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      Speed kills.

      Tatiana was a blur of motion, dodging Dan’s thrust, spinning to one side, and launching a lightning-quick, two-strike attack with the quarterstaff. The beautiful black panther girl was the fastest opponent Dan had faced since sparring Holly’s brother, Briar, back in the grove.

      But timing beats speed.

      Dan blocked the first strike with his wooden sword. Simultaneously, he drove forward, anticipating her second strike, and jammed the she-panther’s attack with his lead shoulder.

      A second later, Tatiana was on her back, pinned to the mat beneath him.

      Again.

      Tatiana’s golden eyes flared, and her upper lip peeled back, baring bright white—and very sharp—teeth. “Get off me, you brute, or I’ll bite you!”

      “Kinky,” Dan said, enjoying her frustration almost as much as the feel of her lithe body squirming against him.

      “Release me this second, you filthy animal!”

      Dan laughed, lifted off her, and helped the flustered cat-girl to her feet.

      “What’s the matter, princess?” Dan said. “Not used to losing?”

      “Stop calling me that,” she said, stomping the mat with exasperation. “And for your information, no, I am not accustomed to losing. My father was a champion of the fighting pits, and I, as a handmaiden to Princess Kah’Dreel, studied under—”

      “The greatest martial arts masters in the world,” Dan interrupted. “How come I keep whipping your ass then?”

      “You’re too big,” Tatiana growled.

      “That’s what she said,” Nadia quipped from the sidelines.

      Dan’s gorgeous, smart-ass wife trained with Tatiana every chance she had. Most of Nadia’s time, however, was spent exploring the fortress, evaluating treasure, and taking care of her urchins, who spent their own days lurking and mingling, eavesdropping for Mother Wolf, who in turn kept Dan informed.

      Things were good in the fortress. Busy but happy.

      Jorbin Ateel had done an excellent job of getting everyone settled alongside the numerous red elves Big Bob Bannon had employed to staff the castle and his two dozen remaining half-orc mercenaries, who had been perfectly loyal henchmen to Dan since one of them deserted—and instantly burst into flames, having violated the succubus queen’s justice as set out in the magically sanctioned duel between Dan and Bannon.

      All systems were up and running, and everyone had a suitable job. Many of those who’d traveled in Dan’s caravan had traded in their swords and bows for ladles, brooms, or teaching slates, but Dan was happy to know that his cooks, maids, and teachers could easily pick up those swords and bows again if needed.

      Dan had learned from Bannon’s mistake. Winning the throne was one thing. If you wanted to hold it, you needed people you could rely on.

      “I’m next,” Parus said, stepping onto the mat and slicing the air with his wooden sword. The red elf sparred like he fought, with fearless abandon and surprising ferocity.

      Not that any of that really helped him against Dan.

      Leveling up kicked ass. As an eighth-level barbarian, Dan spotted attacks and openings with an ease he had never dreamed possible. Within the tangled forest of any combat moment, his brain and body now cooperated seamlessly and with remarkable speed. Seeing was thinking was doing.

      When Dan had the time, he sparred all comers. He beat them easily, but each opponent tested him in different ways—especially when he faced two or three at a time.

      Sparring kept him sharp, and it was fun as Hades.

      Not that he had much time to spar.

      Ruling was, it turned out, a royal pain in the ass. So he lived for these moments.

      Since Dan took power, Parus had been overseeing the initiation of several thousand new recruits, namely his red elf cousins, whom Dan had inherited from Bannon. There hadn’t been time yet to relocate the elves, let alone to arm or train them. Parus’s days were consumed by planning, assigning roles, overseeing communication, and what to Dan seemed an unimaginable mountain of administrative bullshit.

      The red elf bore up cheerily enough beneath his work, but Dan knew that Parus lived for these sparring sessions as much as he did.

      “All right,” Dan said, beckoning to his red elf general. “Bring it, you fiery bastard!”

      Before they could begin, however, a soft voice called from the doorway.

      “Pardon the interruption, husband,” Chloe said, her French accent as thick as ever. She smiled sweetly, batted her long lashes, and lifted the hem of her frilly black skirt as she curtseyed. She looked like a small, very attractive human—except her swishing tail of feathers.

      Whether or not the monster girl was hiding other non-human features beneath that sexy black-and-white maid uniform, Dan couldn’t say. He’d been so busy that Chloe and Bannon’s other two widows, Clarissa the serpent girl and Petronia the gargoyle, remained Dan’s wives in title only.

      For now, he thought, taking in her fishnet stockings, shapely body, and heart-shaped face. “What is it, Chloe? Another emissary?”

      Over recent days, he had received a steady stream of emissaries from groups both within and beyond his territory, which he had renamed not Flame Valley or Teel Elan—either of those choices would have caused extreme division between his elven wives—but Freedom Valley.

      “No husband, not an emissary,” Chloe said, and bit her lip in a severely cute way. “Your wife requests your presence on the throne room balcony. Au revoir.” And with another curtsey, she departed, her feathery tail swishing behind her.

      One of my wives, Dan thought. Which one?

      This was the question he pondered as he picked up his real sword, set his bronze crown back on his head, and left the others to train among themselves. He had spent too much time sparring already. He needed to visit the forge and check on Agatha, who was working night and day to rebuild the Fists of Fury.

      But first, he would go to the balcony and see what his mystery wife wanted.

      It wouldn’t be Holly. His grey elf wife was obsessed with their new home. She split her time praying before the great, dead delving tree; haunting the dusty library of her ancestors; and tending to the baby purple worms, which she had moved into the bowels of the castle, terrifying pretty much everyone. Holly was so obsessed with these pursuits that every day and every night, he had to remind her to eat and sleep—for her health and for the health of their unborn son.

      Nor would Ula beckon him now. These days, Ula glowed like the magical blade of her new axe. She had helped her husband to take a powerful fortress and now served as his top general, which meant that she was busy reviewing the armory, studying the castle’s defenses, and gathering information about the valley’s scope, topography, tribes, and neighbors. What more could a hobgoblin warrior woman want?

      Thelia also glowed with satisfaction. Shortly after Dan’s coronation, she had experienced another scary-ass fire prophetess moment, speaking to the massed valley elves from a pillar of flames, declaring herself the True Matriarch and Dan the Warlord of the Wildervast. Since then, she had been working her sweet little red ass off leading the red elves, mastering her burgeoning fire magic, and studying the powerful magical item she had gained from Bannon’s treasure.

      The ring of spell holding had belonged to an ancient red elf wizard. It held four spells, two of which Thelia had already identified. One of those, levitation, Dan had experienced back in Campus Quest, when Zeke had lifted him into the Tower of Terror. The other, animate corpses, sounded even creepier than the giant spiders Dan had faced atop the tower, and indeed Holly worried about her sister-wife dabbling with necromancy.

      Holly also worried about the ring’s two remaining spells, which Thelia had not yet identified. Holly’s concerns were natural enough, given the long-simmering tensions between the two wives and their people, who had a long history of conflict, culminating thousands of years ago in this very castle, then known as Teel Elan, when Mooret and his red elves usurped the fortress, founding Flame Valley and driving the grey elves to the brink of extinction.

      Thelia’s ring was one of the items that Wulfgar had mentioned, Dan realized, one of the things Dan couldn’t use. They hadn’t found the scrolls yet. Nor had they found the artifact that Wulfgar had mentioned, and part of Dan hoped that they never did.

      In Willis’s campaign, artifacts were incredibly powerful, incredibly weird, and incredibly dangerous.

      What artifact was hidden within the castle?

      The question plagued him throughout his days. But right now, he mainly wondered which wife was waiting for him on the balcony.

      It seemed unlikely that one of Bannon’s widows would summon Dan now. Petronia called to him from her pedestal every night, but during daytime, the gargoyle remained a frozen statue. Clarissa was too unobtrusive to interrupt him.

      That left one wife and his official guess for who was beckoning him.

      Zamora.

      The otherworldly sylph remained her moody, unpredictable, insatiable self. Here for a moment, then gone, then back again. Happy, curious, melancholy, changeable as the winds themselves. Of all his wives, the capricious wind nymph cared the least about his responsibilities.

      Yes, it would be Zamora calling him to the balcony, wanting what she always wanted.

      Sex.

      Sex and seed. Dan’s life essence.

      She would beg him to make love out in the open air, where they both could feel the power of the wind.

      Sure enough, when he strode across the high-vaulted throne room and out onto the broad balcony overlooking Freedom Valley, Zamora awaited him, hovering several inches above the stone floor, her ethereal blue hair wavering overhead like a gas flame.

      “No,” he said. “Not now.”

      Zamora tilted her pretty head with seeming confusion. “What do you mean, Master?”

      “Sex,” Dan said. “I’m too busy to have sex with you right now. Wait until tonight.”

      Every night since winning the throne, he had enjoyed a knock-down-drag-out orgy with his lovely wives. But daytime was for working. He had fought hard to earn his bronze crown, and he wasn’t going to piss everything away by partying 24/7.

      Zamora tossed back her head, releasing a whirlwind of laughter. “Oh Master, you don’t know me as well as you’d like to think. The wind blows in many directions, and I do manage to think of things other than your life essence.”

      She disappeared, going invisible again.

      A second later, a breeze coiled up and down Dan, caressing his body like a cat made out of wind. “But now that you mention it,” Zamora’s voice breathed in his ear, “your seed does sound delicious.”

      “Stop fooling around,” Dan said. “Why did you call me up here?”

      Zamora reappeared a few feet away, a playful grin on her face. Windy days always made her extra-mischievous. “Griffons are flying this way from the south,” she reported. “Twenty griffons, ridden by grey elves. Holly’s family approaches!”
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      Help me, Holly prayed. Help me to help you.

      She knelt between the enormous roots of Est eel Est, the great delving tree, which towered gray and leafless within the gloom of the central keep.

      Prayers to the dead. Prayers for the dead.

      Here in this ancient place, which had been the very heart of grey-elf power in bygone millennia, Holly waited, listening for a whisper from her long-lost relatives, hoping to feel a magical connection to the world around her as she had in the woods and meadows outside.

      But she heard no whispers and felt no connection.

      She was merely a speck of vitality in this vast, lifeless chamber. A tiny point of existence surrounded by death.

      But I am not alone, she thought, putting a hand to her stomach. The past may be dead, but I carry the future.

      And yet, to pave the way for her child, she needed to do all that she could to call upon the past, anything she could to resurrect the tree of trees.

      Please help me.

      The ground vibrated.

      Excitement surged through her. An answer at last? From whom?

      Were her ancestors, dead and dust, calling to her from within the embrace of Est eel Est’s roots? Or was the tree itself returning to life, reaching out to her?

      The vibration strengthened. The ground beneath her feet rumbled and then split open to either side of her. Geysers of soil and dead moss sprayed into the air.

      Her prayers hadn’t been answered after all. And yet she couldn’t help but smile.

      “You startled me,” she said, and knelt to stroke the heads of the young purple worms. The circular mouths puckered and dilated, a sign she had come to recognize as happiness.

      The worms were growing rapidly. They had tripled in size since she had saved them in the mountains, perhaps even quadrupled. It was hard to say for sure since they never rose fully from their tunnels.

      Laying a hand upon their hides, which grew a darker purple every day, she could sense their size and power, as well as their contentment. The purple worms were not intelligent in human terms, but neither were they non-intelligent as people believed. She was able to communicate with them through emotion and imagery.

      Thus, she had trained them to return to this place after setting them free and to abstain from eating her or her people.

      Soon she would attempt to control their tunneling. She had released them beneath Est eel Est with the hopes that they would loosen and aerate the soil and nourish the roots with nutrient-rich castings. But she needed to limit their number of tunnels or soon she wouldn’t be able to approach the great delving tree.

      She could work on that later. For now, she needed to see to more pressing matters.

      “Wait here, my babies,” she said, patting their purple hides and sending waves of love into them.

      The young purple worms shuddered with joy, mouths opening and closing.

      “I’ve been expecting you,” she said, and hurried across the chamber to where the wheelbarrow waited.

      Gripping the handles, she pushed the barrow across the ground. Dead moss crackled beneath the wheel, and the gruesome load sloshed back and forth, filling her nostrils with iron and rot, bile and waste.

      The kitchens above provided a steady supply of food for her pets.

      “Here you are, my lovelies,” Holly said, and dumped a wriggling mass of bloody intestines into the mouth of one worm.

      The worm pulsed up and down, chugging innards and whining with satisfaction.

      “Don’t be a piggy,” Holly laughed. She spun the wheelbarrow and poured the remaining intestines into the mouth of the other worm. “There you go.”

      She stroked each of the worms, reminding them of her simple wishes. Come back to me. Do not eat my people or livestock.

      Everyone worried about the worms—the green elves had even presented Dan with a petition, demanding he kill the monsters—but these people were foolish. Holly had bonded with these magnificent creatures.

      Having fed, the worms shrunk back into their tunnels and rumbled away beneath her feet.

      I must be going, too, she thought, and with one last hopeful look at the great delving tree, she departed the chamber and wound through the maze of stone hallways until she reached her destination.

      Entering the Tower of Knowledge, she was once again stunned with awe. The ancient library was dim, dusty, and—to Holly, anyway—staggeringly beautiful. Not necessarily in appearance but definitely in substance.

      She clapped her hands sharply, bringing enchanted candles to life along the walls.

      Then, as was her custom, she leaned back against the long table at the center of the room and stared up at the books for several seconds, staggered once again by the significance of this hallowed place. Ancient tomes lined the circular tower walls, rising up and up and up, surrounding her like a tornado of lost voices, any one of which might render unto Holly secrets that could spell the difference between life and death for her, her child, her loved ones, and her race.

      On the table before her spread the fruits and focus of her recent labors.

      With the help of Nadia and Thelia, she had identified the magical items Dan had won. Some of these he had taken from the orcs and ogres. Others, like the giant suit of glowing splint mail and the axe Dan had given Ula, had belonged to Bannon himself. Most, however, had belonged to the red elves and the grey elves before them.

      Dan had used his healing potions to heal himself and others but still owned potions of invisibility, spider climbing, acceleration, underwater breathing, shrinking, and, shockingly, dragon mastery.

      Potions of dragon mastery were incredibly rare, powerful, and valuable.

      She had been even more excited, however, by a less rare, less valuable elixir, the potion of extended life. In a decade or two, she would ask Dan to drink it and thereby reduce his age by up to a dozen years.

      As a grey elf, she didn’t think much about aging, and she had been raised to expect the rapid growth and demise of those her father referred to as the “lesser races.” The discovery of this potion of extended life, however, had awakened new hopes and new ambitions.

      Perhaps she could keep her beloved husband alive for a long, long time, longer even than Meel Aleen, the grey elf scholar who was said to have survived, through a regimen of meditation, magic, and caloric restriction, for a score of millennia.

      Holly had also identified a ring of water walking, a staff of smiting, a scroll that conferred protection from demons, and an item she now carried at all times, so great was her paranoia in this historical site of near Armageddon: the highly valuable and extremely deadly wand of enchanted missiles.

      Most of the magical items were weapons and remained in the armory, which, with its ancient suits of elven chainmail and weapons inscribed with the impossibly ornate runes of her ancestors, felt to Holly like an enchanted museum.

      Though if the armory had been a grey elf museum, its proudest item would have been missing.

      Vine Caster, the legendary sword of her ancestor, Tureen of Teel Elan, lay on the table before her, shining like new-forged steel, the gleaming blade illustrated with vines twisted into runes of great power.

      With this renowned weapon, Tureen had slain countless foes, including Morkos the Bold, the Backward Drow, and Bassa Fayeen, the desert witch whose dark magic had laid a generation of grey elf women barren.

      Vine Caster was too small for Dan’s big hands. Besides, as a human, he couldn’t trigger the blade’s magical powers.

      Would their son wield this ancient sword? Or would Dan’s human blood make that impossible, too?

      Unfortunately, a high-level red elf sorcerer had also left behind a powerful item, the ring of spell holding that now resided upon the finger of her sister-wife, Thelia, giving the red elves’ True Matriarch the ability to cast levitation, animate corpses, and two other spells.

      What were the other spells?

      Thelia claimed that she didn’t know, but Holly wasn’t so sure.

      Her red-elf sister-wife had played an important role in taking the fortress from Bannon and remained sweet and submissive to both Holly and Dan despite her new powers and the addition of many thousands of red elves who viewed her as something between a regal priestess and a goddess come to Earth.

      Sweetness and submissiveness aside, however, Thelia was the True Matriarch, filled with fire as she was fond of saying and recently returned to what was to her Flame Valley. The red elves had changed so much over recent weeks, growing fierce and strange, and Thelia’s fire mage powers had swelled.

      Several other red elves were developing minor fire mage powers and served under Thelia as apprentices. At this point, the apprentices could do little more than conjure sparks, but of what would they be capable in a year? Ten years? A century?

      Holly didn’t want to ponder those questions. But they made it impossible to completely trust her sister-wife.

      Not here, of all places.

      On the table beside Vine Caster, spread open to its final entry, was an unfinished tome—the last book ever written by Holly’s ancient ancestors.

      Her eyes flicked again to the final lines of the last entry, which filled her with dread.

      “We are relieved to have struck a truce with Mooret and the red elves, who have been burning across the land, subjugating the lesser races, and, sources claim, even some of the minor elvish races. Fortuitous for us and for the world that the red elves recognize our heritage, our autonomy, and the powerful universal asset which we represent: the equilibrium of neutrality.”

      Holly shook her head.

      Not so, ancient chronicler, she thought, not so.

      Mooret and his fire mages had betrayed the grey elves, broken the truce, and killed most of Holly’s people in the Night of Burning.

      Now I am the only grey elf in hundreds of miles, and I am surrounded by twelve thousand red elves.

      But Thelia was not Mooret.

      All would be well. Holly was nearly certain of that.

      Unless she was fooling herself. At times, she was glad that she could not hear the voices of her dead ancestors buried between the roots of Est eel Est. What warnings, what nightmares, would those long-dead ghosts whisper to her?

      She had no time for these phantom worries.

      Instead, she needed to concentrate on reviving the great delving tree. It was her duty as a grey elf, a druid, and a mother-to-be; for against all logic, she was intuitively certain that if her unborn son was ever to rise to power and save her people, as prophecy suggested, he would need the help of Est eel Est.

      Since coming here, she had poured over countless books, reading everything she could about the great delving tree. Most passages spoke of its discovery, the great elation of her ancestors, and, of course, delving.

      Under normal circumstances, these passages would have been incredibly interesting to her, but presently she needed to research the care and tending of Est eel Est.

      She opened the massive tome Tree of Trees and read on.

      Her left eye read one page while her right eye simultaneously read the facing page. In this way, she absorbed two large pages of tight script every ten seconds. With each passing minute, she descended deeper and deeper into a past dominated by the tree of trees.

      She found no passages mentioning sickness in or damage to Est eel Est, but turning another page, she discovered something truly shocking.

      At the center of the book, preserved between its pages like a pressed leaf, was a magical scroll.

      But no, she realized with a thrill as she touched the paper. Not a scroll. Multiple scrolls, and she thrilled again as she recognized the spidery script of ancient grey elf runes.

      The scrolls had likely been tucked away in this book tens of thousands of years ago before the Night of Burning and never discovered by the red elves, who cared little for reading and less for the great delving tree, over which they had built a stone roof, blocking out the sun.

      Reading the top scroll, she trembled.

      It was druidic, a scroll she could use. And what a scroll!

      The parchment contained seven spells—or rather seven inscriptions of the same spell: restore tree.

      She could have screamed for joy. This was exactly the spell she needed. Thank the wind and stars!

      The next scroll, also druidic, held seven restore plant spells. Again, she felt nearly overcome with gratitude, for these spells could be cast upon the all-important moss that always lived in symbiotic harmony with a fully functional delving tree.

      Behind these parchments, she found three additional druidic scrolls.

      One bore five fifth-level spells: thorn hedge, plague of insects, change stone to mud, nature communion, and sticks to serpents.

      The next scroll held five inscriptions of a sixth-level spell, cure grievous wounds. Knowing her husband, these healing spells would prove useful more quickly than she would like.

      Her heart hammered as she examined the third scroll, which held three seventh-level spells: call earth elemental, manipulate weather, and death whisper.

      Holly blinked at these spells for several seconds, unable to breathe.

      I’m powerful, she realized. I’m really, really powerful.

