody face. “I’m eighth level. Eighth. What level are you again?”

      “Blow me,” Wulfgar said.

      Dan howled laughter. “Dude! You’re only seventh level.”

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah,” Wulfgar muttered, clearly wanting to avoid the topic.

      “Hey,” Dan said. “Don’t give up, little buddy. If you hang in there and keep swinging, maybe someday you can reach eighth level, too.”

      “Shut it, punk.”

      “I believe in you,” Dan said.

      “Shut. Up.”

      “If you’d like me to mentor you, all you have to do is—”

      “Shut up!”

      Dan exploded with laughter. Once he’d reined it in, all was silent. “Wulfgar?”

      Silence.

      “I know you’re still there,” Dan said. “Time hasn’t returned.”

      After a few seconds, Wulfgar cleared his throat. Or at least made that sound of clearing his throat, since technically speaking, he no longer had a body or, by extension, a throat. “As I was saying, you’re lucky you banged the sylph. That little power surge at the end, the one that saved your ass from getting pitched over the railing, came from the contract binding you and the wind nymph.”

      “Yeah,” Dan said. “I kind of figured. Wow! 144 hit points!”

      He read on in disbelief.

      

      Claiming Ula: 500

      Consummating the marriage with Thelia: 500

      Activating the third gift and transforming Thelia into a fire mage and the True Matriarch: 1000

      Binding with Zamora: 1000

      ½ Purple worm: 2050

      Giant wasps: 840

      Goat-riders: 308

      

      “Only 308 experience points for the orcs?” Dan said. “We killed hundreds of those bastards.”

      “Correction,” Wulfgar said. “Your girlfriend killed hundreds of those bastards. Her elemental did, anyway. You’re basically some pussy who hired someone to hire a hitman.”

      “Somebody sounds a little bitter,” Dan said and read on.

      

      Goat-riders’ treasure:

      11000 copper pieces: 55

      Gems: 6550

      Potions: 1250

      

      “What kind of potions are they, anyway?” Dan asked.

      Wulfgar laughed. “Nice try, asshole. You know I’m not going to tell you. You’re going to have to figure that shit out on your own.”

      “Don’t make me pull rank,” Dan said.

      “Fuck you, buddy. And you still move your lips when you read, you know that?”

      Dan extended his swollen and bloody middle finger. “That’s for you and the invisible horse you rode in on.”

      

      Spleen Eater Chieftain: 521

      2.5 Spleen Eaters: 532

      Spleen Eater (juvenile): 175

      

      “That was kind of fucked up, dude,” Wulfgar said. “You killed a child.”

      “That ‘child’ was twice my size,” Dan said defensively. “He smashed one of my soldiers’ heads in with a rock and raised it to strike me next.”

      “Hey, if that helps you to sleep at night, you just go on telling yourself that, baby killer.”

      “What’s the process for getting a new mentor?” Dan asked. “I mean, do I have to file a grievance or what?”

      “Just keep reading, fuck stick.”

      

      Spleen Eaters’ treasure

      4030 gold pieces: 4030

      3 gems: 250

      8000 copper pieces: 40

      4000 electrum pieces: 2000

      Necklace: 800

      

      Bannon’s mercenaries: 248

      Big Bob Bannon: 4460

      

      “What level was Big Bob, anyway?” Dan asked.

      “Tenth, if you must know. And he would’ve kicked your ass if he had really wanted to.”

      “Bullshit, man. I won that fight fair and square. He tried his hardest to beat me.”

      “Yeah, in a dumb-ass fist fight duel with rules. Guy had serious issues. He’d been nursing a midlife crisis for twenty years and wanted to prove himself against some young upstart. If he had worn his armor and attacked you with his axe, I wouldn’t be stuck explaining all of this tedious bullshit. You’d be an ex-barbarian.”

      “So you say.”

      “Yeah, and with good reason, asshole. Look at his shit.”

      

      Bannon’s treasure:

      +1 battle axe: 400

      Big-ass suit of +3 splint mail: 2250

      +4 shield: 1200

      

      “Big deal. I still would have whipped his ass,” Dan said, not really believing it.

      “You keep telling yourself that, sunshine.”

      

      The fortress: 10,000

      2000 silver pieces: 100

      4000 electrum pieces: 2000

      40000 gold pieces: 40000

      18 gems: 800

      33 pieces of jewelry: 103,150

      

      “Holy shit!” Dan said. “That much just for the jewelry?”

      “What the fuck is wrong with you, man?” Wulfgar asked. “You want me to ask Zohaz for an audit? If you pull your head out of your ass for a few seconds, you might remember that Bannon’s treasure included the combined loot of the grey elves and the red elves.”

      “Hey,” Dan said, and snapped his fingers. “I almost forgot to remind you.”

      “What?”

      “I’m higher level than you now.”

      “Go fuck yourself, buddy,” Wulfgar growled. “You never would’ve left your apartment in the first place if it wasn’t for me.”

      

      20 +1 shields: 5000

      +1 leather: 300

      +1 leather: 300

      +1 chain: 600

      +1 chain: 600

      +1 chain: 600

      +1 plate: 800

      +2 plate: 1750

      10 +1 bows: 5000

      1800 +1 arrows: 1800

      31 +1 spears: 15500

      9 +1 swords: 3600

      +3 sword: 1400

      +4 sword: 2000

      +5 sword, Vine Caster: 3600

      

      “What’s a vine caster?” Dan asked.

      “Not a vine caster,” Wulfgar said, “the Vine Caster. And none of your fucking business.”

      “Hades hath no fury like a mentor outranked.”

      

      Potions: 5300

      Magical wand: 4000

      Magical ring: 1000

      Magical staff: 6000

      Magical scroll: 2500

      

      Dan stared for a second at the vague notations before saying, “I suppose you’re going to remain a buddy fucker and not tell me what any of these are.”

      “You suppose correctly,” Wulfgar said. “And you’ll find more shit down there in the treasure room, but don’t bother whining that you didn’t get any xp for that stuff. It’s all shit a barbarian like you can’t use. Scrolls, a special ring, an artifact.”

      “An artifact?” Dan said with real interest. Artifacts were super rare in Willis’s campaign. They were like magical items on steroids. Usually, they were incredibly powerful and came with a backstory.

      In his experience, artifacts should also come with warning labels. With bright red text. In all caps. Because every artifact Dan had ever encountered in T&T had some kind of major drawback, too. “What’s the artifact?”

      Wulfgar was silent for a few seconds.

      “Sorry for the delayed response,” the disembodied mentor said. “Sometimes, your stupidity hits me like a stun spell. You know I’m not going to ID the artifact for you, jack-nuts. That’s on you.”

      “Yeah, yeah,” Dan said. “You know, I’m searching pretty hard for what it is, exactly, that you actually do for me now. Other than, you know, talking shit. Where’s the ‘value added?’”

      “Simple,” Wulfgar said. “I’m here to remind you that no matter how many xp you rack up, you’re still dumber than a fence post.”

      “Well, I might be dumb, but I’m a leader. Check out the sheet.”

      

      Leadership (Leading people from Fire Ridge across the Wildervast and taking the fortress): 5000

      

      Harem members: Holly (wife), Nadia (wife), Thelia (wife), Ula (wife), Zamora (bound), Chloe (wife), Clarissa (wife), Petronia (wife)

      

      “Why didn’t I get experience points for adding Bannon’s wives?” Dan asked. “Teth said they were mine now.”

      “Contractually yours,” Wulfgar said. “You want a tax break, go ahead and claim them. But if want xp, you know what you gotta do to seal the deal.”

      “Gotcha,” Dan said, and read on.

      

      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 III

      Leadership IV

      

      “You’ll no doubt be annoyingly excited to learn that Leadership IV allows you to summon a barbarian horde.”

      “Fuck yeah!” Dan said.

      “You max out at around three hundred barbarians. Takes about a week to bring them together. You gotta stir them up, then tell them what to do. Keep it simple. You can keep them up to eight weeks. Pay them and you might get an additional week or two. Might. But you know barbarians.”