      Each of the spells could only be used once per inscription, but what of that? She now had the power to summon an elemental, control the weather, or stop someone’s heart with a whisper.

      Suddenly, with a surge of giddy optimism, she felt far less frightened than she had since coming here.

      Then she examined the remaining scrolls, and her optimism burned away as the flames of fear once more raged to life within her.

      The last two scrolls were not druidic. They were sorcerous.

      Meaning that she could not use them.

      But Thelia could.

      Together, these two scrolls held thirteen high-level magic-user spells.

      Six spells were sixth-level: anti-magic dome, crumble, repel, two inscriptions of amnesia, and death cloud.

      Holly stared in disbelief at the last spell. A single casting of death cloud could kill dozens of people. Possibly even scores of people.

      So much for her own death whisper.

      The remaining seven spells were eighth-level: strike blind, magic symbol, hilarity, and two inscriptions of both Bargle’s Phantom Fist and monster beckoning VI.

      These were incredibly powerful scrolls. With these spells, Thelia could defend the fortress against almost any threat. And perhaps crumble would destroy the duke’s railroad tracks, which had resisted all attempts of physical demolition.

      These possibilities were good things, of course, wonderful things. But the notion of handing Thelia so much power terrified Holly.

      She ran a finger over the undecipherable incantations. If only she could use the spells herself. But she could not.

      There were only two options: give the scrolls to Thelia or give the scrolls to Dan, who would then give them to Thelia.

      Either way, Thelia and the red elves would instantly become astoundingly powerful.

      Explain that to Dan, she thought. Explain your fears and—

      But no. Dan would listen as he always listened, but he would not share her fears. He trusted Thelia.

      Why wouldn’t he? And why didn’t she?

      She closed her eyes, listening one last time for some guiding whisper out of the past.

      She heard only the beating of her own heart—and yet there was another heartbeat linked to that vital rhythm, the heartbeat of her unborn son.

      She opened her eyes again. As Dan’s wife, she thought, I should hand him the scrolls and try my hardest to make him understand my qualms.

      She picked up the magic-user scrolls.

      But as the mother of Dan’s son, I cannot do that.

      She carried the sorcerous scrolls up three ladders, hid them in a ponderous, old text called Hedge Math through the Ages, a Second Treatise, and returned to the main floor, feeling sick with transgression.

      Rather than dwell on what she had done, she gathered up the druidic scrolls and headed once more toward the central keep, filled with new excitement. It was time to see what a restore tree spell would do for Est eel Est.
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      Fucking griffons, Dan thought.

      Twenty of the gigantic beasts perched along the stone balustrade, shuffling back and forth, folding and unfolding their great wings and filling the air with the clacking snaps of their sharp beaks.

      The griffons’ riders wore purple cloaks. Within the voluminous hoods, riding masks and goggles obscured the visitors’ faces.

      The griffon perched on the railing directly before Dan glared at him with predatory yellow eyes, its muscular lion’s body coiled into itself like a fist.

      The rider atop the menacing beast wore not a mask and goggles but rather a great helm that Dan unfortunately recognized—just as he recognized the rider’s fancy breastplate with its intricate gold work, the fringe of golden hair hanging from the lower edge of the helm, and the purple eyes staring down, full of contempt, at Dan.

      Holly’s brother, Briar, dismounted, removed his helmet, and tucked it beneath his arm.

      “Welcome,” Dan forced himself to say. He didn’t like the guy, but family was family.

      Briar pretended not to hear him, turning to his saddle. “Our mounts will need fresh meat,” he said, lashing his helmet to his saddle. “And by fresh, I mean living. Griffons prefer to kill their own food. Where will you see to their needs?”

      

      Dan swallowed his irritation. “We will provide sheep,” he said. “Until then, you can stable them in the aerie.” He gestured across the courtyard to the dark tower that had once housed the giant eagles that had abandoned the red elves thousands of years earlier, as the descendants of Mooret devolved and disbanded.

      “That will have to do, I suppose,” Briar said, then handed his reins to another grey elf that Dan recognized as the handsome youngster Moro, whom Holly had saved following the attack of living darkness near the crevasse.

      “Husband,” Thelia said, giving Dan’s arm a squeeze, “what of the giant eagles?”

      Recently, several people had spotted giant eagles soaring over the valley. Thelia dreamed of taming the magnificent birds and bringing them once more into the service of the red elves.

      Dan gave his tiny wife a smile. “If the eagles come back before the griffons leave, we’ll work something out.”

      Thelia frowned but nodded and said no more.

      The smallest of the purple-cloaked riders, a female not much bigger than a red elf, dropped nimbly to the ground beside her glowering griffon and stripped away her mask and goggles with a peel of merry laughter. A cascade of silver dreadlocks spilled free, framing a beautiful face smudged with dirt and lit by a bright smile.

      Dan’s heart gave a little hop. It was Lily, Holly’s wild and vibrant little sister, who spent her days in the woods and seemed more like a dryad than a grey elf.

      “Esteemed brother,” Lily said, and gave Dan a ridiculously overdone bow, letting him know that she still called bullshit on pompous formalities. Then she leapt onto Dan, throwing her arms around his neck, wrapping her legs around his waist, and pressed her mouth into his, kissing him deeply, her tongue swirling and thrusting into his like a fencing foil.

      Breaking the heated exchange as abruptly as she’d initiated it, Lily dropped to the ground, embraced Nadia, and gave Dan’s green-eyed wife a similarly passionate kiss.

      Briar took a slow turn, casting his gaze over the fortress and out across the panoramic valley, which was ablaze in the autumn hues of changing leaves. Then Briar’s haughty features regarded Dan.

      Neither man bowed or offered a hand.

      According to grey elf custom, Dan was probably supposed to take a knee and call Briar esteemed brother.

      But Dan wasn’t a grey elf. This was his fortress, and he wasn’t about to kiss Briar’s ass.

      Nor did he expect Briar to bow. Grey elf customs aside, Holly’s hot-tempered brother had no respect for his human brother-in-law. Back in the grove, Briar had lured Dan into a sparring match and nearly killed him. Then, the last time they’d met, Briar and his warriors had shown up at the end of the Battle for Fire Ridge, undoubtedly saving Dan’s life.

      “You did it!” Lily chimed, slapping Dan’s ass. She stood with one arm linked through Nadia’s. “You recaptured Teel Elan!”

      “My husband recaptured Flame Valley,” Thelia said.

      “A corruption,” Moro said, eyes narrowing. “This place is Teel Elan.”

      Parus stepped between Moro and Thelia. “Watch your tongue, grey elf. You are addressing the True Matriarch.”

      “Everybody chill the fuck out,” Dan said. The last thing he needed was a clash between grey elves and red elves.

      Lily scrunched up her pixie nose, staring at Thelia not with malice but with dawning recognition. “I remember you,” Lily said. “Thelia, right? You could shoot sparks out of your fingers.”

      “It’s very kind of you to have remembered me, Lily,” Thelia said with a strained smile. “Much has changed since we last met—and I can do considerably more than shoot sparks from my fingers now.”

      Considerably more indeed, Dan thought. Lily had only known Thelia before her transformation into the True Matriarch.

      Briar smirked at Dan. “So which is it, barbarian? Teel Elan or Flame Valley?”

      “Neither,” Dan said, turning and gesturing for them to follow him into the throne room. “Welcome to Freedom Valley.”

      When they entered the throne room, the air was warm and filled with the good smells of wine and freshly baked bread, which Chloe and several red elf servers brought forward.

      Briar took a goblet without so much as a nod of thanks and turned again toward Dan with a mocking chuckle. “Freedom Valley. So melodramatic. I should have guessed something along those lines. And I suppose you’re the great freedom fighter. Is that the meaning of the broken shackles engraved on your hat?”

      “You mean my crown,” Dan said, and rapped the heavy bronze band with a knuckle. “It’s melted down from the crown of the guy I killed to take this fortress. He made it from the crown of the red elves. And they melted it down from—”

      “I love this place,” Lily interrupted in an excited voice. She had shucked her cloak and looked gorgeous in tight green breeches, knee-high boots, and a loose cream-colored blouse. As usual, bits of twig and leaf were twisted into the long silver dreadlocks, token to her half-feral life. “The valley is beautiful, more beautiful even than I could have dreamed. Even from high above, I could feel it reaching out to me, welcoming me.”

      Briar rolled his eyes.

      “Don’t mind my brother,” Lily told Dan. “He didn’t want me to come. Neither did Father. But I told them both that they could kiss my—oh!”

      And then Lily was pushing frantically at her blouse, which had lifted up, exposing her tight abdomen and the lowermost curve of her breasts. Blushing, she covered herself with a laugh. “That breeze came out of nowhere.”

      Not nowhere, Dan thought. Zamora’s power was far weaker inside than outdoors, but the horny sylph retained enough strength to lift dresses and shirts and did her best to keep Dan in a constant state of arousal.

      And lo and behold, he thought, feeling himself growing rigid, this time her trick worked.

      “The castle is old and drafty,” he said, and a current of wind slid slowly between his legs, pressing against his swelling erection.

      “It’s amazing,” Lily said, her purple eyes sparkling.  “So huge. So much to see and explore.” She reached out and gave Dan’s hand a squeeze. “Will you show me the great delving tree?”

      Dan nodded grimly. “I’ll show you the tree, but it’s dead, I’m afraid.”

      That news wiped the cocky smile off Briar’s face. “Take us there all the same, barbarian. But first, fetch our sister.”

      “Look,” Dan said, “you’re my brother-in-law, and you’re welcome to visit, but this isn’t the grove. This is my fortress. My valley. Treat me with respect or get the fuck out. Your choice.”

      Briar smiled, his purple eyes hard. “The crown has made you touchy, barbarian. Let’s go see Holly.”

      It wasn’t exactly a handshake, but Dan hadn’t missed Briar’s shift from order to suggestion.

      Badger appeared, surprising Dan, who hadn’t even noticed the wererat halfling in the room, and whispered something to Nadia, who said, “Holly has moved from the library to the keep.”

      “Thanks,” Dan said, impressed yet again by Nadia’s intelligence. She knew everything that happened in the fortress, thanks to her urchins and Freckles.

      Dan asked Thelia to entertain the grey elves.

      “Of course, husband,” she said with a little bow that accentuated her impressive red cleavage. “I live to serve you.”

      Zamora, with characteristically perfect timing, rushed invisibly across Dan’s groin again. Later, he would give the horny sylph exactly what she wanted. Thelia, too. All of them.

      But now, he glanced around the room, troubled by what he saw.

      The tension between the grey elves and red elves was palpable. Briar had brought with him a dozen-and-a-half hard asses. They smirked, examining the castle as if they were thinking how they might redecorate it.

      Parus eyed the haughty visitors with thinly veiled anger, clearly not appreciating their attitudes, and although the other red elves in the room didn’t look particularly deadly, looks could be deceiving. Very deceiving. Thelia could singlehandedly reduce their visitors to ash.

      If one side popped off—

      But Dan stopped that train of thought and dismissed the situation from his mind. One of the hurdles of leadership is learning how to quit worrying and trust your people.

      “Let’s go.” He led them out of the throne room, staying one step in front of Briar. Nadia and Lily followed, arm-in-arm, chatting happily, Lily gushing about how much she loved the place and Nadia promising to show her the castle’s secrets.

      “How did you know that we’d taken the castle?” Dan asked.

      “Oh, you’re quite famous back in the world, barbarian,” Briar said. “Or rather, infamous. We heard all about you killing and robbing the merchant and fleeing into the Wildervast.”

      “That’s not the whole story,” Dan said.

      “I’m well aware of that,” Briar said. “Do you really think that I wouldn’t investigate, given that my sister was at your side? Father’s delving isn’t terribly reliable or detailed within the Wildervast, but we’ve also employed a small army of informants, including a few within the ranks of the Duke of Harrisburg, who for one reason or another appears to very much wish you dead. Were you aware that he put a bounty on your head?”

      Dan nodded. “Roderick and Bannon were both on his payroll. The merchant, too.”

      “And you’re aware that he’s massing troops in Liberty?”

      “Yeah,” Dan said. “Ten thousand, I hear.”

      “Closer to fifteen thousand,” Briar said. “And the Duke of Pittsburgh is gathering troops to the West. The War of the Dukes is heating up, and the peasants couldn’t be happier. The prospect of war gives the fools something to talk about as they work their shitty jobs and drown their livers in piss beer. Their fascination boggles the mind. It’s as if they don’t understand that this spring, Pennsylvania will drown in blood—including their own. Whatever the case, you should know that the dukes appear determined to fight the biggest battle of the war here in your territory.”

      “I know,” Dan said, leading them down another stairwell. “This war isn’t just about war. It’s also about the Wildervast—and specifically Freedom Valley.”

      “You surprise me, barbarian,” Briar said. “I wouldn’t have expected you to understand those things—ah, but there I go again, letting my honesty get in the way of the respect that you now demand.”

      Dan didn’t rise to the bait. He’d already warned Briar. If he had to deal with the cocky asshole, he would deal with him, but he wasn’t going to start barking like a riled-up chihuahua.

      Besides, they had reached their destination.

      When they entered the keep, Briar grunted as if he’d been punched in the stomach. Lily stifled a whimper.

      The siblings stood just inside the door, staring up at the massive delving tree, which stretched hundreds of feet into the air. Not a single leaf hung from its ash-gray branches.

      “Est eel Est,” Lily cried. She untangled her arm from Nadia’s and stumbled over the dead moss to embrace one of the enormous roots.

      Briar frowned up at the great delving tree, his purple eyes wracked with pain. He cleared his throat. “Well then,” he said, and walked slowly forward. “Well then.”

      Briar laid a hand on Lily’s shoulder, which shook as she sobbed softly, whispering to the tree in a stream of Elvish.

      Dan kept his distance. He had never seen Lily like this. She was wild and irreverent and tough. Nor had he ever seen Briar comfort one of his siblings.

      Before he could think much on these surprises, a voice from above called, “Lily! Briar! What are you doing here?”

      Holly sat upon a huge branch seventy or eighty feet overhead. She had a sheet of bone-white parchment in one hand and was smiling like an escaped lunatic.

      “I’m going to make sure she doesn’t fall,” Nadia said, and started scaling the tree quick as a monkey.

      “Right behind you,” Lily said, and scrambled up nearly as quickly.

      “Um, babe?” Dan called to Holly. “What are you doing up there?”

      Holly gave the parchment a shake. “Healing Est eel Est!”
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      Parus woke in the heart of the night. As always, he came awake all at once, without grogginess, just as abruptly as he fell asleep each night, like a man struck by a sledgehammer.

      He sat up and scanned the room. What had awakened him?

      He saw no heat, save for Lalleena asleep at his side and the small form of his sleeping son across the room. Lalleena’s swollen belly glowed brightly with the heat signature of the room’s other occupant, their unborn child.

      Parus got out of bed silently, careful not to wake his family. Investigating their quarters, he saw nothing, heard nothing, smelled nothing.

      He crossed the main room, opened the door, and peered out into the hallway.

      Nothing.

      Perhaps a dream, then—and wouldn’t that be a novelty? He couldn’t remember having dreamed since childhood.

      Lalleena claimed that everyone dreamed, even if they didn’t remember. She theorized that Parus worked too hard and slept so deeply that he couldn’t recall the scenes of that other world, but he didn’t—

      “Parus,” a strange voice whispered from down the hall.

      A rush of half-memory flooded into his consciousness, things forgotten coming back to him now like an echo.

      That’s what had awakened him.

      Parus, the whispering voice had called, drawing him out of his death-slumber. Parus, Parus.

      “Who is it?” he called down the hall.

      There was no response.

      He called again.

      Nothing.

      If this had happened a few months ago, back in Fire Ridge before Dan arrived, Parus would have suspected a joke. He and his friends had drifted through life then, chasing girls and pranking each other like so many squirrels scampering carefree through the treetops.

      But he and his friends had changed when Dan showed up and rekindled the fire within them. Now they had a purpose. A friend pranking him now was about as likely as that same friend bringing a baby’s rattle to formation instead of a spear.

      So no. It wasn’t a prank.

      Could it be that cocky grey elf, Moro?

      Parus’s fists tightened at the thought. That would be all right.

      He would love to teach Moro a lesson.

      Even more, he would love to teach Briar a lesson, but Parus had no illusions there. Briar was a powerful warrior, the most fearsome fighter from his grove. Nonetheless, Parus would fight Briar without hesitation to defend the honor of Thelia or Dan, even if doing so would mean death.

      As he reentered his apartment, the voice called again, “Parus!” It was still a hissing whisper, but he didn’t miss the tone of increased urgency. It almost had the air of a command.

      Could it be Dan?

      Was something wrong?

      Were their grey elf visitors trying to usurp the castle? It didn’t seem likely, but as Dan’s second general, Parus had to investigate.

      Moving silently, he hurried back inside, pulled on a pair of pants, and retrieved his sword from the bedside. Not bothering with shoes or a shirt, he returned to the hallway and closed the door behind him.

      All was silent.

      “Hello?” he called.

      Nothing.

      He walked in the direction from which the mysterious voice had summoned him.

      As Parus rounded the corner, the voice echoed up out of the stairwell.

      This time, Parus didn’t even bother responding. He just hurried down the stairs, slowing only to balance speed and stealth.

      Reaching the bottom floor several flights of stairs later, he was puzzled. He had heard no steps retreating, no doors closing.

      He stood, straining his ears—and the voice called his name again from just beyond this very door.

      He pushed through the door and into an empty hallway. The voice had been close, but he saw no one.

      He thought of Dan’s wife, Zamora, who could turn invisible whenever she wanted. The voice clearly wasn’t hers—even as a whisper, it was deeply masculine—but the notion of invisibility stuck with him. The voice had sounded like it was just beyond the door.

      “Who are you?” he called.

      Everything was silent for several seconds—and then the voice called his name again, this time from an adjacent hallway.

      Parus followed, and so the pattern continued, Parus following the disembodied voice through the darkened castle, growing more suspicious with every step.

      The voice led him into another stairwell, and he descended into the earth past the dungeons all the way to the underground river. At last, he stood on the narrow walkway beside the river and listened.

      “Where are you?” he called. “I’ve followed you all this way. No more games. Show yourself.”

      “Parus!”

      He jumped, badly startled, and spun around, brandishing his sword defensively. The voice had been right behind him—but of course, that made no sense.

      He had been standing practically against the wall. Turning side to side, he saw no one.

      “Who are you?” Parus called. “What do you want from me?”

      “Great things,” the voice said, apparently coming out of thin air or perhaps emanating from the stones of the wall.

      And then, Parus heard another sound: the soft crackling of flames. The burning sound was faint, as if reaching him from across great distance—or perhaps vast oceans of time.

      “Glorious things,” the whisper said.

      “What things?” Parus said. His heart was pounding, and he felt an odd pressure in his skull. He felt strange, simultaneously drawn to and repelled by the whispering voice and its cryptic claims. “Who are you?”

      But then he heard loud clanking sounds approaching from the adjacent corridor. Seconds later, a trio of half-orc guards appeared, snapping him out of his weird state.

      “General Parus,” one of them said. “We heard movement and followed you here. Is everything all right?”

      Parus straightened. “Yes, all is well. Go back to your posts.”

      The guards looked at him uncertainly, then bowed and departed.

      Parus blinked after them.

      He had lied, of course. All was not well.

      Something strange was going on here. Something very strange indeed. The voice had awakened him and drawn him across the fortress, down into the bowels of Flame Valley. That was strange enough, but weirder still was the curious state he’d been slipping into.

      What the Hades?

      He shuddered and hurried after the half-orcs, wanting to get away from this place as quickly as he could. He had no idea what had just happened to him. He was a simple man, a warrior and now a leader of warriors, not a sorcerer or priest.

      He would ask Thelia on the morrow. She would know.

      For now, he needed to evacuate this place before something else happened.

      As he turned the corner, the voice called again, and once more he heard the crackling of distant flames. Only this time, he could also smell smoke and feel heat pressing into him from all directions, like a harem of hotblooded lovers.

      Pausing at the crossroads, he hesitated momentarily. That silent second had curious gravity. It felt as if the castle itself was holding its breath, awaiting his decision.

      Strangely, the image of his sleeping wife came to mind. He pictured Lalleena as she’d looked in the darkness, a bright silhouette of heat with a ball of hot fire burning inside her distended abdomen.

      Jarred by the thought of his family, he fled the corridor and ran upstairs. He didn’t stop running until he was in his room.

      He checked on his family, found his wife and son sleeping peacefully, barred the door, and returned to bed.

      What just happened? he wondered, but in the same instant, he rejected his own question. He didn’t know what had happened, couldn’t know. It was beyond his sphere of experience, so he sheared away that line of speculation like a gardener pruning a diseased limb.

      Then, as was his wont, Parus fell abruptly to sleep.

      And for the first time since childhood, he dreamed.

      He dreamed of flames.
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      While Parus writhed, trapped in a terrorshow of licking flames, Dan awoke in his bed. Like his red elf general, Dan returned to consciousness instantly and wholly.

      Unlike Parus, Dan could not see in the dark. But he could feel his wives around him, could hear their breathing, and could even determine which wives were making which sounds.

      Holly’s exhalations were faint and rhythmic. Nadia’s breathing was shallow and rapid, like that of a dreaming dog. Thelia whined softly, as if suffering nightmares. As usual, Ula carved the darkness with a quiet snoring that Dan found incredibly cute.

      Zamora wasn’t here, of course. The wild sylph threw herself full force into each evening’s orgy but spent her nights out in the open air, riding the winds.

      Tonight, they had all enjoyed one hell of a tumble. At one point, Dan had stood with his legs spread wide, Holly lying across one of his arms, Thelia across the other. He’d held them there in midair, twisting his head back and forth, licking between their legs as Nadia and Ula knelt side-by-side to devour him, and Zamora swiveled between their bodies, servicing everyone.

      Yeah, Sexual Stamina III was pretty much the most awesome thing ever, but it did have one drawback.

      He frequently woke in the night, hard as a titanium lance. He didn’t mind waking early. Any more, he easily got by on very little sleep. What he minded was having a throbbing erection and no one to help him with it.

      But he wouldn’t wake his wives. They needed their sleep.

      Instead, we would go out onto the balcony and see if Zamora showed up. The wind nymph would be delighted by the prospect of a spontaneous midnight snack.

      Moonlight poured through the tall archways, illuminating the vaulted throne room. Dan strode across the tiles, considering the day ahead.

      Holly’s spells hadn’t worked. Both the great delving tree and its moss remained as dead as her ancient ancestors. But Holly was still optimistic.

      Dan, on the other hand, could generate zero optimism for the day he faced. In the morning, he would meet with more ambassadors, including a representative from the Duke of Harrisburg. If leadership had taught him one thing, it was that he hated politics. Meetings bored him, and he loathed the emissaries’ silver tongues.

      In the afternoon, he was going to help move the bulk of the red elves from gorge to temporary shelters surrounding the fortress. In time, they would improve their conditions. Hopefully before winter.

      In the evening, he would host a feast for the grey elves. He dreaded this prospect more than the meetings and relocating the elves combined. He would need to remain civil with Briar and do what he could to keep the grey elves and red elves from fighting.

      He passed through a stone archway, leaving the warmth of the castle and stepping onto the massive balcony where he had defeated Big Bob Bannon. The night was cool and crisp. Stars twinkled faintly in a cloudless sky dominated by the waxing moon.

      Recently, with the moon swelling toward fullness, Nadia’s libido nearly matched Zamora’s. Throughout the day, Dan’s beautiful werewolf wife kept pulling him aside and begging him to nail her in stairwells and closets and far flung corridors.

      Not that he was complaining.

      In fact, as he thought of Nadia’s lunar lust, he considered returning to his bedchamber and waking the green-eyed beauty.

      But no. His mistress of surveillance needed her sleep even if she would happily surrender it for a surprise pounding from her alpha.

      He stood straight and drew his lungs full of crisp night air. He liked the feel of the cold air pressing into his naked torso and the icy burn in his lungs as he breathed the night.

      But he remained rock hard.

      Where are you, Zamora?

      A breeze moaned across the balcony, caressing his naked flesh, but it was just a blast of frigid air blowing out of the mountains, nothing more. Zamora was elsewhere, riding the four winds.

      As he scanned the moonlit valley, satisfaction swelled within his chest. He was the Warlord of the Wildervast, lord and master of all he surveyed.

      And yet, his dick throbbed mercilessly, just as hard and lonely as it had been back in his old life, when he’d had his head so far up his ass that he hadn’t even dared to approach girls.

      He turned and walked back inside.

      What to do, then?

      Slip back into his bedchamber, wake Nadia, and give it to her hard and fast out in the moonlight?

      Or let her sleep and do something to distract himself?

      His stomach weighed in with a growl. Maybe he would slip down to the kitchen and grab a slab of meat. For he was hungry, too. Always horny and always hungry, like some monster of carnal lusts.

      So be it.

      For if carnal lusts weren’t life, what was?

      “Hello?” a voice whispered from across the throne room. “Husband?”

      The voice was husky and low-pitched yet undoubtedly feminine. In other words, sexy as fuck.

      Petronia.

      Dan crossed the throne room and found his gargoyle wife chained to her stone plinth near the stairwell, where she had apparently been parked for the night.

      The wicked and beautiful statue had come to life, as she did every night when the sun set.

      “Hey,” Dan said. He hadn’t spent much time with Petronia, partly because they were on opposite schedules but mostly because Holly kept warning him to avoid being alone with the dark-hearted monster girl.

      Gargoyles could be very seductive, Holly explained, almost as seductive as succubi, and no matter what a gargoyle said, even if she loved a man and was loyal to him, she remained a monster at heart—and evil to the core.

      Petronia smiled wickedly down from her stone plinth. “What a wonderful surprise to see you, husband.”

      “Good to see you, too,” Dan said, and suddenly he forgot all about his grumbling stomach.

      Petronia was nearly as curvaceous as Thelia, but the gray-skinned gargoyle was easily six feet tall. Dan’s gaze scaled her long, shapely legs, hairless mound, taut abdomen, and full, round breasts. The golden chains attached to her wrists were a reminder of her nature, as were the strange pink tattoos twisting along her curves, but Dan ignored these warnings, noticing instead how alive Petronia looked swaying atop the plinth like a headline stripper between sets.

      Sure, she had horns, claws, and a tail. But wow, she was super hot and radiated raw desire, as if she were the personification of lust itself.

      Petronia’s wicked eyes moved slowly over Dan’s naked upper body and locked onto the erection straining to escape his jeans. She licked her lips slowly, and Dan spied pointy little fangs within her pretty mouth. “You are swollen, my liege.”

      “Yeah,” Dan said. “It happens.”

      “Snap my chains,” Petronia said. She smiled seductively down at him, leaned forward, and squeezed her beautiful breasts. “Let me serve you. I will relieve your swelling as it has never before been assuaged.”

      “Sorry,” Dan said. “Can’t do that. Not yet. I need to get to know you first.”

      “Get to know me?” Petronia laughed with lighthearted incredulity. “We are husband and wife.”

      “You know what I mean.”

      The lovely gargoyle swayed back and forth, smoothing her hands over her tight body, jangling the golden chains, which was delicate as the links of a child’s necklace, proof that her golden bonds were merely symbols of the powerful magic locking her to the plinth.

      Petronia’s skin was gray but not the dull gray of concrete. Her flesh was glossy as polished marble and shot through with soft ribbons of milk-white. “What better way to get to know each other than impaling me on that big cock of yours?”

      “Very tempting,” Dan said. “But you’re, you know, evil.”

      Petronia filled the hall with rich laughter. “Evil? And what is evil? Just a word. Besides, dear husband, what is good without evil? Nothing. They are just words, words that exist only in reference to one another. If all the evil in the world were to disappear, would you, being not so good as some other, become evil? I don’t even know what I am. I only know that I want you. I need you. I ache for you.” As Petronia spoke, her hand worked back and forth between her legs, making wet squishing sounds.

      Dan’s erection throbbed, threatening to tear the denim of his jeans. “I want you, too,” he said. “I just don’t trust you.”

      “Don’t trust me? I am your wife, bound to you by marriage and, lest we forget, the dueling pact magic of the great and glorious Illandria, creator and queen of the Wildervast, long may she rule. Should I betray you—and believe me, I have no such desire—I would burst instantly into flames.” She twisted, displaying her epic curves. “Wouldn’t that be a terrible waste?”

      “It sure would,” Dan said, savoring the sight of her perfect ass. “But—”

      “Say no more,” Petronia interrupted. “Hear me, husband, please. With those big muscles of yours, you could easily snap my chains. Do it. Then circle the golden links around my throat. I will be your pet. Your obedient pet. And if your enemies try to harm you…”

      She straightened, throwing her arms wide. Her huge bat wings snapped crisply open. Her eyes glowed brightly, and she snarled, baring bright fangs. “I will destroy them.”

      Power came off her in waves.

      But then Petronia relaxed, folding her wings and going soft and seductive again. “I will serve you faithfully, and you will use me as you please, when you please, night and day—for when you set me free from this cursed plinth, you will also grant me freedom from the prison of daily paralysis.

      “It’s terrible, spending half of my life in stasis, shut out from the world of the living,” she said, her voice throbbing with emotion. “Even now, I tremble. The sun will soon rise, turning my flesh to stone, stopping my heart, hardening my eyes into blind stones. I can’t bear the thought of no longer being able to worship you with my eyes. Come, husband. You are the liberator, the breaker of chains, the lord and master of Freedom Valley. I only ask you to be yourself and free your loving wife.”

      Dan had to admit that Petronia was making some excellent points. He liked her and wanted her, and she would be a powerful ally.

      But Holly’s warnings echoed in his mind. Yes, he was the Warlord of the Wildervast and the head of the harem, but he had learned to listen to his wives—and none more so than his brilliant first wife.

      “Ain’t gonna happen,” he said. “Not tonight, anyway.”

      Petronia nodded sadly. Then she dropped into a squat and leaned forward so that their faces nearly touched, staring into his eyes with desperation. “Please claim me as your wife, then,” she begged, her voice huskier than ever. “If you won’t free me, at least show mercy and let me know the pleasures of your magnificent body. How much more bravely I could face the horror of paralysis if you would end my loneliness and fill me with joy.”

      “In time,” Dan said, reaching up and taking her beautiful, pain-stricken face in his hands.

      “Yes!” Petronia cried, seizing his wrists.

      Before he understood what was happening, his feet left the ground. Petronia stood and hauled him onto the plinth, her face glowing with lust and triumph. “Yes! Yes! Yes!”

      She was really strong.

      Dan started to say something, but the beautiful gargoyle twisted sharply, spinning him through the air as if he weighed no more than a child. She laid him on his back, crouched over him, and ripped his jeans open. His manhood leapt free. Petronia seized his hard shaft and squealed with demonic delight.

      Don’t rip my dick off, Dan thought. Then he moaned as Petronia’s beautiful face plunged forward, taking him in her mouth.

      Shockingly, the beautiful gargoyle inhaled his full length in a single, smooth swallow. Her lips cinched tightly around the base of his shaft, and she mewled with pleasure, holding all of him in her mouth and throat, sucking so hard that her cheeks went hollow.

      Dan’s hands closed around her horns, and he held her there as he flexed his ass, pushing even deeper into her throat.

      Petronia only moaned more passionately. She knelt there between his legs, pleasuring him, her shapely ass high in the air, her tail writhing sensuously back and forth above her.

      Then Dan stiffened, shocked by the sensation of Petronia’s tongue moving against his throbbing erection. Moving around it. Moving up it.

      As Dan lay there gripping her curved horns and fucking her mouth with quick little pulsing thrusts, Petronia’s tongue elongated, wrapping slowly around his shaft and twisting upward, encircling him again and again, spiraling up his shaft and squeezing him like a constrictor snake climbing a tree.

      What her tongue was doing wasn’t even possible. It had to be some kind of sex magic.

      But despite his usual misgivings about sorcery, Dan didn’t give a shit right now. Because whatever she was doing, possible or otherwise, regardless of how she was pulling it off, felt fucking awesome.

      Then her tongue released him, and Petronia whimpered, jerking her head side to side, trying to free her horns.

      He pinned her there for just a second longer, then let go.

      The lovely gargoyle whipped her head backward with a throaty gasp and sat up. Dan’s manhood popped free and slapped wetly against his now ripped abs.

      Petronia let her head roll back on her shoulders and arched her back, thrusting her perfect breasts forward. The beautiful, glossy globes pulsed hypnotically as she panted for breath. Her ass twitched back and forth, and her muscular tail undulated like a belly dancer.

      “Now,” Petronia said, seizing his manhood again and smiling down wickedly, “make me your wife. Titles mean nothing. Take me. Fill me with your essence and bind us in spiritual matrimony.”

      “You want me to take you?” Dan said, propping up onto his elbows. “I’ll take you like—whoa!”

      Petronia hopped forward and impaled herself on him. She rode him cowgirl-style, bouncing up and down fast and hard. Her tight, wet channel gripped him, squeezing and yanking his entire length, milking him as she moved.

      The lusty gargoyle had told Dan to take her, to make her his wife, but all he could do was lay there and take it. She was in control now. Which might have been kind of fucked up if it didn’t feel so amazing.

      “Yes,” Petronia growled, as he reached up to squeeze her firm breasts.

      She lifted her hips, freeing all but his swollen head, which her sex squeezed so hard that it hurt. Then she slammed back down him, burying him to the hilt in her hot slit.

      Again and again, she slammed into him, faster and faster, their flesh slapping loudly in the night—which was growing less dark, Dan realized, glancing toward the adjacent throne room, where the gloom was lightening as morning drew near. Soon, his people would rise and greet the day.

      And what of Petronia?

      “Hurry,” she urged him, her voice growing louder as she spoke. “Dawn approaches. Finish inside me, husband. Take me, own me, pump me full of your glorious essence!”

      Dan felt the glowing pressure building within him, felt his impending climax rising rapidly to meet her demands, his aching balls ready to explode inside her. Up and up and up he rose, and Petronia pounded away faster than ever, spewing a lewd and frenzied stream of encouragement, “Yeshusandfuckmefuckmegoodpumpmefullofhotcumnownownow!”

      Petronia rose one last time, quivering with pleasure. She paused at the top of her stroke, gripping his tip in her tight sex, both of them sensing that this was it, that her next thrust would spark the eruption of mutual climax. She stared down into his eyes, a wicked, lustful smile lighting her face—and froze as dawn’s first light broke over the mountains, raced across the valley, and spilled into the castle.

      Dan opened his mouth to roar with surprise but froze in place. He couldn’t scream, couldn’t move, couldn’t even cum, though his balls had already begun to tighten painfully in what was to have been the first spasm of release.

      Petronia was crouched over him, her wicked smile evil and lascivious and triumphant. She had frozen like a statue. All of her, even the channel that still gripped the head of his rigid manhood, had turned to marble once again.

      He panicked, hearing footsteps approaching down the hall. But he couldn’t move, couldn’t speak, couldn’t even breathe.

      Numbness swept over him, moving over his feet and legs and hips like the dark shadow of a passing cloud rolling across a valley floor. With a spasm of terror, he realized that in the wake of the numbing cloud, his flesh was turning to stone. Unable to stop it, unable to even whimper, Dan felt the numbness roll over him.

      And he was lost to darkness and stillness and a boundless world of nothing.
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      For an unknowable length of time, Dan was lost in the void. Blind and deaf, unable to feel or smell or think—and yet conscious in a strange way that he could neither ponder nor understand. This was existence without referent or relevance; being without thinking or feeling; a stalled sentience in an unfeeling, unmoving darkness.

      And then the world rushed back in.

      Dan gasped, lying upon his back beneath Petronia, who howled a triumphant “yes!” and plunged downward, burying his manhood deep inside her, where he exploded, pumping jet after jet of hot seed into her hungry womb. As the gorgeous gargoyle bucked, squealing with orgasm, her bat wings snapped open and beat the air.

      Dan roared, pulling Petronia down, and crushing her convulsing body against his. The monster girl moaned and laughed as they shuddered through the mutual climax in a tight embrace. Her skin was warm and soft against his naked flesh, and her shaking body was deliciously firm and curvy.

      So much so that for several seconds, he forgot all about the terror and confusion he’d felt as his body had turned to stone.

      Wait, he thought, with a fresh spike of alarm, I turned to stone!

      Petronia nuzzled into him, her breath warm against his throat, her breasts swaying back and forth, their tips brushing against his chest. “Oh husband,” she moaned, “that was wonderful. Again, please. Do it again, but this time—”

      “No,” Dan said, pushing her up and away. “Time has passed. We turned to stone.”

      “Mm,” Petronia purred, rocking her hot, wet slit across his erection, painting him in their mingled juices. “Feels like one part of you remains petrified. Now let’s just slide that—”

      “Enough,” a voice said.

      Dan jerked his head around to see Holly standing there with her arms crossed. “Husband, we have a problem.”

      Dan felt his face grow hot. He would have told Holly about his romp with the gargoyle first thing that morning, would have told all his wives, and wouldn’t have felt a single qualm about consummating his marriage to Petronia.

      But getting caught in the act felt wrong, and his face burned with embarrassment.

      “How long have you been standing there?” he asked. “What time is it? And what do you mean, a problem?”

      Before Holly could answer, Petronia spoke up. “I do apologize, sister-wife, for delaying our husband. I’m certain that you, of all people, will understand the rapture I felt as he made love to me. I’m afraid that in my ecstasy, I forgot myself—and the time—completely.

      “I doubt that, sister-wife,” Holly said. “But whatever the case, it does not matter now. Welcome to the harem. As the junior member, you will listen to all of your sister-wives and especially to me.”

      Petronia stood and bowed, a hint of her mischievous smile lingering. “Of course, first wife. Of course. I couldn’t be happier.”

      Despite the highly awkward situation, Dan couldn’t help but fixate on Petronia’s incredible body as she bowed to Holly.

      “Come along, husband,” Holly said. “Let us talk of marriage and troubles.”

      “Coming,” Dan said, climbing to his feet.

      “Mm,” Petronia said. “If only you were coming.”

      Dan grinned, pulling up his jeans.

      “I would invite you to join us,” Holly said, countering the gargoyle’s satisfied smile with her own smirk, “but it appears that my husband retained enough sense to leave you chained to your plinth… and we have business elsewhere in the castle.”

      Petronia threw back her beautiful head with a burst of wicked laughter. “Oh, this is going to be so much fun!”

      “Yes,” Holly said, “it is going to be fun.”

      “May I proceed, Holly?” a trembling voice asked out of thin air. “May I?”

      Holly’s smile curled, looking just as wicked as the gargoyle’s. “You may proceed.”

      “What?” Petronia said, looking about with confusion. “Who are you talking to? Oh!” Then she was doing an awkward little dance atop the plinth, the golden chains jangling as she squirmed and pressed her legs together and brushed at her sex. “What is happening?”

      “Clean up every drop, Zamora,” Holly said, and taking Dan by the arm, led him from the hallway.

      He cast one last look over his shoulder. Petronia’s perfect breasts wobbled as an invisible wind rushed past, moaning happily, “Seeeeeeeeed!”

      Holly led Dan past the throne room, which was lit with candles and torches. Across the gigantic room, darkness filled the stone archways.

      “Wait,” he said, feeling a sense of relief. “It’s still night?”

      “Yes,” Holly said. “Though from your perspective, it would be more accurate to say it is night again. You spent the day as a statue. A rather lewd statue seen by many people.”

      Dan grinned, his face going hot again. He certainly had nothing to be ashamed of in terms of anatomy, but it was weird, thinking that people had seen him like that. “Awkward.”

      “Very,” Holly said. “It was a foolish thing, bonding with Petronia, but at least you didn’t set her free.”

      “About that,” he said, remembering the terror he’d felt as dawn had broken, and the wave of numbness had swept over him, almost erasing his consciousness. Almost but not quite. And that, somehow, that whisper of stalled semi-consciousness was worse than pure oblivion. “I am thinking of setting her free.”

      “Of course you are,” Holly said, “which is exactly why Petronia tricked you into fucking her as day broke. She wanted you to empathize with her plight. And now you do. But please remember, husband, no matter how terrible her curse might be, she is still a demon-kissed monster.”

      “But she’s bound to me by marriage and the succubus queen’s decree.”

      “Yes,” Holly said, “but that does not change the bedrock truth. I have no doubt that she will be loyal to you, but she isn’t just some pretty girl with horns and a tail. She’s a gargoyle, and gargoyles have a way of causing trouble.”

      They started down a stairwell, their footfalls echoing dully off the stone walls. “Is that the trouble you mentioned?” he asked.