      “Greedy, warlike assholes,” Dan said.

      “We sure are, buddy.”

      They both broke into laughter.

      “Against all odds,” Wulfgar said, “you actually have a high charisma when dealing with other barbarians. You get to tack your level onto your natural charisma score.”

      “Wait,” Dan said, “I have 25 charisma?”

      “Theoretically. With other barbarians.”

      “Ha! Godlike charisma!” Dan laughed.

      “Yeah well, let’s not get carried away,” Wulfgar said. “And just remember, you might be able to rally them, but that doesn’t mean you’re smart enough to lead them. If you fuck up and they disband, you’ll lose respect, and you’ll have enemies everywhere.”

      

      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

      Sexual stamina III

      

      “Hey,” Dan said, grinning. “I got—”

      “Yeah,” Wulfgar interrupted. “You got Sexual stamina III. I’m not going to explain what that does for you, Romeo. You can figure that out on your own.”

      “Don’t mind if I do,” Dan said.

      

      Native territory: The Endless Mountains

      

      Weapons of proficiency:

      Hand axe

      Spear

      Knife

      Two-handed sword

      Battle Axe

      Short bow

      Bastard sword

      Fist of Fury

      

      He hadn’t gained any new weapons of proficiency, but he had gained other, more valuable advantages.

      

      2 attacks per round with melee weapons

      3 arrows fired every 2 rounds

      4 daggers thrown per round

      

      “Not bad,” Wulfgar said. “Not bad at all.”

      “Thanks,” Dan said, knocked off balance by the compliment. Wulfgar hadn’t even tacked on an insult.

      “You’re getting smarter,” Wulfgar said. “More decisive. And you’re going to have to be now. You take over a castle and claim a chunk of the Wildervast, people are going to notice.”

      Dan shrugged. “Let them notice.”

      Wulfgar chuckled darkly. “Fucking savage.”

      And then snow whirled up around Dan, and winds howled to life once more, almost drowning out the scream of Bannon, who resumed his long fall toward the stone fist of the cobbled courtyard far, far below.
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      The muscles of Ula’s beautiful green back rippled sensuously as Dan rocked his hips back and forth, sliding rhythmically in and out of his hobgoblin wife, giving her just enough of his length to make her whimper.

      Beside him, Holly lay on her back, knees pulled to her glorious chest. There was something incredibly erotic in the contrast between Holly’s pale thighs and the bright red hands gripping them. Thelia’s glossy black hair spread over Holly’s lap as the fiery little red elf’s mouth worked between Holly’s legs.

      Oral diplomacy, Dan thought. Who says grey elves and red elves can’t get along?

      On his other side, Nadia and Zamora writhed in a sweaty embrace, kissing in the aftermath of yet another mutual orgasm.

      They had all been going at it for two hours, maybe three.

      Sexual stamina III was awesome. His manhood had gone from huge to really frigging huge, which was cool enough, but he had leveled up in more ways than length and girth.

      During this wild orgy, he’d already gotten each of his wives off multiple times. He remained hard as granite despite having climaxed every time one of his women came.

      His balls had apparently turned into a pair of magical bags of holding. With every climax, he pumped his lover so full of semen that a river of pearly cream flooded out of her—only to be instantly gobbled up by his seed-drunk wind nymph. Zamora cleaned the women thoroughly, suctioning her beloved essence from their depths so enthusiastically that by the time she finished feeding, the women were bucking again with orgasm.

      He sensed that Ula was building again toward a crescendo of bliss. Looking down at her lovely green body, he seized her hips and started to pound away with earnest, slapping flesh against flesh with loud smacks, burying himself to the hilt with each powerful thrust.

      It was too much for the moaning warrior woman to handle. She collapsed, falling forward onto her face and chest, overpowered by his zeal and the pleasure swelling within her.

      Dan increased his pace but kept his own burgeoning climax in check.

      A gust of wind flowed around his naked body, and Zamora materialized beneath him, licking feverishly at his balls. “Fill her, Master,” the lusty sylph begged. “Fill her so I can feed on your essence.”