      “If only,” Holly said with a frown. “No. Since you were indisposed, I attended the day’s ambassadorial meetings on your behalf.”

      “Oh shit,” Dan said. He’d forgotten all about his meetings. Today, he was supposed to have met with three or four emissaries, including—

      “The representative from the Duke of Harrisburg is livid. He refused to meet with me and is still waiting downstairs.”

      Dan groaned. “Still waiting? What the Hades? It’s been hours.”

      Holly nodded grimly. “Nearly ten hours,” she said. “You were supposed to meet him first thing this morning. And apparently, based on his attitude, he is unused to waiting.”

      Dan shrugged, regaining his balance. “Too fucking bad. Look, I’m sorry about messing up your day, and thanks for cleaning up my mess. Really. But if this guy thinks he’s going to march in here and call the shots, he’s got another thing coming. I didn’t want to meet with the duke’s people in the first place.”

      “I remember,” Holly said, “and you might recall my response. You must meet with the duke’s people. If there is a way to avoid war without compromising ourselves, we will reach it only through communication. The Duke of Harrisburg is very powerful. He’s acting on the behalf of the Duke of Philadelphia, so he has bottomless coffers and more resources than he even knows what to do with. From what Briar and Lily tell me, he has fifteen thousand troops in Liberty, and more are marching up the turnpike every day.”

      Dan nodded. The duke was a problem. But something else that Holly had said jabbed him in the ribs. “Hey, um, your brother and sister, they didn’t—”

      “Yes, they saw you,” Holly said. “Lily was the one who discovered you, actually. She doesn’t sleep much.”

      Dan’s face went hot again. “Great,” he said. “That’s not embarrassing. Not at all.”

      “It’s fine,” Holly said. “Briar was offended, of course, on a number of counts, mostly because your actions showed impulsivity and poor judgment.”

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah,” Dan said. “No offense, but I don’t give a shit what your brother thinks of me.”

      “It’s not what he thinks that’s a problem, Dan. It’s what he says and does. I can’t have the two of you fighting, okay? I heard about you demanding his respect when he first arrived, and I’m fine with that, but you really fucked up with Petronia, so you know he’s going to say something.”

      “He’d better keep his mouth shut,” Dan said. “This isn’t the grove. It’s my home.”

      “Correction,” Holly said. “It’s our home. And Briar is my brother. That doesn’t give him the right to say anything he wants, but like I said, you really fucked up. You didn’t just put yourself on display. You also missed the feast honoring Briar, Lily, and the grove. That might not seem like a big deal to you, but my brother is a stickler for tradition. In that way, he is very much my father’s son.”

      “Sorry,” Dan said, and meant it. Briar could shove his precious traditions straight up his ass, but Dan was sorry that he had pissed off the guy and left Holly to deal with the situation. “But like you said, my fuck-up doesn’t give him the right to say whatever he wants.”

      “No,” she said, “and I’ve talked to him about that. But I’m asking you, as a favor to me, try to keep a cool head. If he steps out of line, please don’t overreact.”

      “If you’re afraid that he’s going to kick my ass again,” Dan started.

      “No,” Holly said. “That’s not it. I just—it’s important to me that you and my family get along. I love you and Nadia and Ula, and I’m happy in so many ways, but it’s been awful, being the only grey elf here at Teel Elan, surrounded by thousands of red elves. Every time I pass that grand tapestry of theirs, I shudder at the sight of Mooret and the Subjugation.”

      “I know,” Dan said, and he stopped to give her a hug.

      They had reached the bottom floor. From here, they would cross the courtyard to where the ambassador from the Duke of Harrisburg would be waiting. Before he dealt with that asshole, however, Dan wanted to make things right with his wife.

      “Having my family and other grey elves here has been wonderful,” Holly said. “Like a warm spring day in the midst of a bitter winter. Please don’t do anything that will make my family reject me. My father values Briar’s opinion, as does the rest of the grove. I can’t bear the thought of spending the rest of my days here, hundreds of miles from the nearest grey elf, exiled from my family and surrounded by the descendants of those who murdered my ancestors.”

      “All right,” Dan said. “I get it. And I’ll do my best. If he starts talking shit, I’ll try to keep my cool.”

      “Thank you,” she said, and popped onto her toes to give him a kiss. It started as a quick peck but tumbled into a passionate exchange. Stepping back, Holly grinned. “I have a confession.”

      “What’s that?”

      “It turned me on.”

      “What turned you on?”

      “You know.”

      “The kiss? Me, too. In fact, if you want—”

      “No, silly,” she laughed. “Not the kiss. Seeing you, frozen like that, with Petronia riding you.”

      “Huh? I thought you were pissed off.”

      “I was pissed off,” Holly said. “It was a pain in the ass, dealing with my brother and all of the ambassadors, especially the duke’s emissary. But I was turned on, too. You looked so hot like that, ready to cum with that beautiful monster girl riding high on your huge cock so that the rest of it was exposed.”

      “Yeah,” Dan said. “About that, why didn’t you move us to a side room or throw a blanket over me or something?”

      Holly bit her lip and shook her head. “It was a huge turn on, knowing that so many people were seeing you like that. It shamed and excited me, made me feel cheap and dirty and proud all at the same time because I knew that every woman who passed the statue grew wet at the sight of your big dick.”

      Dan laughed. “You are seriously a crazy elf, have I ever told you that before?”

      “Only about a million times,” Holly said. “Speaking of crazy elves, I want you to do something for me.”

      “What, give it to Petronia again at the break of dawn?”

      “No,” Holly said. “Once was enough. Now everyone knows what you’re carrying in your pants and what I get to play with every night.”

      “What do you want, then?”

      “I want you to marry my sister.”

      Dan coughed with surprise. “What?”

      Holly grinned. “You heard me, Dan. I want you to marry Lily. If you don’t, Briar will take her back to the grove, and we might not see her again for years, maybe even decades.”

      “Decades?” Dan said, and was rocked by the image of Lily showing up far in the future, young as ever, her pretty face trying but not quite managing to hide her horror at the sight of a seventy or eighty-year-old Dan.

      Holly nodded. “Father could easily demand that she dedicate the next thirty or forty years to druidic study. If you want Lily in our lives, it has to be now.”

      “Wow,” Dan said, and paused for a second to think things through.

      Sure, it was weird, talking about marrying his wife’s sister, but he also knew that the practice was common—encouraged, even—among grey elves. And Holly obviously had no problem with Lily joining the harem.

      Nor did Dan.

      Lily was gorgeous and cool, and she got along with everyone. For a second, he remembered Zamora’s wind lifting Lily’s shirt, exposing the underside of his sister-in-law’s perky breasts.

      “Lily’s great,” he said, “but I don’t think she would accept my proposal.”

      Holly laughed. “She’s the one who told me to talk to you, silly!”

      “Wait,” he said, “Lily asked you to tell me to marry her?”

      Holly nodded. “She’s crazy about you, and she loves your wives. She’s excited about Teel Elan and Est eel Est, and she’s dying to explore the valley.”

      Dan felt a grin coming onto his face. Lily wanted to marry him? There wasn’t another person on the planet he’d sooner add to his harem. But then he remembered something. “Wait, did she say all of this before she, um, saw me with Petronia? I mean, talk about a game changer. I doubt she’s going to want anything to do with me now.”

      “Oh, you crazy human,” Holly said, turning the tables on him. “She talked to me after seeing you with Petronia. I mean, she already wanted to marry you, but after seeing that giant rod of yours, how could she resist?”

      Dan laughed. “All right, then. I’d love to marry Lily.”

      “Wonderful,” Holly said, giving him a hug. “And thank you. Now go talk with the ambassador. Be civil. Parus and two of the half-orcs are waiting there with him. And meanwhile, I’m going to go tell Lily the good news.” She clapped her hands, beaming with excitement. “I can’t wait to share you with my sister!”
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      Dan hated the guy as soon as he saw him sitting at the table with his leather briefcase.

      The emissary from the Duke of Harrisburg was a toad-like, middle-aged, balding man wearing a fancy black suit, gold-rimmed spectacles, and a frown.

      As Dan strode into the room, the diplomat’s frown contracted, puckering up like a constipated asshole.

      Parus nodded at Dan from where he stood against the wall between a pair of Dan’s half-orc mercs. By Parus’s strained expression, Dan could tell that the emissary had been just as difficult as he looked.

      “Dan Marshall of the Free, I presume,” the man said, all snotty. He stared without getting up, looking less like an ambassador and more like a lawyer from Dan’s old world. One of those pit-bull attorneys that prided themselves on raining red hell down on the opposition. Win if you can, lose if you must, but always, always make it hurt.

      And in that second, Dan understood that this meeting was going to be a train wreck. That in mind, there wasn’t much sense in playing nice.

      Dan stopped short of the table. “That’s me. Who are you?”

      The man blinked up at him for a second. “My name is Blivet. I am the official representative of Lord Reginald Harrington, the Duke of Harrisburg.”

      Dan shrugged. “All right. What do you want?”

      The man’s jowls pinkened with annoyance. “An apology, to begin with. We were supposed to meet first thing this morning. You’ve kept me waiting all day.”

      “You should’ve talked to my wife,” Dan said, pulling out the chair across from Blivet. “She speaks with my voice.”

      “The duke sent me to deal with you,” Blivet said, “not your assignees.”

      “Well, I’m here now,” he said, just wanting to get this over with. “Let’s get down to business.”

      “Fine,” Blivet said, pushing the briefcase forward.

      “What’s this?”

      Blivet opened the case, revealing dozens of colorful gems. “Your first payment,” he said, polishing an amber gem with a square of fur. “Ten thousand gold pieces.”

      Dan leaned back in his chair and propped his boots on the table, much to the obvious annoyance of Blivet. “Payment for what?”

      “For your cooperation,” Blivet said. “When spring arrives, the duke will be traversing this valley.”

      Dan laughed. “Oh, is that what he thinks? And what if I don’t agree?”

      Blivet’s mouth puckered again. “Let me be clear. The duke will cross the valley with or without your cooperation. He is being polite.”

      “The man put a bounty on my head,” Dan said. “I don’t call that polite.”

      “Rumors and falsehoods,” Blivet said. “The duke would prefer to work with you, not against you. He recognizes your claim as the ruler of… what’s this place called now? Freedom Valley?”

      Dan just stared at the guy.

      “The duke is prepared to pay you twenty thousand gold pieces if you will help him against the Duke of Pittsburgh. Fifty thousand, if you’ll allow him to use your fortress until the conflict is over.”

      “Keep talking.”

      “Then, once the war is over,” Blivet continued, “he will name you the Lord of Freedom Valley.”

      “I’m already the Warlord of the Wildervast,” Dan said. “Lord of Freedom Valley sounds like a demotion.”

      “Titles are negotiable,” Blivet said. “Whatever the moniker, you will serve as the duke’s ranking officer in this region, and he will provide you with everything you need to oversee the settlement of these lands. Additionally, he will give you a cut of all rents and resource-based transactions.”

      “Such as?”

      “Timber, tilling, perhaps game.”

      Dan laughed. “So his big offer is to demote my title and give me a cut of the profit when he moves settlers onto my land and sells them my stuff? You’re going to have to explain again how this is a good thing for me.”

      Blivet sighed, as if he were tired of humoring a difficult child. “Mr. Marshall, you fail to grasp the reality of your situation. There is nothing you can do to stop the War of the Dukes, just as there is nothing you can do to impede the progress of civilization. The duke is being genial.”

      Dan crossed his arms over his chest and leaned back on the rear legs of his chair. “I’m just a simple barbarian,” he said. “I don’t know that word, genial. But if that’s what the duke’s being, I guess genial means asshole.”

      Again, Blivet’s mouth curdled and his jowls reddened. He leaned over, pulled the briefcase back to him, and snapped its lid shut. “The Duke of Harrisburg will not suffer insults—and certainly not from some lowborn, murdering upstart like you.”

      Dan grinned and settled all four chair legs on the ground. “I have to say your ambassadorial game is a little disappointing,” he said, and leaned forward, placing his elbows on the table. “But I appreciate the straight talk. So let me return the favor.

      “The duke can’t buy me. I don’t want his money, his friendship, or his fancy titles. And if he enters my valley, he’s going to suffer a lot more than insults.”

      Blivet snorted. “By spring, the duke will have an army of twenty-five thousand soldiers.”

      Dan whistled. “That’s a lot of corpses.” He turned to Parus. “Can we burn that many corpses?”

      Parus nodded. “Yes, Master Dan. We can.”

      “All right, then,” Dan said, standing up. “Saves us the trouble of dumping them into Hell’s Canyon.”

      Blivet also stood. His mouth puckered up tighter than ever. He pushed his spectacles up the bridge of his nose, lifted the case of gems, and shook his head. “It was a mistake, coming here. I tried to explain that to the duke, but he prefers diplomacy over bloodshed. Last chance, Dan Marshall of the Free. Will you reconsider?”

      Dan rubbed his jaw, pretending to think about it. But he’d already thought this through with absolute clarity.

      Fuck this guy. If the duke wanted war, he’d get war.

      This fortress was practically invulnerable. By springtime, Dan would have the Fists of Fury up and running, and Thelia’s apprentices would be full-fledged fire mages. He would rally the barbarian tribes of the valley, and tomorrow, he was meeting a representative of the Jungle Kingdom and would do his best to seal an alliance with the warlike black panthers, across whose kingdom the duke would need to pass just to reach Freedom Valley.

      Moreover, Dan had several thousand would-be soldiers, a shit-ton of magical arrows, and a couple of legitimately badass wives, especially since Holly had found the scroll granting her call earth elemental, manipulate weather, and death whisper.

      The duke wouldn’t know what hit him.

      And with Dan’s marriage to Lily, he could probably expect help from the grove, too.

      So yeah. Fuck the duke. Fuck him all to Hades.

      Blivet was twitchy, waiting for him and muttering quietly.

      Dan decided to put an end to the meeting.

      “Nope,” he said. “I won’t reconsider. And that is my final answer. Tell the duke, and I mean this from the bottom of my heart, that he can go fuck himsel—”

      “Fulgeezi!” Blivet shouted, and the world exploded.

      A bright flash blinded Dan, a loud cracking sound filled the air, and an invisible train slammed into his chest.

      Dan hurtled through the air, wracked with crackling yellow agony. His muscles seized, his jaws clacked shut, and he slammed into the ground, convulsing helplessly and growling with torment as he pulsed in and out of consciousness, twitching between a downpour of sizzling sparks and a void of pitch-black darkness.

      A scream cut the air, and the worst of the agony whipped away.

      Dan gasped, flailing on the ground. He was still hurting from head to toe, half-blind from the bright yellow flash that still lingered like a ghost over his vision. His muscles jerked and spasmed, beyond his control. His nostrils were full of smoke and the smells of burnt flesh and scorched hair.

      Through sheer will, he rolled onto one side and tried to draw his sword, but something was wrong with his weapon. The pommel was bent at a strange angle and—holy shit!—his clothes were on fire.

      He was on fire.

      No sooner had this thought registered than a heavy cloak closed over him, muffling the flames. He felt hands pressing the cloak into him, extinguishing the fire, and heard Parus saying his name.

      And then Dan’s brain slid pieces together and understood what had happened—or some of it, anyway.

      Fucking Blivet.

      All that muttering had been incantation.

      Ambassador, my ass, Dan thought.

      Blivet was a sorcerer. An assassin. The Duke of Harrisburg had sent him to put a leash around Dan’s neck or a lightning bolt through his heart.

      Parus pulled away the cloak he’d used to extinguish Dan. “Are you all right, Master Dan?”

      “Yeah,” Dan lied. In truth, the bastard had cooked him pretty good. His whole body hurt, his heart was out whack, sputtering and racing, fluttering and flailing like a bird trapped in a chimney, and a mantle of darkness hung atop his field of vision, threatening to close over him.

      He had no way of knowing for certain, but he would have bet his fortress, valley, and the shirt off his back—if it hadn’t been burned to ash—that he was teetering on the brink of zero hit points. That would mean that Blivet’s bolt had done over 140 hit points of damage. What fucking level was that asshole?

      “Where’s Blivet?” Dan growled.

      “I threw a dagger,” Parus said. “Sunk it into his neck. He disappeared.”

      “Sir,” one of the half-orcs said from behind Parus, “Garl is dead.”

      Dan forced himself to sit up.

      Shit. Blivet had killed one of my men. I will make that fucker pay.

      But sitting up had caused the room to start spinning, and the hovering mantel of darkness lowered a notch.

      Too fucking bad. Time to get tough. You have to lock down the castle and make sure Blivet is really gone.

      The table was burning. Blivet and briefcase were gone.

      One of the half-orcs had been roasted alive.

      A crack ran down one of the stone walls, which was discolored in strange reddish hues and smudged with soot.

      He tried again to pull his sword, having forgotten in his confusion that the bolt had destroyed it.

      He growled, struggling onto his feet. Again, the world tilted around him.

      Parus steadied him. “Perhaps, Master Dan, you should remain seated until we can summon Lady Holly.”

      “To Hades with that,” Dan said. The mantle of darkness now framed his entire field of vision. As he spoke, the darkness tightened until it was like looking down a long, black tunnel.

      Parus was speaking, but his voice was too faint, too distant to understand.

      “Sound the alarm,” Dan ordered. “Everyone on high alert. Guard my wives. Especially Holly and Thelia. High-value targets. Don’t let that son of a—”

      The tunnel of darkness tightened, puckering up like Blivet’s mouth, and shut out the world as Dan passed into unconsciousness.
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      Dan brooded upon the throne, wearing his crown upon a troubled brow.

      His wives and Tatiana surrounded him. Only Ula was absent, the hobgoblin warrior woman showing her love by hunting his would-be assassin.

      The attack had everyone on tenterhooks. After all, Blivet might rematerialize and strike again at any moment. Or he might already be lurking within the castle, waiting to strike. He could have polymorphed into a mouse or a bird or one of the several thousand red elves who had recently joined the ranks.

      “The attack changes everything,” Dan said.

      “Irrevocably,” Holly agreed. “In tomorrow’s meeting with Razah, you must do whatever you can to sway the Jungle Kingdom to our side.”

      “Um, please pardon the interruption,” Tatiana said, her voice quivering with concern, “but by ‘Razah,’ I assume you mean Prince Razah.”

      Dan and Holly nodded.

      “Cancel the meeting,” Tatiana said.

      “Impossible,” Holly said. “Blivet’s attack means war. We need the support of the Jungle Kingdom.”

      “They won’t help you,” Tatiana said. “King Fazul Kah’Dreel already formed an alliance with the Duke of Harrisburg. And Prince Razah is a monster. He cares only for power and pain, and he practically lives in the fighting pits. The fact that the king is sending Razah of all his sons tells me the Jungle Kingdom will not help you. But Razah might throw you into Hell’s Canyon!”

      “We have to try,” Dan said, and when Tatiana started to object, he held out his hand like a traffic cop. “Enough, Tatiana. I appreciate your concern, but without the Jungle Kingdom’s help, we have no buffer. And trust me, I won’t be stupid about this.”

      “What we really need to do,” Nadia said, “is parlay with the duke.”

      “Parlay with the duke?” Dan said, and slammed a fist on the stone armrest. “That fucker tried to kill me. I’ll chop his head off. That’s how I’ll deal with him.”

      Nadia laughed. “Spoken like a true barbarian, husband, but chill. I don’t mean the Duke of Harrisburg. I mean the Duke of Pittsburgh.”

      Dan nodded grimly. The Duke of Pittsburgh had sent a bird inviting Dan to meet on the southern border, where Freedom Valley met the Interior Sea.

      “I don’t like it,” Thelia said. “We trusted one duke, and he almost killed you. What’s to keep the Duke of Pittsburgh from finishing the job?”

      “I will accept his invitation,” Dan said. “The Duke of Harrisburg is our enemy. That doesn’t make the Duke of Pittsburgh our friend, but maybe we can unite temporarily against a common threat. That would beat the Hades out of fighting a two-front war.”

      “Free me, husband,” Petronia demanded again from her stone plinth. She had been raging back and forth, shaking her golden chains since they rolled her into the throne room. “I will teach your enemies to fear the night. Break my chains, and I will bring you Blivet’s head by dawn.”

      The throne room doors banged open, and Agatha ran sobbing into the room. Two half-orcs followed, one rubbing his jaw, the other stumbling and shouting for the beautiful cyclops to stop.

      “It’s all right,” Dan told the guards. “I will see Agatha.”