      Ula turned her head to the side. Framed in a haphazard spill of red locks, her visible eye squeezed shut. She grunted and veins stood out in her neck. Her hands seized two fistfuls of sheet, and her grunt became first a whimper and then a cry as her slick channel tightened around him and her entire body convulsed with wave after wave of powerful orgasm.

      Squeezing her waist, Dan yanked her back into his final thrust. He roared, exploding inside her with another release just as powerful as his first.

      Even before he had finished pumping his hobgoblin wife full of seed, Zamora filled the space between his legs, groaning with delight and smacking her lips loudly as she devoured their mixed juices.

      Then it was over, everyone spent and happy. Dan lay on the large futon and his wives crawled over him, kissing and cuddling and cooing.

      The door banged open and Tatiana barged into the bedroom chamber. “Ugh,” she groaned theatrically. “You people have been rutting like savages for hours. It turns my stomach. It really does.”

      Dan rose from the futon and stood there naked, not bothering to cover himself.

      Tatiana’s eyes went wide. She stared at him, her mouth falling open.

      Dan grinned. “Turns your stomach, huh?”

      “What? I never,” Tatiana said, clearly flustered, and turned away. “Kindly cover yourself, you brute.”

      Dan laughed, stepping into his jeans. “Will do, princess.”

      “Don’t call me that,” Tatiana said, sneaking a peek over one shoulder.

      “Okay, Tati,” he said.

      Tatiana stomped her foot in exasperation, making the bangles of her golden jewelry jingle like little bells. “And don’t call me that, either!”

      Dan zipped and buttoned his jeans.

      Nadia slapped his ass. “I’m going to miss the view, barbarian.”

      He scooped his wolf-wife over one shoulder and slapped her A+ ass. “We don’t have to be done here. But if these jeans come off again, you’re getting a lot more than a peek.”

      Nadia laughed. Here in the Wildervast, the moon was waxing, putting her wolf in heat again. “Big talker. Why don’t you put your money where my mouth was?”

      “Oh, no you don’t,” Holly said, smirking at Dan as she slipped into her purple cloak. “We have business.”

      “Business?” Dan asked.

      Zamora zipped past him, giggling, her blue hair swirling and writhing around her like some ethereal creature. “Yes, we have business, Master,” she said, clapping her hands with excitement.

      “What has you all wound up?” Dan said.

      “Nothing,” Zamora laughed—and all of the girls joined in.

      “What the Hades is going on here?” he asked, glancing around at them. “You’re acting like a bunch of giddy schoolgirls. You’ve all been conspiring behind my back, haven’t you?”

      “You’ll find out what we’ve been up to soon enough, mister,” Holly said, handing him his shirt.

      “Yes,” Tatiana said. “And the sooner the better. We’ve been waiting forever.”

      “Who’s we?”

      “Agatha and I, of course,” Tatiana said. “And—”

      “Shush,” Nadia said, cutting off the beautiful black jaguar. “Come along, husband.”

      They finished dressing and led him out of the bedchamber and down the long hall to the throne room, where Agatha waited, beaming like crazy with both hands behind her back.

      “All right,” Dan said. “What’s going on?”

      “Please don’t ruin our surprise, dear husband,” Thelia said, taking him by the hand and leading him up the dais to the throne. She gestured for him to sit. “We’re going to do this correctly.”

      Dan settled onto the throne.

      Giggling with excitement, his wives gathered around him.

      Agatha stood at the bottom of the stairs, hiding something behind her back and glowing with obvious pride and excitement, like a child waiting to reveal a perfect report card to her parents.

      People were coming into the room now: Thelia’s handmaidens, including Alalleah, who had recovered from Galina’s befuddlement spell; Brave Parus, with his pregnant wife and young son; Jorbin Ateel and his family; Freckles and Nadia’s urchins, including Badger, who seemed to be doing much better since having played a key role in Dan’s escape; and a few dozen others whom Dan recognized as his various leaders and their families.