      The half-orcs didn’t need to be told twice. They limped out of the room and closed the doors.

      “I’m sorry if I hurt them,” Agatha said, bowing before the dais. “I heard what happened and rushed straight here, but they wouldn’t let me in. I had to see you, had to know you were okay.”

      “It’s okay,” Dan laughed. “And I’m okay. Thanks to Parus and Holly.”

      Agatha’s eye was rimmed with tears. Her lower lip jutted out, trembling. “If anything had happened to you, I would have thrown myself off the balcony.”

      “Um, no,” Dan said. Agatha’s gushing affection had always amused him—until now. “I lead a violent life. If I get killed, you may not kill yourself. That’s an order. Understood?”

      Agatha nodded, sniffing.

      “I need you to stick around and make swords for my son,” he said. “Ah, which reminds me. Can you fix this?” He called her forward and handed her the twisted, unrecognizable remains of his sword.

      Agatha turned the bent, warped, and discolored blade in her pink hands then frowned. “I’m sorry, Master, but no one could fix this. Not even my sisters.”

      “Shit,” Dan grumbled. He’d had the sword for a long time, ever since leaving his old world. It had once held the spirit of his mentor, Wulfgar.

      “But I could melt it down and make you a better sword,” Agatha said, brightening. “A much better sword.”

      Dan smiled. The sword had been reforged once before, after Griselda had broken it. “Thanks, Agatha. That would be great.”

      “Anything for you, Dan,” the cyclops said, clearly very excited at the prospect. “I’ll set to work at once!” And just like that, Agatha rushed from the throne room, carrying the pitiful remains of his trusty sword.

      “You just hit the jackpot,” Nadia said.

      “Yeah,” Dan said. “She’ll do a great job.”

      “Not just a great job,” Holly said. “Agatha adores you. She’s going to make this sword her One True Forge.”

      Dan didn’t understand. Based on the confused expressions of most of the women, he wasn’t alone.

      “Each cyclops chooses a single item in her lifetime to become her masterpiece,” Holly explained. “Agatha will use all of her skill, all of her secrets, and, legend has it, she will be assisted by the spirits of her ancestors. The sword will be superior in every way, the finest thing she will ever create.”

      “Wow,” Dan said. “I don’t need anything fancy, though. She should wait and—”

      “Agatha loves you with every fiber of her being,” Holly said with a knowing smile. “For her, this is not a sacrifice. It is an honor.”

      “All right,” Dan said. “Now, back to the business at hand. When I ride out to meet the Duke of Pittsburgh, I’m going to visit the valley tribes and raise a barbarian horde.”

      “Think they’ll listen to you?” Nadia asked.

      Dan nodded, remembering what Wulfgar had said when Dan reached eighth level. If Dan preached blood and fire to the barbarians, they would receive him as if he had a 25 charisma.

      Twenty-fucking-five.

      In other words, godlike.

      “They’ll listen to me,” he said.

      Thelia pointed to Dan’s chest, where blood had once more soaked through his bandages. “You’re bleeding again, husband.”

      After Blivet’s attack, Holly had lifted him from unconsciousness with her healing spell. Then she cast a heal significant wounds spell, which she had gained since coming to Freedom Valley, and used two of her scroll’s cure grievous wounds inscriptions. Dan had stopped her then, despite sensing that he was still missing about half his hit points.

      “We still have three inscriptions on the scroll, husband,” Holly argued, bringing it up again—and undoubtedly hoping that her sister-wives would back her up… which they did, instantly.

      “Stop being a knucklehead,” Nadia said. “What if Blivet teleports back into the castle and hits you again?”

      Dan shrugged. “Guess I’d better duck this time.”

      The other women jumped in, several of them talking at once, insisting that he allow Holly to heal him, regardless of the cost.

      “No,” Dan said. “Look, I appreciate your concern, everybody, but I’m fine. We might need those spells later. I’ll heal in time.”

      “Perhaps I can be of assistance, husband,” Clarissa said, speaking up for the first time. As usual, the striking, silver-haired woman’s shapely breasts strained against a snug bikini top, the scales of which matched the silver hue of her serpentine lower half.

      “Oh?” Dan said.

      Clarissa gave a little bow and slid up to the base of the dais, offering a characteristically lascivious grin that exposed a pair of slender, bright white fangs. “I possess some skill in the healing disciplines,” she hissed.

      “Awesome,” Dan said, studying the beautiful snake woman, who had largely kept her distance since Dan had usurped the throne.

      Was Clarissa a naga or a lamia?

      Nagas were part human, part serpent. Lamias had the upper body of a human and lower half of a beast. Did nagas ever have the upper body of a human or only the head?

      He wasn’t sure, but it was an important distinction. Nagas could be good or evil. Lamias, on the other hand, were always evil.

      Regardless of Clarissa’s alignment, she had come to Dan through a dueling pact and understood that betraying him would result in instantaneous death by burning. So despite the revived paranoia Dan felt in the wake of nearly being killed by an “ambassador,” he decided to trust his mysterious new wife. “I would appreciate your help.”

      Clarissa smiled and gave a slight nod. “Of course, husband. It will be my pleasure to ease your suffering. Please remove your jeans.”

      Dan cocked a brow. “How does this healing magic of yours work?”

      Her snake eyes stared hungrily at his crotch. “The spell changes the nature of my venom. I will have to bite you, but first, I will generate numbing enzymes in my saliva. They will anesthetize the area. You will feel pressure but not pain.”

      “I don’t mind pain,” Dan said, standing and unbuttoning his jeans, “but where, exactly, do you plan on biting me? I can be as kinky as the next guy, but I’m not interested in taking fangs to the ol’ war club.”

      Clarissa laughed, her oblong pupils swelling. “The thigh is the best place to administer the healing bite. That is why I ask you to please remove your jeans. Removing your pants might save you from additional discomfort should tightness result. Some males respond spectacularly to this ministration.”

      “This bite is going to give me a hard on?”

      Another smile, another nod. “Envenomed erections are superlative in size and rigidity.”

      Dan laughed, glancing around the room. Most of the people in attendance had seen his dick. Holly, Nadia, Thelia, Zamora, and Petronia had all done a lot more than just see it.

      The others—Clarissa, Chloe, and Tatiana—could look away if they wanted. Though judging by their gleaming eyes, he doubted they would.

      “All right,” he said, and pushed his jeans down.

      “Ugh! Why didn’t you warn us?” Tatiana gasped, mock-offended. “You’re not even wearing undergarments!”

      Dan grinned at the lovely she-panther, who, despite her protestations, stared directly at his manhood, the golden eyes practically bulging from her pretty face.

      “Barbarians always go commando,” Dan said.

      Zamora tittered gleefully overhead. “Thank goodness for that, Master!”

      “Show off,” Nadia laughed.

      Thelia tittered, sounding very much like the sweet, simple girl he’d rescued from Roderick’s Raiders.

      “Please be seated, husband,” Clarissa said.

      Dan dropped into his throne and spread his legs.

      Clarissa slid forward, gave him a smile that was one part sexy and one part sinister, and said, “This venom affects your cardiovascular, respiratory, and nervous systems, but do not be anxious. Regardless of these sensations, the bite heals.”

      “Go for it,” Dan said.

      Clarissa pressed in between his legs, pulled back her long, silver hair with one hand, and lowered her mouth to his inner thigh about halfway to the knee.

      The lovely sweep of Clarissa’s back, naked save for the thin bikini strap, narrowed to a tiny waist that flared erotically into full hips and an incredibly shapely ass shimmering with silver scales. From there, things got complicated, her beautiful ass melting into a wholly serpentine lower half, upon the coils of which she now sat.

      “First, I use saliva to desensitize the site,” Clarissa hissed.

      For several seconds, the serpent girl mouthed his thigh, kissing, licking, and sucking softly. Was she really numbing him or just trying to arouse him? After all, she was a monster girl, and while monster girls varied in many ways, they were united in their obsessive thirst for human seed.

      Staring at the seamless union between her shapely ass and serpentine lower half, Dan had to wonder how sex with Clarissa would work. She wore no clothing on her lower half, yet he saw no slit, no opening, no happy place to stick his business.

      Hmm, he thought as she sucked his leg. They could figure that out later, if he went down that path. And the longer he stared at her, the better going down that path sounded.

      “Does that feel pleasant, husband?” Clarissa asked. She turned her face and laid her cheek against his thigh. Then she closed her eyes and started licking him lazily. Her tongue, he was pleased to note, was human.

      A little long, maybe. Okay, a lot long. But it was pink and didn’t fork like a snake’s tongue, and these facts made him relax a little.

      Where she licked, his skin started to tingle. So did his crotch. Not that her venom was kicking in. Any red-blooded man would feel tingling if a gorgeous woman in a string bikini knelt submissively between his legs and licked his thigh.

      It was a little awkward having several other women gathered around watching him, but that was a turn-on, too.

      Let them watch, he thought, feeling himself starting to grow hard.

      Then Clarissa opened her mouth wide—really, really wide—and sunk her fangs deep into his muscular quadricep.

      Dan stiffened, sat up straight in his throne, and managed—barely—to resist the urge to push the snake-woman’s head away. As promised, there was no pain, but it still freaked him the fuck out to feel her slender teeth penetrate his flesh.

      Clarissa’s head bobbed up and down in a subtle pulsing motion.

      She’s filling me with venom, he thought, and again beat back the urge to shove her away.

      A pleasant warmth flooded into the meat of his thigh. Seconds later, the warmth coursed through his blood stream, riding his veins as it looped through his body, lighting up his entire circulatory system like a Christmas tree.

      His heartbeat sped up.

      A pleasant heat filled his lungs, and he felt a flutter of concern as his breathing grew rapid and shallow.

      His heart was really hammering now.

      It’s okay, he told himself. Ride it out.

      Painless pressure built in his skull. It felt like his spinal cord was vibrating, and sizzling energy tingled through his entire body, as if microscopic lightning was arcing from his flaming capillaries.

      At the edges of his vision, a fine lace of bright light shimmered.

      Clarissa moaned softly as she mouthed him.

      He felt hands touch him. Hands gripping his shoulders, running through his hair, kneading the back of his neck.

      Thelia leaned close beside him, biting her lip and staring down into his lap, her eyes blazing with arousal.

      “Oh,” Tatiana gasped. Her black tail twitching back and forth like that of a kitten ready to pounce.  “It’s hideous. It’s… gargantuan.”

      Beyond the panther lady, Petronia was a study in lust. The lewd gargoyle’s perfect gray body shone glossily as she swayed back and forth, staring hungrily between his legs and masturbating feverishly, making her golden chains jangle.

      Then he looked down and understood. Perhaps the healing magic had distracted him. Or maybe he’d been distracted by his sprinting heart and panting lungs.

      Whatever the case, looking now, he felt foolish for not having noticed what was happening down there.

      Envenomed erections are superlative in size and rigidity, Clarissa’s voice echoed in his mind.

      She hadn’t been kidding. At all.

      His wang was half again its normal length and girth, dark purple, and extremely vascular, like a bruise-colored silo wrapped in thick, pulsing vines.

      “Uh,” Dan said, trying to make sense of the huge thing jutting up from his lap, “is that going to be, you know, okay?”

      Clarissa pulled her head up from between his legs. “Yes,” she gasped. Her breasts heaved, flushed with color and shiny with perspiration. Her fangs were stained crimson, but she licked this away with a quick swipe of her tongue and shut her pretty mouth in a smile.

      “Yes,” she said again, leaning back on her arms and letting her head loll backward, thrusting her breasts upward and exposing her long throat.  “There is nothing to fear. The swelling will subside in a few hours. Perhaps sooner if you ejaculate several times.”

      “Sounds like a plan,” Nadia said, and started peeling out of her bodysuit. “I mean, since you already have your pants off and all. But don’t even think about jamming that whole thing into me, lover boy. Even your alpha female has her limits.”

      “I will take it all!” Petronia howled.

      “Yes!” Zamora cried. “As will I!”

      “As will I,” Thelia said, her voice trembling. “Ever inch.”

      “I call bullshit on that, girlfriend,” Nadia said. “That thing’s bigger than your leg.”

      “As first wife,” Holly said, doing her best to maintain her regal bearing and almost but not quite managing to disguise a quiver of desire, “it is my right—no, my duty—to lead the way and help our husband relieve his swelling.”

      Dan laughed. “Did you just call dibs on my dick?”

      “Greedy elf,” Nadia laughed. His werewolf wife had already stripped to the waist and was now helping Holly out of her purple cloak. “There’s enough for all of us.”

      “Perhaps,” Holly said, “but you will all watch me first. Before we begin, husband, how is your wound?”

      “I feel good,” Dan said, and peeled off his shirt to examine the wound.

      No shit…

      Miraculously, the mass of scorched and melted tissue where the bolt had struck him had smoothed to a patch of pink scar tissue on his chest. “Wow. Clarissa, you’re awesome.”

      “Thank you, husband,” the serpent girl said, still panting softly. “Please forgive me if I’m being presumptuous, but a bead of essence glistens atop your swollen glans like a dewdrop shining upon a purple stone. Please, husband, may I taste you? Please,” she begged, and he realized that she was trembling now. “Please, husband. Yes? Just one quick swipe of my tongue. Please.”

      Dan glanced down at the sparkling bead of pre-cum and shrugged. “Sure.”

      “Thank you, husband,” Clarissa said with a shudder. She lowered her head until her lips were almost touching his erection. For a second, she just stared, breathing him in. Then she extended her tongue and swept it slowly across his swollen tip. Whimpering softly, she curled her tongue back into her mouth. A strand of glistening pre-cum stretched from his erection to her pretty lips.

      Clarissa swept her fingertips across his swollen head, scooped up the shining strand, and tucked her glistening fingers into her mouth with a low moan. A second later, his serpentine wife’s beautiful face twisted into a grimace. “Oh,” she said—and then cried out, “Ohhhh!” as she collapsed to the floor at his feet, convulsing with an unmistakably powerful orgasm.

      Everyone was silent for several seconds as the lovely naga-lamia-snake-girl bucked and shuddered, hissing with pleasure.

      Nadia was the first to speak. “Not gonna lie. That was kinda hot. Let’s get this party started!”

      It was crazy, Dan knew, diving into an orgy when he’d narrowly escaped an assassination attempt just hours before, but what the Hades? What better way to celebrate being alive?

      Grinning at Tatiana, who was biting her lip now and squirming like she had ants in her harem pants, he said, “What do you say, Princess? Ready to try a different kind of sparring?”

      “Don’t call me that,” Tatiana said in a breathy, mesmerized whisper. “I—”

      A loud commotion in the hall interrupted the she-panther, and they all turned as the doors banged open and angry shouting filled the throne room.
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      “You incompetent piece of shit!” Briar shouted, storming across the high-vaulted room. “What the Hades are you doing?”

      Lily followed, hissing at Briar in Elvish. Dan didn’t understand the language, but Lily was clearly embarrassed and doing her best to stop Briar from making a scene.

      An icy calm settled over Dan. For a second, he said nothing. Then, pulling up his pants, he nodded toward the mostly naked women around him and said, “What’s it look like I’m doing?”

      Reaching the dais, Briar glared up at Dan. “The Duke of fucking Harrisburg sends an assassin into your home, nearly kills you, and you decide it’s a good time for an orgy?”

      Dan scratched his jaw. “Hmm. Is there ever really a bad time for an orgy?”

      He laid a hand on Holly’s naked hip and gave Briar a +10 shit-eating grin. This wasn’t the grove. It was Dan’s fortress, his throne room, his throne for fuck’s sake, and he wasn’t going to sit here and take his brother-in-law’s shit.

      Briar’s fine-boned face turned crimson with rage. “Has it even occurred to you that the assassin might this very second be here within the walls of Teel Elan, waiting to strike?”

      “This is not Teel Elan,” Thelia said. Like Holly, the tiny red elf had stripped to the waist, and her perfect red globes heaved with emotion.

      “Silence, red witch!” Briar said, “Or I’ll—”

      “No!” Dan’s voice boomed like thunder across the cavernous room. “I have tolerated your insults against me, even within my own walls, but let this be a warning: if you say another word about my wife—about any of my wives—you will pay in blood.”

      Behind Briar, people were flooding into the throne room, drawn by the shouting. Red elves and grey elves eyed one another anxiously, ready for shit to pop off.

      Briar chuckled with amusement. “Don’t speak to me of toleration, savage. Have you so quickly forgotten the lesson I taught you in the grove? Imagine my perspective. I come here, to the ancestral home of my people, a legendary place of power, and find you—you, of all people, the pup I spanked, sitting upon the throne? And I am supposed to tolerate this, to hold my tongue, to show you respect as you put my family in danger?”

      “Briar, stop!” Lily demanded, grabbing his elbow.

      Briar shook his arm free and barked vicious laughter. “What kind of a fool trusts an ambassador from the Duke of Harrisburg? And now, instead of securing the fortress and preparing for war, you’re going to rut like a beast? You don’t belong on a throne, you belong in a kennel. It was bad enough that you somehow tricked one of my sisters into marrying you. I forbid you to marry Lily, and that is final!”

      “Not your choice,” Dan said. He turned to Holly. “He can’t stop the wedding, right?”

      “No, husband,” Holly said. She, too, seemed to be frosted over with an icy calm.

      “Good,” Dan said. “Lily, I apologize for the strange circumstances, but let’s make this official. Will you marry me?”

      Lily frowned up at him. “You know I will, Dan, but please, let’s just stop this bullshit before someone gets hurt.”

      Dan shrugged. “That’s fine by me. Truly. I just want—”

      “Before someone gets hurt?” Briar sneered. “Someone? Let us speak plainly, sweet sister. I am in no danger here. This savage tried his hardest to hurt me once, and I toyed with him. He is no warrior, and he certainly does not belong on the throne of Teel Elan.”

      “This is not Teel Elan,” Thelia said again, her voice a low growl this time.

      Briar whirled on the little red elf. “I told you to shut your mouth, bitch!”

      Dan leapt from the throne, landed directly in front of Briar, and gave the elf a hard shove.

      Briar flew several feet through the air, hit the floor, and slid across the tiles.

      “I warned you,” Dan said. “Now you’ll pay in blood.”

      Briar popped to his feet and yanked his glowing sword free of its bejeweled scabbard. “How dare you shove me, savage?”

      Dan laughed. “What are you going to do, cut down an unarmed man? Is that your idea of honor?”

      “Honor?” Briar laughed. “The savage idiot speaks of honor!” He took a step forward, slicing the air with his shining blade.

      Then he stumbled backward, hollering with surprise, retreating from the wall of flames that burst to life in front of him.

      Everyone was shouting.

      Thelia’s calm, quiet voice cut through the clamor. “Husband, please allow me to incinerate this disrespectful grey elf,” the True Matriarch said, smiling wickedly. Her eyes blazed, and a corona of fire engulfed her head.

      “No,” Dan said, finally standing. “I’m sure that Holly and Lily would prefer that I spare him.”

      The flames vanished.

      “Are you going to hide behind your fire witch?” Briar asked, carving the air with his enchanted blade. “Or are you going to fill your hand with steel like a man?”

      Dan’s inner barbarian wanted to call for a blade and butcher this cocky bastard, but that was exactly the sort of dumbass, emotional bullshit that had gotten him into trouble back in the grove.

      Since that disaster, Dan had killed hundreds of enemies and leveled up several times, but that didn’t mean that he could beat Briar anywhere, anytime, under any conditions. He had learned his lesson, and he would not allow this combative asshole to dictate terms.

      Dan shook his head. “That’s not going to happen. If I kill you, your sisters will be pissed off at me for a decade. Tell you what, esteemed brother,” he said, cranking the sarcasm to ten, “What do you say we fight with your toy swords again?”

      Briar laughed. “You’re not just stupid. You’re suicidal. Bring me a sparring sword, and I’ll happily beat you into submission again.”

      “You’ll have your toy sword,” Dan said, “but this time, we really fight. None of your pansy-ass rules or armor. Punching, kicking, grappling, biting—it’s all on the table until one man surrenders or can’t continue.”

      “Ha!” Briar exclaimed. “Without armor, I’ll be even faster, you fool. Call for the swords—and call for your people. This time, I’ll unman you in front of everyone and glorify the grey elves of Teel Elan!”

      “One more thing,” Dan said, and gestured toward the balcony. “We’ll fight out there, on the balcony overlooking Freedom Valley.”