      Two of Bannon’s widows, Chloe in her sexy maid’s uniform and Clarissa, the hot and kind of scary naga, also entered the room, pushing before them their frozen sister-wife, Petronia, whose pedestal apparently rested upon a small, wheeled cart.

      It was strange for Dan, seeing the wives of the man he’d killed only the previous day, but based on their hopeful stares, he didn’t think they were exactly devastated. He would care for them and protect them, but until he had a chance to get to know them and discern their desires and his own, they would remain his wives in title only.

      Tatiana stepped up beside Agatha and bowed low to the floor with the smooth elegance of a woman who had lived her life among royalty. “We are gathered here to honor you, Dan Marshall of the Free, as you sit for the first time upon the throne that you so heroically wrested from Robert Bannon.”

      “It is an ancient throne,” Thelia said at his side, raising her voice so that it rang across the spacious throne room. “The very throne upon which sat an unbroken line of red elf rulers, stretching back tens of thousands of years to the great Mooret.”

      Holly spoke up then, her regal voice filling the high-vaulted chamber. “Before Mooret, before Flame Valley, this place was Teel Elan, the home of my ancestors, who created this place and whose leaders sat for thousands of years upon this very throne.”

      Dan glanced down at the ancient throne, taking in the subtle grooves that had worn into the stone armrests over the millennia. A strange thing to sit here. And yet he’d earned the seat the most honest way a man could rise to power. He’d fought for it. Killed for it.

      “Agatha,” Tatiana said, and gestured grandly in Dan’s direction. “Please ascend the stairs.”

      Unlike the she-panther, Agatha clearly hadn’t been raised in the court. She blushed to find herself in the spotlight and nearly stumbled as she climbed the stairs. Then, reaching the top step, she knelt down and brought forth the thing she had been hiding behind her back.

      A crown.

      There were no gems or fancy ornamentation, only a heavy bronze band with three hexagonal plates. Each hexagon bore a simple image. In front, the delving tree. On one side, flames. On the other, a pair of broken shackles.

      Holly and Thelia stepped forward, both of them taking one side of the crown. Together, these hands—one ghostly pale, the other fiery red—lifted the crown until it hovered over Dan’s head.

      “Husband,” Thelia said, “you have rekindled the fire in my people and returned the red elves to Flame Valley.”

      “And because of you, husband,” Holly said, “a grey elf once more resides in Teel Elan.”

      Then all of his wives, Tatiana, Agatha, and everyone gathered in the throne room spoke as one, declaring, “Dan Marshall of the Free, by your might, you have seized this valley, this fortress, and this throne. With this crown, we your people do hereby name you our ruler and the Warlord of the Wildervast.”

      The crown settled heavily onto Dan’s brow, and all in attendance bowed down, echoing, “The Warlord of the Wildervast!”

      Dan stood and gestured for the others to do the same. “Rise,” he said. “I won’t have my people groveling.”

      His wives showered him with kisses, and the crowd came forward to laud him with their congratulations. Dan squashed formalities, shaking hands and hugging friends.

      Even Badger ambled over to congratulate him, and Dan shocked the surly halfling by pulling him into a crushing embrace. “Thank you for what you did,” Dan said, and left it at that, not wanting to embarrass the boy. Releasing Badger, Dan noticed Nadia smiling appreciatively at him.

      Then children raced forward. The tiny red elves and gnomes crowded around him, hugging his legs, vying for his attention.

      Dan smiled down at them, thinking, I’d better get used to this. I’ll have my own children soon enough.

      As if reading his thoughts, Holly caught his eyes, smiled, and raised a hand to her stomach.

      Then Thelia’s voice called, “Bring forth the tapestry.”

      A large team of red elves entered the throne room, carrying ladders and the great tapestry from Fire Ridge.

      Dan and his people gathered around and watched as the red elves hung the huge tapestry on mounted rods along one wall. They had washed away the battle soot and road dust, and the scenes of red elf history once more shone brightly.

      When the workers finished, someone gasped. People talked over one another, pointing at the tapestry. Just beyond the mural’s final scenes, a patch of blank fabric had ignited spontaneously and now burned, spreading slowly.