      He was confident that he could beat Briar without the power of wind coursing through him, and honestly, part of him wanted to put that confidence to the test, to prove to himself that he could whip his brother-in-law with no supernatural power bonus.

      But that was pride and foolishness, an urge leftover from the old world, from his days as a gamer. Here, that sort of thinking got you killed. Here, if you had an advantage, you used it. Period. And to Hades with ego. In this world, pride whispered sweetly in your ear then fucked you in the ass and slit your throat.

      “Fine!” Briar said. “Enough talk. Let us fight!”
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      Ten minutes later, Dan and Briar stood in the windy, moonlit night, facing each other at the center of the torchlit balcony. Hundreds of spectators stared out of the throne room archways.

      As the spectators assembled, a fight had almost broken out between Moro, who had clearly been taking lessons from Briar on how to be a cocky asshole, and Parus, who was just as clearly sick of the young grey elf’s shit, but Dan had shouted them down. There would be only one fight tonight.

      Everyone, including his wives, was shouting.

      Dan blocked them all out. His first fight with Briar had gotten off to a very rough start because he’d allowed himself to get distracted.

      Not tonight. Tonight, he was focused solely on his opponent—or more specifically, on crushing his opponent.

      “Fight!” Estus shouted.

      Briar closed the gap with lightning speed—just as Dan expected.

      The wooden swords cracked against each other, and the opponents stepped apart.

      “Ah,” Briar said, “so you’ve actually learned to block, eh?”

      Dan didn’t waste breath on a response. Instead, he shuffled forward, taking short steps and staying up on the balls of his feet, ready to strike or parry. He grinned, feeling the power of the wind already swirling to life inside him.

      Briar danced around him, flicking with the wooden sword, feinting, studying Dan’s reactions, looking to create an opening.

      Dan gave him nothing. He didn’t flinch, didn’t reach out to block the short shots, just kept shuffling forward, inching steadily closer.

      When Briar moved laterally, Dan stepped in that direction, going wide, cutting off the elf’s retreat and forcing him to change directions.

      Briar slashed at Dan’s thigh.

      Dan moved to block the attack then grunted when Briar twisted, turning the slash into a corkscrew thrust that punched Dan in the chest.

      The fucker was fast. Faster than Tatiana, even, and certainly faster than Dan.

      But timing beat speed.

      And when Briar next attacked, surging in with half a dozen slashing strokes, Dan blocked them all—and blasted Briar in the chest with a thumping right hand.

      Briar reeled backwards, arms pinwheeling.

      Dan saw the opening, but the power of the wind was roaring up inside him now, so instead of attacking, he just grinned and walked toward his brother-in-law.

      Briar regained his balance and fell into a fighting stance, looking pissed off.

      Good, Dan thought. Get angry.

      Cursing in Elvish, Briar jabbed with his sword, trying to keep Dan at a distance.

      Dan parried the thrust easily and kept walking him down.

      Briar jabbed again—and then surprised Dan with a leg kick.

      Dan’s muscular thigh absorbed the shot without the slightest wobble, and he launched his first real attack, swinging hard and low at Briar’s midsection in what on the battlefield would have been a disemboweling attack.

      Briar leapt clear of the shot, just as Dan had anticipated—and Dan surged forward, switching the tempo completely, charging like a true barbarian, hacking and slashing and roaring like a hurricane.

      Briar responded like the expert swordsman he was, blocking and parrying and slipping attacks, no doubt expecting to counterattack as he had in the grove.

      But Dan had changed. This wasn’t one of those sloppy charges he’d launched out of desperation during their first fight. Tonight, his every move was composed and controlled. Even his barbaric bellow was calculated—one-part showmanship for the crowd and one-part psychological warfare aimed directly at Briar’s pride.

      Because Dan’s barbaric cry embodied the traits Briar most resented in him. His impulsivity, unbridled aggression, and lack of formal training. To a haughty grey elf like Briar, these traits bespoke Dan’s low birth and stood as further proof of elven superiority over the human race.

      To Briar, humans were loud and stupid, a race of overgrown toddlers who roared through life breaking things then growing old and dying before they ever had a chance to learn anything of value.

      So yes, Dan gave a primal roar as he attacked because he wanted to trigger all of this contempt and loathing in his opponent, wanted these elitist notions fresh in Briar’s mind as the grey elf realized the horrible truth that he was about to have his skinny ass handed to him by a barbaric, bellowing human.

      Dan continued to rain down heavy blows, forcing Briar to block and backpedal.

      In this way, Dan kept the tempo, never giving Briar a chance to counterattack. He was much stronger than he had been during the first fight and brimming with the power of the wind, which howled across the balcony now like an arena full of bloodthirsty spectators.

      He pressed the fight in a steady stream of short, fast strikes until at last his unrelenting attack served its purpose.

      Briar blocked the heavy strike but had to lean back to keep his balance.

      Dan felt the shift and pounced, delivering the same overhand blow again and again with bewildering speed, locking Briar into a defensive loop that allowed zero deviation. All Briar could do now was block the next shot. Over and over and over.

      With fancy footwork and sneaky swordplay eliminated from the equation, the fight shifted, and other factors—size, strength, and endurance chief among them—swelled in importance.

      The blows rained down—Clack! Clack! Clack!—and with each strike, Dan could feel Briar weakening.

      Then Dan beheld a glorious sight.

      Briar’s eyes widened with fear. This barbarian, this human, was beating him—and not with luck, superior weaponry, or fancy technique learned under the tutelage of some renowned sword master.

      No, this savage was beating him with savagery, wearing him down with speed and strength and persistence, repeating a single, simple attack again and again with brutal, brainless effectiveness.

      All in front of his sisters and his guard, while his proud words still echoed in recent memory.

      This can’t be happening! Briar’s bulging eyes seemed to scream.

      And there was nothing the expert swordsman could do about it. He was off balance, locked in place, incapable of counterattacking. The pattern had been established. He had just enough time to block each attack. Any variation from this repetitive blocking would leave him open for a crucial split-second—and Dan’s strike would smash home with devastating force.

      Dan bellowed laughter, hammering away, and with each stroke, he felt Briar’s blocks weaken.

      Then Briar wobbled.

      It was a slight thing—and yet both combatants immediately understood the implications of that subtle wobble in the way that fighting men, their senses pushed to the max, instantly comprehend such subtle yet significant shifts. In fights between well-matched opponents, these are the moments when patterns shift, and deadlock battles spiral fractally and geometrically into lopsided affairs, one small advantage swelling in importance until it gobbles the marginally disadvantaged fighter whole.

      “Weak!” Dan bellowed, and loosed the pent-up tornado of force that had been building inside him. His sword smashed into Briar’s with a loud crack, snapping the wooden blade to pieces, and followed through, slamming into the elf’s forehead and opening a long cut that bled black in the moonlight.

      Briar reeled backwards, threw the broken sword at Dan, and launched a hard kick.

      Dan saw the kick coming and pounced like a tiger.

      The kick hit only air, and Dan slammed into the smaller man, driving him to the stone floor in a crushing tackle. In an instant, Dan popped up and dropped a thunderous punch into Briar’s face.

      His knuckles crunched into the elf’s high cheekbone, splitting it.

      Briar squealed like a trapped animal. His fingers came up, scratching madly for Dan’s eyes, but Dan caught one of the gouging fingers in his teeth and bit down hard. The iron taste of blood filled his mouth.

      Briar screamed, jerking his arm wildly like he’d stuck his finger into an old-world light socket.

      Dan let go, not wanting to sever the finger, and launched a barrage of heavy punches, rolling his big shoulders with every shot. He was bigger than Briar, bigger and stronger and had the reach advantage, which suddenly mattered more than ever, and the night filled with the sounds of growling and cursing and the thump-cracking of bone and meat slamming into bone and meat.

      Dan’s fists pounded down like a pair of jackhammers, one-two-one-two-one-two, blasting through Briar’s guard. The elf’s head jerked from side to side, his face coming apart as Dan’s big knuckles slammed home, smashing, splitting, and shattering things.

      Payback’s a bitch, Dan thought, remembering the way that Briar had beaten and humiliated him in the grove.

      But instead of taunting his devastated opponent, Dan shouted with showmanship intended for the crowd of onlookers. “Never fuck with the Warlord of the Wildervast!”

      And then, as kinetic punctuation to his words, he delivered one last shot, a devastating cross imbued with every fraction of his 18/92 strength and the full power of the wind screaming within him.

      The punch blasted through Briar’s pitiful defense and slammed into the side of his face with a brutal thump-snap. Dan felt Briar’s jaw snap—and felt the cocky asshole’s consciousness whip away, leaving Briar spread across the stony floor like a patient anesthetized upon a table.

      Dan did not swing again.

      He did not talk shit.

      He did not bellow at the moon.

      Instead, he stood calmly, barely out of breath, and turned toward the onlookers, a terrible grin spreading across his face amidst a beard of Briar’s blood. “Anyone else have some shit to say? Huh? Moro?”

      The cocky elf didn’t look so cocky anymore. He just stared at his boots. In fact, no one, save for Dan’s wives, would meet his eyes.

      “Last call,” he said, panning the spectators and pausing on his grey elf visitors. “Any of you motherfuckers want to take a shot? Huh? Speak now or forever hold your fucking peace!”

      No one spoke up.

      “All right, then,” he said, lowering his voice. He’d made his point. Any additional roaring would look like anger, and anger in a leader sooner or later became weakness. “I’ve made my point. Take Briar to his room and heal his wounds. Our differences are behind us.”

      He took one last glance at Briar, whom the grey elves were now helping to his feet.

      Briar’s haughty eyes were swollen shut and split badly both above and below. His perfectly straight nose was flatted sideways in a smear of blood and cartilage. One of his high cheekbones guttered in a shattered depression, flattening Briar’s face from his fractured orbital all the way to his mouth, which had been reduced to a gasping, bloody, toothless hole ringed in formerly proud lips now split wide open like slices of raw liver.

      Dan turned on his heel and marched into the castle. The crowd separated, clearing a path for him, pieces of it breaking off and coming away. Dan’s wives followed him as he departed the throne room in silence, leaving the stunned onlookers to care for his broken and bloodied brother-in-law.
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            The Morning After

          

        

      

    

    
      The next morning, Dan woke to a breakfast of eggs and bacon, spinach sautéed with garlic and butter, and a heaping pile of fried potatoes.

      He was relieved to find Holly calm and happy this morning, despite the fallout from his fight with her brother. Elven healers had put Briar’s face back to together, but even if they made his nose straight and pretty again, they couldn’t change the fact that Dan had whipped his ass. Briar’s memories would carry that scar forever.

      Briar and his people had departed shortly after the fight without saying goodbye. Unfortunately, Lily had gone with them.

      Did that mean the marriage was off? Dan hoped not, but if so—if Lily had decided that she couldn’t marry a man who wouldn’t bite his tongue to keep the peace with her family—then Dan wouldn’t waste time with what-ifs.

      Because he was done eating shit. If somebody pushed, he would push back. If that meant fighting, he’d fight. And he wouldn’t change that for anything, not even for the love of a great woman like Lily.

      His hands were stiff and badly swollen from the fight, so holding a fork was a little awkward, but that didn’t stop him from wolfing down a heaping plate of savory awesomeness.

      The second he dropped his fork, Chloe appeared, looking perfect as always in her skimpy black-and-white maid’s outfit. She gave him a little curtsey, an impressive feat, considering that she held a platter of steaming food in one hand and a set of tongs in the other.

      “Bonjour, husband,” Chloe said, sounding excited—and her feathery tail matched her tone, swishing back and forth on the floor behind her. “More food?”

      Dan’s stomach growled as he eyed the mountain of bacon and hash brown foothills, but he shook his head. “No thanks. I don’t want to overeat. Have to stay sharp today.”

      This morning, he would meet with Prince Razah of the Jungle Kingdom. From what Tatiana said, Prince Razah was a grade-A prick and legit badass. Beyond being a member of the royal family, he was the most feared gladiator in a society that revered battle prowess above all other traits.

      According to Tatiana, the prince had dedicated his life to the study of kunjoon, the martial art available only to the royal family and their attendees, and siwi’stuwan, some kind of religious magical system that entailed a lot of meditation and weird self-flagellation but rewarded long-time devotees with serious hand-to-hand ass-whipping skills that melded traditional martial arts with metaphysical mumbo jumbo, reminding Dan of the hokey subtitled kung fu movies he’d loved so much as a kid.

      Whatever the case, Tatiana’s message was clear: do not fuck with this guy.

      “As you wish, husband,” Chloe said with another curtsey.

      “Hold on there, girlfriend,” Nadia said. She sat on the futon a few feet away, topless and abso-fuckin-lutely lovely. “Load me up with bacon.”

      “Of course, Lady Nadia,” Chloe said happily and served meat to the always hungry werewolf.

      When Chloe finished, she bid them all adieu and left the bedchamber, her tail twitching excitedly behind her.

      The women laughed.

      “What?” Dan said.

      “Somebody’s happy today,” Thelia said.

      “Yeah, I noticed that,” Dan said. “What’s gotten into Chloe?” Did it have something to do with him kicking the shit out of Briar? Displays of power revved up some women, he knew, but Chloe didn’t seem the type.

      “She’s next,” Holly said.

      “Huh?”

      “First Petronia, then Clarissa,” Holly said. “So Chloe is next.”

      “Hold up,” Dan said. “I never consummated things with Clarissa. You’ll notice she’s not in here with us.”

      “In your way of seeing things, you might not have consummated your marriage with Clarissa,” Holly said, “but what do monster girls desire more than anything else?”

      “Essence!” Zamora squealed.

      Dan shook his head. “I gave her one little taste.”

      “And that was enough,” Holly said. “You’re bound now. You might as well invite her into the chamber tonight.”

      Dan thought about it for a second. He liked the snake-woman, and she was super hot, but he didn’t want to spend the night getting to know her. The next day, he would leave on a long trip to explore the valley, talk treaties with the Duke of Pittsburgh, and do his best to rally a horde of barbaric tribesmen.

      He also had to figure out what to do about Petronia. So long as she was chained to a plinth, she couldn’t join Dan in bed. Not that his wives were complaining. Nadia seemed interested in adding Petronia to the mix, but the other women didn’t trust the beautiful gargoyle.

      Another thing to figure out later, after his big trip.

      “I won’t invite Clarissa tonight,” he said. “When I come back. Tonight, I want to enjoy all of you—and Ula, of course.”

      In typical Ula fashion, the hobgoblin warrior woman had eaten quickly and left to make sure that everything was squared away for the trip to Hell’s Canyon. Speaking of which…

      “Well, ladies,” Dan said, rising from the futon. “Time for tea and crumpets with the Prince Razah.”

      He kissed his wives goodbye and stole a strip of bacon from Nadia’s plate, mostly for the fun of watching her boobs jiggle as she tried to snatch it back. Then he exited the chamber, laughter trailing behind him.

      He walked down the hallway, feeling naked without a sword. But the invitation from the Jungle Kingdom had been clear on that point. No weapons.

      So be it.

      Dan needed to make this work. If he could form an alliance with the Jungle Kingdom, the Duke of Harrisburg would have to travel through twenty or thirty miles of hostile jungle territory before even reaching Freedom Valley.

      That would—

      “Ha!”

      

      Someone grabbed Dan from behind, jarring him from his thoughts.

      He reacted instinctively, spinning, knocking his assailant’s arms aside, and pinning her to the wall by the throat, making her light blue eyes bulge—all in a fraction of second.

      “Freckles,” he said, releasing the beautiful half-elf’s slender neck.

      Freckles filled the hall with girlish laughter. A few strands of copper-streaked blond hair poked out from the hood of her dark cloak. “I did it!” she exclaimed triumphantly, pumping a tiny fist in the air. “I actually surprised you, Lord Dan!”

      Dan grinned. “That you did. And we barbarians don’t surprise easily.” Glancing around, he realized that Freckles had been hiding behind a support beam that jutted a mere six inches out from the wall. Good thing she hadn’t been an assassin. He’d walked right past her. “Nadia has taught you well.”

      “Thank you, Lord Dan,” Freckles said. “She is an amazing teacher, and I am trying hard. I want her to teach me everything, so I can be of service to you.”

      Be of service to me.

      Dan beat back a stream of impure thoughts and thanked the pretty girl. “Well done,” he said with a grin. “But next time I’ll be keeping an eye out for you.”

      Laughing, Freckles flattened herself against the wall, drawing her cloak over her face vampire-style so that Dan could only see her delighted eyes. “You are no match for the Lady of Shadows, Lord Dan. Oh—and you might want this back.”

      Her hand appeared from the folds of her dark cloak, extending something to him.

      “My wallet,” Dan said incredulously. “That’s it. I’m definitely punishing Nadia for this.”

      “She would love that, Lord,” Freckles said, and ran off down the hall, laughing.

      Dan worked his way downstairs.

      Parus was waiting for him in the courtyard.

      “Good morning, Master Dan,” Parus said. “Ready to parlay with the panther?”

      “I’m ready,” Dan said, “but there’s been a change of plans. You’re not coming with us to the gorge.”

      “Sir?” Parus asked, looking both confused and troubled. “I apologize for causing a distraction before your match. I hope that I haven’t lost your confidence, sir.”

      It took Dan a second to even grasp Parus’s concern. “No. Nothing like that. You have my full confidence, of course. As to Moro, fuck that guy. He’s ten pounds of shit in a five-pound bag.”

      Parus laughed. “Yes, sir. He’s so cocky. I’d love to—” The red elf caught himself. “That isn’t my place. But thank you, Master Dan, for shutting the grey elves’ mouths.”

      Dan smiled but had to make one thing clear. “The only mouth I shut was Briar’s—but yeah, it felt good, shutting it.”

      “If Briar had won,” Parus said, “Moro and the others would have been insufferable. The grey elves—”

      “Enough,” Dan said gently, clapping the fierce soldier on the shoulder. “Save that fighting spirit for our actual enemies. I must leave. We can’t keep the panther prince waiting. As I was saying, I need you here, especially since Ula will be with me. We never know when Blivet might strike again.”

      “Yes, Master Dan,” Parus said. “My soldiers patrol the fortress constantly. They will remain vigilant day and night.”

      Dan smiled. “I know they will, with a leader like you.”

      Parus beamed at the compliment, “Thank you, Master Dan.”

      Dan started to leave but turned back and held out his hand. “One more thing, Parus. Your quick reaction yesterday, throwing that dagger and nailing Blivet in the neck—you saved my life. Thank you.”

      Parus smiled. “Glad I was there, sir. But no need to thank me. I was only doing my job.”

      “Bullshit,” Dan said. “You thought fast and moved faster, and I’d be dead if you hadn’t. Thanks, Parus. You’re a good friend and a great soldier, and I’ll never forget what you did for me.”

      They parted ways, Dan feeling very lucky to leave the castle’s defense in Parus’s capable hands, which he would be doing again on the morrow, when he left the fortress and rode into Freedom Valley.

      He would be gone for a long time. Exactly how long, he couldn’t say. But however long it took, the trip was necessary. He hated the thought of meeting with, letting alone forming an alliance with, the Duke of Pittsburgh, but if he didn’t, he would end up fighting a two-front war, and that would be suicide.

      He felt a surge of excitement about the trip’s other purpose. Going tribe to tribe, he would gather his barbaric horde.

      We’ll see how the duke and his civilized invaders react when several hundred wild-ass, screaming savages crash into their lines, Dan thought with a grin. Unless Tatiana’s right, of course, and Prince Razah throws me into Hell’s Gorge.
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            The Stench of Fear

          

        

      

    

    
      Well, they got the name right, Dan thought, striding out of the railroad bridge over Hell’s Canyon.

      The gorge was huge—easily a quarter of a mile across—with sharp cliff faces that dropped straight down into a seemingly bottomless chasm, out of which rolled billowing waves of heat that roiled the air, making the high wall of jungle on the opposite side little more than a green blur.

      As set out by the invitation, Dan carried no weapon, only a tall pole upon which fluttered his standard: a pair of broken shackles stitched in red upon a white field.

      Halfway between the Jungle Kingdom and Dan’s side, where the eastern edge of Freedom Valley terminated in a sharp cliff latticed in the now-abandoned scaffold village of the several thousand red elves who had moved to the tent city surrounding his fortress, a black dot hovered in the steamy air above the tracks.

      Dan walked in that direction, sweating like crazy from the intense heat boiling up out of the canyon. The bridge beneath him was clearly a work of magic, a single span of railroad tracks that stretched all the way across the gorge without a single support column. There was no walkway, no railing, nothing. Just tracks and ties, the empty spaces between, and the steaming void below.

      He had never really been afraid of heights, but this was extreme. His animal brain demanded that he walk slowly and cautiously.

      Instead, he held his chin high and strode along the suspended track as if he were strolling across a country meadow.

      Because as he drew closer to the midpoint, he understood that his suspicion had been correct. The black dot floating in the air ahead of him was none other than Prince Razah Kah’Dreel. And Tatiana had been very clear about the etiquette and underlying psychology of this moment.

      If Dan looked frightened or cautious, the prince would write him off as a weakling.

      “He will most likely write you off as a weakling no matter what you do,” Tatiana had said matter-of-factly, “but if you are to have any chance at diplomacy, you must radiate strength.”

      The males of her species were very aggressive, she had explained. Respect was not a default setting; it had to be earned. Meetings among panther-men were loud and argumentative, with sharp criticism and frequent posturing, each side probing the other for weaknesses. Her people weren’t trash-talkers like humans and elves, however, and they weren’t prone to bluffing. They were skeptical, brutally honest, and menacing. Rather than insulting one another, they pointed out an adversary’s actual weaknesses, disadvantages, and shortcomings.

      So Dan strode through the swirling, steamy air with his head held high and no expression on his face—even when he drew close to the black dot hovering five feet above the tracks and finally saw exactly what it was: a gigantic, powerfully built black panther man sitting in midair with his eyes closed, his legs crossed, and his forearms laid across his thighs, as if he were meditating upon an invisible stool.

      Dan stopped ten feet away.

      Razah didn’t look like a prince. He looked like the blood-drunk, badass warrior-monk Tatiana had described.

      He wore no glittering crown, no ostentatious baubles, and no fine regalia.

      He wore only loose-fitting gray pants tucked into golden bands that encased his shins yet left his feet bare, much like the golden bands that covered his forearms but left his huge fists exposed.

      His face was brutal and serene and, in its way, handsome. Serious scars crosshatched his muscular, black-furred upper body.

      Prince Razah’s nostrils flared, and he spoke without opening his eyes. “I smell you, barbarian,” he said, his voice a low grumble. “I smell your sweat and fear.”

      “I’m sweating,” Dan said, “but I’m not afraid.”

      Razah opened his eyes. Jet black pupils split luminescent green irises. “You are afraid,” the panther-man said. Moving with the fluid grace of a powerful predator, he unfolded his legs, stepped onto the tracks, and stretched to his full height of perhaps seven feet. “Look at me,” he said, stretching his muscular arms wide, “and look at you.”

      Dan thought about putting his flag to use right then but held back.

      Not yet. Talk first.

      Dan stared into the bright green eyes and said, “I didn’t come here to compare dick sizes, buddy. You want to talk business or what?”

      “Business,” Razah rumbled, drawing the word out into a dangerous chuckle. “What business?”

      “You’re the one who invited me,” Dan said. “Remember?”

      “I wanted to see you,” Razah said. “To smell you. To understand what sort of man overthrew Bannon.”

      “Well, now you’ve seen me,” Dan said.

      The hulking black panther took a step forward. Again, Dan was tempted to swing the standard—but he once more resisted the temptation.

      Stay cool. Timing is everything.

      “Bannon was old and foolish,” Raza said. Then he looked Dan up and down and snorted with obvious contempt. “You are small. The Jungle Kingdom has nothing to fear from the west.”

      “We want an alliance,” Dan said.

      “An alliance?” Laughter rumbled out of Razah’s thick chest. “Alliances are struck between equals. You are a mouse petitioning a panther. You don’t want an ally. You want a protector.”

      Dan grinned. “We are far more powerful than you imagine.”

      “You are a human,” Raza said, “so you are bluffing. Bannon also bluffed, but he made my father laugh and was smart enough to deal with the Duke of Harrisburg.”

      “Trust me,” Dan said. “I’m going to deal with the duke.”

      Raza chuckled. “Ah, so you do have a sense of humor after all. We understand that the wizard nearly killed you.”

      The fuck? Dan thought. How does he know that? And so quickly…

      Then he pictured Lady Galina, the panther-witch. The Court of Kah’Dreel likely had several such shamans in its employ.

      “Yes, he tried to kill me,” Dan said. “A lot of people try to kill me. But I’m still here. My would-be killers, on the other hand, are dead. Just as Blivet and the duke will soon be dead.”

      “Big words for a tiny man,” Razah said. “But again, we have learned to doubt the words of humans. Better to trust their actions and their smell—and you smell of fear.”

      “Mostly I smell of sex and blood and bacon,” Dan said. “If you think you smell fear, you better get your nose checked, because I sure as Hades aren’t afraid of you. Like I said, I’m not looking for protection. I’m looking for an alliance. The War of the Dukes is coming this spring.”

      “Yes,” Raza said. “And the war will be fought on your soil, not ours.”

      “Is that so?” Dan said. “And how do you know that?”

      “The duke said as much when we met with him—and struck an alliance.”

      And there it was, just as Tatiana had proposed—and just as Dan had assumed, coming into this meeting. The Jungle Kingdom had already joined forces with the Duke of Harrisburg.

      “And what if the Duke of Harrisburg loses?” Dan said.

      The panther shrugged his massive shoulders. “That is of no concern to us. The war will be fought on your soil, not ours, and we will not fight alongside the duke. Our alliance is simple. In return for certain goods and assurances, we have given the duke an easement of passage through our great kingdom. That is all.”

      “Yes, but what if The Duke of Pittsburgh wins? What if he utterly kicks the shit out of your buddy and keeps rolling? What then?”

      Razah grinned, showing his huge, white fangs. “We formed an alliance with the Duke of Pittsburgh before even speaking to the Duke of Harrisburg. The dukes will have their war. One will win, one will lose. Either way, the Jungle Kingdom remains.”

      “What about after the war?” Dan said. “Whoever wins this war is going to flood the Wildervast with colonists. They’ll build roads and towns and rails.”

      “Again, this will happen upon your soil, not ours,” Razah said.

      “So you think,” Dan said. “But the Wildervast is very small compared to the world beyond. When civilization comes, it will come in a flood not a trickle. The settlers will quickly exhaust my land and look eastward toward the Jungle Kingdom. First for resources, then for acreage.”

      “If they try, we will crush them,” Razah said. He whisked the air with a dismissive wave. “Enough of your pitiful fearmongering, barbarian. We will not help you. Go back to your castle and enjoy your wives while you still live.”

      “You’re making a mistake,” Dan said.

      “Speaking of mistakes,” Razah said, “my sister’s handmaiden, Tatiana, fled our kingdom and now hides within your walls. Give her back to us.”

      “Yeah,” Dan said, drawing it out, “that’s not going to happen.”

      “We will pay you one thousand gold pieces.”

      “Nope.”

      “Five thousand.”

      Dan shook his head.

      “Ten thousand gold pieces, then,” the panther said, irritation building in his voice. “An unthinkable fortune for a disloyal, disobedient deserter.”

      “Looks like we both wasted our time coming here today,” Dan said. “Tatiana is one of my people now. You can’t have her. Not for any price.”

      A low grumbling—half-laughter and half-growl—vibrated within Razah’s throat. He reached out and placed a huge hand on Dan’s shoulder.

      Inwardly, Dan tensed, ready to swing the flagpole; but outwardly, he forced his face and muscles to remain calm.

      “We will have Tatiana,” Razah said. “No one deserts the royal family without facing consequences. No one. If you will not accept a bounty, let us talk instead of repercussions.”

      “Like I said, Tatiana is one of my people now,” Dan said. “That means I won’t hand her over to you. No matter what you offer or threaten, the answer is no.”

      “For many years,” Razah said, “I have tried to understand the concept of human courage. Acting boldly in the face of fear. Having never been afraid, I could not fully understand, but now I understand that you are being courageous. Your fear-stink is overwhelming, and yet you speak defiantly. A very strange and irrational trait, courage. But it seems to me that courage must often be foolish as well. Now, for instance.”

      Razah’s big hand tightened ever so slightly, and the needle tips of the warrior-monk’s claws punctured Dan’s clothing and pricked his shoulder.

      “What good can courage possibly do now? Here you stand, hundreds of yards from your valley, suspended upon a narrow rail over the mouth of hell itself. You have no weapons, and you are in the grip of Prince Razah Kah’Dreel, the greatest warrior of the Jungle Kingdom, who could toss you to your death with a simple flick of his mighty wrist. You do understand that the Duke has offered a bounty for your death?”

      Dan nodded. “So I hear.”

      “Surrender the deserter Tatiana,” Razah said, and his claws sunk deeper into the meat of Dan’s shoulder, “or I will throw you off this bridge and collect the bounty myself. Then, when the duke invades, we will accompany him and retrieve the traitor from your fortress.”

      “Throwing me off the bridge would be a big mistake,” Dan said, and smiled up at the hulking warrior-prince. “And when I say big mistake, I’m talking an epically bad, once-in-a-lifetime, colossal and irrevocable fuck up.”

      Rich, dark laughter rumbled from Raza. “Courage and bluffing? Yes, you are very human. Please enlighten me, puny barbarian. Why would throwing you off this bridge be a big mistake? What could you possibly do about it?”

      “Me?” Dan said. “I couldn’t do anything. My friends, though?”

      And now, finally, Dan waved the standard back and forth two times to each side then held it still in the air high overhead… the agreed-upon signal that his people back at the edge of the cliff had been waiting for.

      Half a second later, a rapid-fire pang-pang-pang-pang-pang-pang exploded behind Dan, and the standard jerked in his hands as steel balls punched holes in the flag and shattered the upper pole to splinters.

      Prince Razah ducked his head and hunched his shoulders. His bright green eyes flared, and his lips curled back, baring a toothy snarl.

      “Meet the Fist of Fury,” Dan said. Working together, Agatha and Thelia had completed the wagon-mounted gun designed by Thelia’s long-dead ancestor—and just in time. Powered by a quasar of self-perpetuating fire, the mobile Fist was smaller than its mounted predecessors but just as deadly. “If you touch me again, my people will put rounds straight through your eyes and blast out the back of your skull.”

      Dan let the ruined flagpole drop into the void.

      “The offer for an alliance stands,” Dan said. “If you come to your senses and want to accept, send a bird. But I’ll leave you with a word of caution. If you ever fuck with me again, we will burn your jungles and rain steel death down on your kingdom. Now, if you’ll excuse me, Prince, I’ll be going. You stink of fear—and it turns my stomach.”
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            I Only Have Eye for You

          

        

      

    

    
      Dan entered Agatha’s forge and grunted with surprise.

      Normally, the forge was hot as the hinges of Hades, ringing with the song of hammer and anvil, and cast in wavering red light, the glow of hot coals dappled in black slivers of the dark shadows that never seemed to leave the deep cavernous chamber. But this morning, the room was cool and silent, lit only by a single fire.

      “Agatha?” Dan called into the shadowy recesses. Where was she? Why wasn’t she working? Was she grieving over his departure?

      The lovely cyclops was smitten with Dan the way that only a monster girl could be smitten for a man. She had told him as much when he’d been Bannon’s prisoner. And while Agatha lacked the confidence to flirt with him, she blushed prettily and stammered every time he saw her.

      Agatha was self-conscious about her size. She was several inches taller than Dan, incredibly busty, and stacked with the muscle of a woman who spent her days—and often her nights—pounding hot metal with heavy hammers.

      Even more so, Agatha was sensitive about her single eye, which she thought—quite inaccurately, in Dan’s opinion—made her hideous. As Dan understood it, most cyclopes shared this insecurity.

      No matter how many times a man told such a cyclops she was beautiful, she would not believe him—even if she was desperate to believe his words. A man could conquer her insecurities in only one way, and despite Agatha’s loveliness, Dan was not ready to take on yet another wife at this point.

      Dan avoided the topic and hadn’t mentioned Agatha’s beauty since he’d been Bannon’s prisoner. If he went down that path, he would need to give constant reassurance, and she would never believe him for long. Talk about exhausting. You could only tell an insecure woman that she was beautiful so many times before you started to resent her stubborn insecurity, and Dan did not want to resent his sensitive, kindhearted blacksmith. So yeah, he avoided the topic—normally.

      But this morning, when Agatha ducked under a darkened archway and stepped into the light, he couldn’t help but say something.

      “Agatha, you look gorgeous.”

      The pink-skinned cyclops blushed cherry red. She had replaced her usual filthy gray tunic with a clean, black tunic cinched at the waist not by her broad leather tool belt but by a length of rope the color of hot coals. Her skin, usually shiny with perspiration and smudged with soot, shone bright and clean in the firelight. Her long hair, normally gathered into a pragmatic ponytail, today framed her pretty face in a shimmering cascade of mahogany waves.

      “Don’t tease me, Dan,” Agatha said, shyly looking away.

      “I’m not teasing,” he said. “You look hotter than a forge.”

      Blushing even more brightly, Agatha raised her eye and smiled. “Thank you. Today is a special day. I have something for you. Something you’re going to love.” And from behind her back, she revealed a gleaming sword.

      Dan’s eyes went wide. He recognized the sword at once. It was his trusty bastard sword, the twice-broken former two-handed sword that had once housed his pain-in-the-ass mentor, Wulfgar… but now, instead of one blade, it had three.

      “Holy fuck, Agatha!” Dan said. “That is awesome!”

      Agatha fell to one knee, bowed her head, and held the sword up to him in both hands. “This sword is my One True Forge, Dan, the masterwork of my life, forged in an ecstasy of creation as the spirits of my ancestors quickened within me. Never again, even if I should live a thousand millennia, shall I make its equal. And I give this sword to you now as a symbol of my undying love and devotion.”

      “Wow,” Dan said, staggered by gratitude. “Thank you so much.” His own words sounded lame to him, but he was so mesmerized by the strange—and yet strangely familiar—sword that he could muster no better. “It looks like my sword but also like another sword that I saw long ago.”

      “That is the power of the One True Forge,” Agatha said. “The smith transcends herself, creating an item that is perfect in every way, including facets beyond her understanding.”

      He took the sword from her and sliced the air.

      The pommel was familiar and comfortable, as were the weight and balance, shockingly enough. He had expected the sword to be either weightless like a magical blade or ponderous due to the extra blades, but the fit and feel were perfect, exactly the same as the sword he had come to know and love.

      How was that even possible?

      “The blades are sharper than obsidian, sharp enough to slice a falling silk handkerchief into three pieces,” Agatha said. “They will never dull—and yet they will also never cut you, even if you carry the sword naked upon your bare back. This sword belongs to you and you alone.”

      “Wow,” Dan said again. “Wow, wow, wow.”

      And then he remembered the name of the corny, yet oh-so-frigging-cool movie where he’d seen the three-bladed sword: The Sword and the Sorcerer. Apparently, the magic behind Agatha’s One True Forge had somehow not only made a sword that fit him perfectly but had also tapped into his mind to design his ultimate weapon. Of course, the sword in The Sword and the Sorcerer had been remarkable for more than just triple blades. It also had a crazy power, the very definition of corny-but-cool, the ultimate symbol of what made sword-and-sandal movies both stupid and totally awesome.

      “The outer two blades fire double as projectiles,” Agatha said. “You can fire them like crossbow bolts, one at a time or simultaneously, whichever you desire. Once you return them to the pommel, they will be ready to launch again.”

      “No shit?” Dan said, amazed. It was just like the movie sword.

      Standing, Agatha laughed happily. “Test the sword. Fire the blades at the wall. They won’t break or bend, won’t even scratch.”

      Holding the sword in both hands, Dan aimed the blades at the wall. He felt no trigger, no button, no firing mechanism whatsoever. He couldn’t remember how the movie sword had fired. A button, he thought. “Um… how do I fire this thing?”

      “As I am yours, so is the sword,” Agatha said. “As I am pledged to your service, so is the sword. Use your mind, your heart, your will, and we will do your bidding.”

      Dan shrugged, checked his aim, and wished the blades would fire.

      Instantly, both blades leapt from the sword. And they didn’t lob away in slow, arching trajectories as had the blades of the movie sword. They shot straight out, quick as lightning bolts, and hit the wall in a spray of sparks.

      “Yes!” Dan roared.

      But his celebration was short-lived because a second later, he realized just how powerful the sword was—and what that power had done. The blades were half-buried in the wall. “Oh Hades!”

      Even if they were unbreakable, as Agatha claimed, it would take hours to free them from the stone. He didn’t have hours. In minutes, he would be riding out into the valley with Holly, Ula, Nadia, Zamora, and a hundred of his toughest soldiers on a mission to recruit barbarians and parlay with the Duke of Pittsburgh.

      Agatha laughed. “Do not worry, Dan. The blades respond to your will. Go ahead, pull them from the stone.”

      He’d seen enough weird shit since coming to this world that instead of questioning her, he crossed the room, grabbed one of the blades, and pulled. The blade slid from the rock as easily as a well-oiled sword from an old sheathe.

      “Nice,” he said, and pulled the second blade with equal ease. He slipped them into their pommel notches. Each blade locked firmly in place with a cocking sound that reminded Dan of the hammer on his lever-action .32 Special back in the old world.

      “Every great sword has a name,” Agatha said. “What will you call yours?”

      Dan only had to think for a second, recalling the main character from The Sword and the Sorcerer. Grinning down at the triple-bladed beauty, he said, “This sword is Talon.”

      “A perfect name for a perfect sword!” Agatha said.

      “Thank you so much for making this incredible sword,” Dan said. Holding Talon behind him, he drew her into a hug. She laughed, sounding very happy, and her massive breasts pressed into his chin, making him want to thank her with more than a hug.

      “You are welcome, Dan,” she said, squeezing him hard enough that he grunted. Then, releasing him and stepping back, Agatha fixed him with a look that was somewhere between sheepish and hopeful. “I give the sword to you as I give myself—wholly, eternally, and without expectation of anything in return—but I do have an unrelated request that I hope you will honor.

      So she wants more than a hug, too. Unfortunately, there isn’t time. He had to get Holly from the keep and head up to the surface, where the others were preparing to leave.

      “Take me with you,” Agatha blurted, and before he could respond, she rushed on, talking quickly. “Take me out into the valley. Take me home. Let me see my mountain, my mother, my sisters.”

      Dan frowned. “I’m sorry, Agatha. I don’t mean to sound ungrateful, but I can’t do that. Since I failed to arrange an alliance with the Jungle Kingdom, the Duke of Harrisburg will attack this spring. I need you here, forging weapons.”

      “Hear me out,” the pretty cyclops said. “If you take me with you, I will plead our case to my family. They are incredible blacksmiths. My sisters are far more talented than I—and far more beautiful. You might even take one of them as a wife. It would break my heart, but I would be happy, too. Both you and my sisters deserve the best.”

      “You’re crazy,” Dan said, meaning to add that he would never choose one of her sisters over her, but Agatha interrupted again.

      “Or perhaps you will prefer my mother. She is unparalleled in wisdom, forge-craft, and beauty. They call her the Anvil Goddess. I’m afraid that with me you drew the short straw, Dan.”

      “That’s bullshit,” he said.

      Shaking her head, she continued. “You have a warm heart and a kind tongue, but I speak the truth. My mother and sisters are incredible. If you take me home, I will convince them to help us. I’m certain they will, especially after I explain how you freed me and lifted the cloud of death from above their heads when you killed Lady Galina.”

      “Actually,” Dan said, remembering the thump-crack sound that Agatha’s hammer had made crushing the panther shaman’s chest, “I didn’t kill that sorcerous bitch. Thelia lit her up, and you caved her chest in with that hammer of yours.”

      “I never would have had the courage without you,” Agatha said. “But now that Galina is gone, my family is safe. I will show them the mobile Fist of Fury. They will make you dozens of guns. Guns to mount on wagons, on walls. They can make anything.”

      “Anything?” Dan asked, his mind suddenly racing with possibilities. “Could they make a bigger Fist of Fury?”

      “Of course.”

      “A much bigger Fist? A howitzer?”

      Agatha squinted her single eye. “A what?”

      “A gun big enough to turn the duke’s train into a pile of steaming scrap metal,” Dan said.

      Agatha nodded, beaming with excitement. “Definitely.”

      “To Hades with it,” Dan said. “I’ll take you home.”

      “Yes!” Agatha cried, and gathered him into another crushing embrace, this time pulling his head down so that his face pressed into her huge, firm breasts. “Thank you, Dan! Thank you, thank you, thank you! You won’t regret it!”