      “Fetch buckets of water,” Jorbin commanded.

      “No,” Thelia said, overriding him. Her gold-flecked red eyes stared at the flames as if mesmerized. Her face was rapt. “These are the flames of history. They are adding scenes, the first in thousands of years.”

      She was right, Dan realized, watching shapes writhing within the flames. Sections of tapestry ceased burning, leaving bright scenes that Dan recognized instantly.

      The Battle for Fire Ridge. Ahneena joining Thelia and Dan in marriage. Thelia, prophesying from a column of fire. Scenes from the road, including the purple worm, the avalanche, and the terrifying black funnel of the wind elemental. Dan hurling Big Bob Bannon over the railing. And the coronation which they had just finished, bringing them to this present moment.

      And yet the flames burned on for a few seconds longer.

      “We glimpse the future,” Thelia said, her voice warbling with awe.

      A new image appeared. Red elves gasped, pointing excitedly.

      “Mooret,” Parus’s young wife whispered reverently.

      Dan instantly recognized the legendary hero’s black plate mail and flaming sword from ancient scenes of the Subjugation. But in this new scene, there was no sign of the muscular warrior, his beard of flames, or fierce red eyes.

      “Not Mooret,” Parus said, and his voice, too, trembled with reverence. “Only his armor and sword.”

      “But what could it mean?” one of the red elf leaders asked. “Why now? Is Mooret coming back to us?”

      The supernatural fire burned on, revealing another image.

      “The great delving tree,” Holly breathed, reaching out to touch the illustration, which showed not a towering skeleton decorated with corpses but a vibrant tree covered in leaves and sparkling moss. “It’s well again.”

      “Maybe these new scenes aren’t glimpses into the future after all,” Nadia said. “I don’t mean to rain on everyone’s parade, but these seem to be out of the past, not the present.”

      “There is no past,” Holly said, staring at the glorious image of Est eel Est with awe. “There is no present, no future.”

      Before anyone could respond, the supernatural fire extinguished, revealing one final image.

      People gasped and groaned and shuddered.

      A woman of terrible beauty sat upon a throne, staring out at them with bright, mocking eyes and a cruel smile. Giant bat wings were folded up behind her, and a pair of deadly-looking horns curved out from either side of her head so that they seemed to point out of the image, straight at Dan’s heart.

      He had never seen a woman so beautiful, so voluptuous, so lascivious, so wicked. Her long, thick locks were as black as midnight on the Plane of Ever-Shade. Her blue skin was covered in dark symbols and not much else, save for knee-high boots, a tiny bikini, and a shining obsidian crown topped with red hearts that glowed like lava.

      “Who is she?” Dan said, and a wave of primal lust and dread washed over him.

      “Illandria,” Tatiana breathed, “the Succubus Queen.”

      And in Dan’s mind, the voice of Teth the dueling fairy added, creator and queen of the Wildervast, long may she rule.

      He forced himself to look away from the achingly gorgeous nightmare queen. It wasn’t easy.

      His eyes shifted back to scenes he’d lived and then slid to the blank space beyond.

      “It’s like the Succubus Queen is watching us,” Tatiana said. “Oh, this fills me with anxiety. Why is she even on the tapestry?”

      “I don’t know,” Dan said. “I don’t know what any of these strange images mean. I only know that we’re not finished adding new scenes. In fact, we’ve only just begun.”
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        * * *

      

      Thanks, you glorious savage, for reading Dan the Destroyer!

      

      If you enjoyed this book, PLEASE CONSIDER LEAVING A REVIEW ON AMAZON. I hate to grovel, but reviews are such a huge help. They’re like +5 flaming, dancing swords of awesomeness. Thanks so much for your time and help!

      

      Dan’s story continues in Dan the Warlord, which I plan to publish in November or December. If you want to know when Dan’s next adventure is available, JOIN MY LIST!

      

      To everyone on the list, I’ll also be sending you the cover art for Dan the Warlord soon. The cover is seriously great, definitely my favorite so far.

      

      Finally, 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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