      Ten minutes later, they reached the enormous courtyard within the central keep. Agatha had shown Dan the nifty leather sling that retracted back into the pommel of his new sword. All he had to do was apply his will again, and the sling would detach, freeing the sword, and disappear into the handle.

      So when he entered the keep, he had Talon strapped to his back. As promised, the super sharp blades didn’t even scratch him. He couldn’t keep a grin off his face.

      This is awesome. Talon is the most badass sword in the world!

      Holly knelt between the gigantic roots of the great delving tree, praying. Beside her, toppled on its side, was the gut barrow.

      Dan couldn’t help but grin at the overturned, bloodstained wheelbarrow. Not a day passed without someone requesting that he do something about Holly’s purple worms, which rumbled to and fro beneath the fortress, scaring the shit out of pretty much everybody.

      Some feared that the worms would break through the ground and gobble up a formation of soldiers. Others feared they would undermine the castle, causing structural damage. Other, even more apocalyptic worriers feared the purple worms would breed, spawning hundreds of monsters, and one day soon, a massive sinkhole would yawn open and swallow the castle whole.

      But Holly assured Dan that she had her nightmarish pets under control, and he had come to trust his tiny blond wife.

      Seeing her kneeling there, he almost called out to her but held his tongue, not wanting to jar her from her prayers. Despite her constant attention, nonstop prayers, and casting of restore tree and restore plant, the huge tree remained as dead as Holly’s long-deceased ancestors. And yet this time of prayer was important to her, so he would summon her gently from her communion.

      Holly would miss Est eel Est while she accompanied him, serving as his chief diplomat in the valley. During most of the trip, which would last weeks, he would be dealing with savage tribes, and the only diplomat he would need would be Talon.

      But he would need Holly when he met with the Duke of Pittsburgh.

      As Dan approached, he was shocked to realize that Holly was crying. Sobbing, in fact.

      “Holly?” he said. “What’s wrong, babe?”

      Holly jerked with surprise and turned to face him.

      And suddenly, the moment got weirder. Because Holly wasn’t just sobbing. She was sobbing and smiling.

      “Nothing,” she said. “Nothing at all. I have wonderful news, husband. Come, come and see for yourself! You, too, Agatha dear. Don’t hang back there, looking nervous. Come, both of you, come and see the glorious thing that has happened!” She laughed through her tears, motioning for them to join her between the roots.

      Dan moved in beside her, careful not to step into the big worm hole, and laid a hand on her shoulder. “What is it?”

      “This,” she said, pointing to the ground at the base of the great delving tree. “This changes everything!”

      “Whoa,” he said, staring with disbelief.

      In several places, the dead moss sheathing the trunk of Est eel Est had turned green again—and within these patches, like stars within swaths of dark sky spied through rents in dull cloud cover, twinkled points of luminescent blue spore.
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      Parus watched from high atop the ramparts, pride swelling in his chest as Dan and his hundred soldiers departed the castle and passed through the massive formation of new troops flanking both sides of the road.

      The sprawling formation of troops currently standing at attention was Parus’s surprise for his warlord, a going away present to put Dan’s mind at ease. As the Warlord of the Wildervast passed, Parus’s sergeants gave the command, and eight thousand soldiers chanted Dan’s name in perfect unison. Between each repetition, they clanged sword against shield.

      “Dan!” Clang! “Dan!” Clang! “Dan!” Clang!

      The chant was deafening, an awesome display that beat on until Dan, his wagons, and riders turned westward along the road that flanked the gleaming rail, which next spring would carry a massive army into Freedom Valley.

      Parus’s sergeants and new recruits had done well. Very well, in fact, especially as the new troops were so green. So far, they had spent their days not learning to fight but getting organized, relocating, working on new shelters, and learning to soldier in the crudest sense of the phrase.

      Parus would praise them later, after they had finished the day’s training. For now, however, he would leave them to their merciless sergeants, who would drill them with all the care and compassion of torturers straight out of Hades.

      After training, ragged and rattled, the recruits would need praise.

      In the meantime, Parus would patrol the castle, check his guards, and make sure that Blivet or some other hostile hadn’t appeared in the castle.

      For the next few weeks, Parus would oversee the army, the defense of the castle, and the safety of Dan’s wives, including, of course, the True Matriarch, Parus’s own cousin, Thelia.

      “Look at you, strutting like a peacock with a ten-inch wang,” Jorbin Ateel laughed. “At least you didn’t shit your pants!”

      Parus grinned at Jorbin. The foul-mouthed old gnome had become Parus’s best friend.

      “The new troops did well,” Parus said, “which means the sergeants did well.”

      “Which means you did well,” Jorbin said.

      “I merely stood here and watched.”

      “Oh, lighten up, son,” Jorbin said. “You’re wrapped tighter than a weasel’s asshole. What are you, worried I’ll think it’s gone to your head if you crack a smile? Relax. Enjoy the moment. You’re going to work yourself into an early grave if you don’t learn to stop and smell the geraniums once in a while.”

      “You mean roses.”

      “Orc shit, I do! I said geraniums and I meant geraniums. Roses make me sneeze. Now if you’ll stop bragging on yourself, I have places to go and shit to do.”

      Parus laughed as his tiny friend swaggered away, the large ring of keys jangling on his hip. Dan had appointed Jorbin master of facilities. It suited the gnome.

      Parus turned once more to the wall. Far below, his new troops were marching toward the training fields. In the opposite direction, the rag tag force of red elves, green elves, gnomes, and half-orcs—led by a human, a hobgoblin, and a werewolf, with a cyclops along for the ride and a sylph flitting overhead—were rapidly disappearing.

      It’s up to you now, Parus reminded himself, and felt a little surge of pride—followed by a bigger surge of embarrassment. Don’t be a fool. Just do your job well and be done with it. Pride is the enemy.

      Jorbin meant well, but Parus would not stop to pat himself on the back. Nothing good came of that. Instead, he would stay focused, stay busy, and do his duty, just as he’d promised Dan.

      Glancing up, he saw a tiny red figure high atop the eyrie tower watching Dan ride off into the west.

      Thelia.

      Parus’s heart surged with pride and loyalty for his sweet cousin. And yet he couldn’t help to feel sympathy, too. Thelia looked so small up there, so alone. She would miss her husband and sister-wives.

      Perhaps her wish would come true, and the giant eagles would return. It was highly improbable—the giant eagles had abandoned the red elves thousands of years earlier—but if the gigantic birds did come back, they would certainly brighten Thelia’s days while she awaited Dan’s return.

      Parus waved his arms overhead, trying to get her attention, but Thelia didn’t notice him. Her eyes were locked on Dan.

      So Parus went about his way, checking defenses, including the newly installed Fists of Fury, and visiting each of the watchtowers before heading downstairs, where he did his rounds, patrolling the castle and inspecting his guards.

      When he reached the throne room, he paused for a drink from his wine flask. Empty like this, the chamber seemed even larger and grander than usual. Glancing toward the vacant throne, he thought, How amazing it must feel for Dan to sit there, wearing his crown. The ruler of Flame Valley.

      Instantly, Parus blushed, though he was alone and had not misspoken but misthought.

      Not Flame Valley, he corrected himself. Freedom Valley.

      For despite the great pride Parus felt in his race, he was loyal to Dan—and Dan envisioned this valley as a free land, where even red elves and grey elves might coexist peacefully. Yes, this was Freedom Valley now.

      “No,” a voice whispered. “This is Flame Valley.”

      Parus spun around, scanning the huge throne room, but saw no one. Of course, he hadn’t really expected to see anyone, had he? No—because he recognized the voice as the very same voice that had called to him in the night, luring him down to the river passage.

      “Who are you?” he called, keeping his voice low in case anyone was near. Half-orc guards often patrolled this area, and there was no telling when Freckles or one of Nadia’s orphans would pop up.

      But all was silent.

      He left the throne room and started down the hallway, pausing almost ritualistically, as he always did, to glance at the scene of the Subjugation, when the great Mooret had not only captured Flame Valley but also forced the other races to take a knee.

      Not Flame Valley, he chastised himself. Freedom Valley.

      “No,” the voice spoke up again. “Flame Valley. Come to me, and I will show you the truth. This is Flame Valley.”

      As the voice spoke, Parus moved in that direction. He had to solve this mystery. Not just for his own curiosity, which was erupting like a volcano within him, but also because there was something sinister in the strange voice, and it was his job to oversee the security of the fortress.

      He descended the stairs. Every now and then, the voice called to him again, drawing him lower, until he arrived, unsurprised, at the deepest point of the fortress, where he once more stood on the narrow walkway beside the river and stared at the very same section of wall to which the voice had earlier drawn him.

      “I’m here,” Parus said, one hand on the pommel of his sword. “Show yourself.”

      The stones laughed. “Are you prepared to cut me down, Parus? Me of all people? Have you turned your back on your people and your ancestors?”

      “I’ve done nothing of the kind,” Parus said. “I love my people and revere my ancestors.”

      “Revere,” the voice said, full of dark laughter. “And yet you call this place Freedom Valley.”

      “That’s its name,” Parus said. “Dan—”

      “Yes, yes, I understand,” the voice interrupted. “But you of all people understand that this place is Flame Valley, regardless of what others name it. Fire burns within you, Parus. A strong fire. A fire that has been handed down through the millennia. Its flames guttered low for many thousands of years, but you—you, son, and no one else—have the courage and fierceness to stoke the flames. Look at you, a powerful soldier, a general presiding over eight thousand, in charge of the greatest fortress in all the world.”

      “Dan has been very kind to me. He—”

      “Enough about Dan,” the voice said. “I did not summon you to talk of humans. I brought you here to show you the truth. The truth of this place—and the truth of you.”

      And there it was again, the crackling sound of flames and the faint smell of smoke. Somehow, both the sound and the smell were alluring, simultaneously exciting and comforting.

      “You have returned flames to Flame Valley, Parus. Now you must stoke the flames within our people."

      “Thelia already—”

      “No,” the voice said. “Thelia spread the fire, it is true. She sparked the long-dead fires once more to life, awakening our people. But those fires burn low. Thelia is, at the moment, problematic. Woefully conflicted. She loves her people but remains loyal to—”

      “Thelia is the True Matriarch,” Parus said, anger rising in him now. “She is a great person, and Dan is—”

      “Thelia is indeed destined for greatness,” the voice interrupted, “but only with your help. You and only you can raise a great inferno within our people. They and this place are, much like Thelia herself, destined for greatness—but only through your works, Parus. Do you love your people?”

      “Of course I love them,” Parus said. He felt strange, just as he had the first night that he’d come down here. But his paranoia had abated, replaced by curiosity, hope, and, he realized with a twinge of irony, pride.

      Yes, pride, despite his recent eschewing of that very emotion. For he knew that the voice was speaking the truth, that the fire burned more brightly within Parus than within others, and knew, too, that his people and this place could rise once more to greatness.

      “If you love them, Parus,” the voice said over the crackling of flames, and the ancient mortar between the stones suddenly glowed bright orange, as if a ball of bright fire were burning just behind the wall, “if you truly love your people, set me free. Set me free, set yourself free, and together, we will set our people free.”

      Parus’s heart was pounding. He realized that he was nodding.

      “Now, pull that sword,” the voice commanded, “and tear down this wall.”

      Parus drew his sword and jammed the point into a glowing joint between the stones. Chips of mortar flew loose.

      What am I doing?

      But rather than pondering the question, he struck again, chipping away another section of orange mortar. Then he raked the point along the seam, gouging away a long section of old mortar—and was rewarded by an intensification of both the crackling flames and the smell of smoke.

      Parus grinned at the wall and threw himself into the work, scraping and chiseling at the mortar. A fever of enthusiasm seized him. Swept into a frenzy, he scraped and chiseled faster and faster until at last, one of the stones wobbled.

      Growling, he yanked and scratched, thumped and pried—and the stone came free and fell to the ground at his feet. Where the stone had been, a large hole gaped, burning bright orange against the dark wall like the fiery eye of an angry god.

      Who—or what—was behind this wall?

      “Come,” the voice said, stronger now, “come and gaze upon my glory—your glory, our glory.”

      Parus leaned his face into the hole and gasped.

      In a secret room behind the wall, an empty suit of shining black plate mail stood, gripping a flaming sword in its mailed fist.

      “Mooret,” Parus breathed, and filled with new strength, he set to demolishing the wall.
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      High atop the eyrie, Thelia watched with an aching heart as her husband rode off atop his dour warhorse, Granite. Dan looked magnificent. His cloak fluttered from his broad shoulders, and the bronze crown glinted dully upon his head.

      Ula rode beside him on the painted mare. Behind them rolled the war wagon and the mobile Fist of Fury, followed by several supply wagons and the column of mounted soldiers.

      Thelia watched, buffeted by frigid winds, until Dan and the others disappeared into the west.

      Then she was alone. Alone and filled with sorrow.

      But I will not cry, she thought, taking a deep breath of the cold air. I am the True Matriarch, and I must be strong.

      How many times had she told herself this same thing since leaving Fire Ridge? How many times had she faked strength, courage, and composure?

      Countless times.

      Since leaving home—no, even earlier… since marrying Dan and receiving the spark of Ahneena’s departing life force—Thelia had been confused, conflicted, and terrified.

      But she could not share these feelings. Confessing her weaknesses would have eroded the faith of her people, first in her and then in themselves. So she had borne up as best she could beneath the weight of her own fears and shortcomings, struggling not only to lead her people and hide her feelings, but also to understand herself.

      That had often been the hardest part.

      Life as Thelia of Fire Ridge had been blissfully simple. A life of singing and dancing and cavorting. A life lived in the moment. A life of mirth and play.

      She had been happily unaware of so many things—including her own limitations.

      Now, however, she was spared no such indignity. No day passed—no morning, noon, or night, in fact—without Thelia feeling a pang of embarrassment. She had been a cheerful little idiot completely unaware of her own idiocy, and it shamed her now to consider how Dan and her sister-wives must have viewed her.

      And yet wasn’t that the most shameful and confounding piece of the entire puzzle?

      For it seemed to Thelia that Dan and his wives had liked her more as Thelia the Happy Fool than they did as Thelia the True Matriarch.

      That was a painful thing to consider. A very painful thing.

      But now, more pain. Worse pain.

      Her heart ached to see Dan leave. And yet she knew that he was doing the right thing, the brave thing. Always so brave and strong, her husband. Brave, strong, and loving, despite his hard exterior.

      She loved him with all the fire in her heart.

      Did Dan know that?

      It had been very difficult to impress upon Dan just how much she loved him because of their strange start. She had been struck dumb with surprise and wonder when her grandmother Ahneena had offered her to Dan—to Dan, of all people—and she had been flabbergasted again when Dan had accepted. Dan Marshall of the Free, the most handsome and heroic man she had ever met, the same man who had saved her from the clutches of Roderick’s Raiders and returned her to Fire Ridge, was to be her husband!

      But then, during the ceremony, Ahneena had invoked matriarchal immolation, changing Thelia, changing everything.

      The next few days had been a surreal nightmare, wherein she had drifted like smoke, shifting and uncertain even of who she was until Dan had claimed her, igniting the gift magic and filling her with flames.

      Since then, things between them had been confusing, frustrating, and at times horrifying. Suddenly, she was a stranger to her husband, sister-wives, and even herself. But she tried her hardest to be a good wife and a good leader to her people.

      Sometimes, it was difficult to be both at the same time.

      Her first loyalty would always be to Dan, whom she loved, with whom she had joined in marriage—a rare institution among red elves—and from whose affections she had received the gift magic that had transformed her. But she would never forsake her people. Dan might come first, but she would always fight for those who needed her, too.

      So yes, her start with Dan had been rocky, and it had been difficult for her to impress her feelings on her new husband, who above and beyond these challenges had several other wives to consider and who had been in a constant state of conflict since the day they had met.

      She had told him that she loved him, of course, and shown him countless times with her smiles, her eyes, and her body, giving herself to him in every way a woman could give herself to a man.

      But Dan had married Thelia of Fire Ridge, not Thelia the True Matriarch, and regardless of all she had said and done, regardless of his words and actions, Dan still didn’t trust her. Not entirely. She could feel him holding back.

      She got along well enough with her sister-wives, but they, too, held Thelia at a distance, viewing her with varying degrees of suspicion.

      Especially Holly.

      So Thelia had been so lonely. Terribly, terribly lonely.

      Oh, cruel irony!

      She now ruled over twelve thousand red elves, twelve thousand men, women, and children who would give their lives for her. And yet within her own home, among Dan’s other wives, she was excruciatingly isolated.

      Now, with Dan, Nadia, Ula, and Zamora gone, Thelia would be more alone than ever. Because the only other wives remaining with her were Bannon’s widows, whom she barely knew, and Holly, who…

      How did Holly feel about her, really?

      That was a mystery.

      Holly was an enigma whose purple eyes revealed more than did her well-thought-out words.

      Why couldn’t things be simpler?

      She was the True Matriarch now, but part of her remained the carefree girl who cared only for pleasure. How nice it would be to just fuck all the time. And truth be told, she could live her life that way if she so desired.

      Thelia could shirk her matriarchal duties, lock herself away in the bed chamber, and welcome Dan and the sister-wives anytime one or all of them wanted to get off. She could be their dirty little fuck slave. Period. She would love that life, honestly, but it hurt to know that it would also please Dan and the other wives if she ever decided to give up being the True Matriarch for being the True Concubine.

      She wouldn’t do that. Couldn’t. Even if she wanted to.

      And yes, sometimes that was exactly what she desired.

      She had become the True Matriarch, but Thelia of Fire still lingered, revealing herself in quick, hot lusts and an enduring urge to be dominated, used, and broken. Now she was both women, part queen, part nymphomaniac. An increasingly powerful monarch whose only weakness was the slick and swollen sex always throbbing like a second heart between her legs.

      Much like Illandria herself, she thought, and remembered the terrifying moment when the wicked, blue beauty had appeared in the final scene of the tapestry.

      Where was Illandria? What was she she doing? Was she watching them? And, if so, to what end? What did the succubus queen want of them—and specifically, of Dan?

      These questions filled Thelia with foreboding and kept her awake at night, while she would lie in the darkness beside her sleeping spouses and listen to Petronia out in the hall, calling lusty invitations to Dan like some perverse night bird.

      Whatever the case and regardless of her fears, insecurities, and burning desires, Thelia couldn’t just surrender to her carnal lusts and become the fuck toy of Dan and his wives.

      Her people needed her.

      So life would likely not grow easier anytime soon. She would have to bear up under the suffering. For her family and her people, until she managed to unite those factions.

      She was buoyed up by the past, the sense of others within her, the long unbroken line of matriarchs stretching back into antiquity. She was also bolstered by the future, the promise to her people, the purpose for which she had been reborn. She, Thelia of Fire Ridge, had become the True Matriarch.

      Honestly, it was still difficult for her to accept the title and actually believe in her own transformation.

      But she had to act the part, no matter what. On her shoulders weighed not only the fate of her people, those brave souls who had sacrificed so much to accompany her across the Wildervast, but also the elves of Flame Valley and beyond… all red elves everywhere.

      Which is why, even when she had been terribly afraid and confused and filled with doubt, she had acted as boldly as possible. And why, truth be told, she was still standing here atop this windy tower after her husband had already disappeared.

      She had to be strong. Had to lead and protect her people. She had to gather power.

      A larger reservoir of flames burned within her with each passing day. She could release larger blasts more frequently, at greater distance, and with higher accuracy and heightened control.

      She had been teaching apprentices, fledgling fire mages whose power likewise swelled with each rising of the sun.

      And she had the incredible ring of spell holding, which given her four wizard spells, each of which she could use once per day.

      When Dan had given her the ring, she had identified two of the spells—levitation and animate corpses—immediately. But then she had noticed Holly’s expression and guarded her own facial features, feigning ignorance concerning the other two spells.

      Because Holly’s expression had been more than cautious. It had been frightened—and, Thelia realized, dangerous.

      The remaining two spells were powerful. So powerful that they would have enflamed Holly’s fear, perhaps even to the point of making her genuinely dangerous.

      For although Thelia loved Holly and wanted very much to live in harmony, she could not, in all honesty, trust her grey elf sister-wife.

      Holly was too guarded, too watchful, and too proud. And her people were too wounded and angry about ancient history.

      So Thelia had kept the ring’s remaining spells a secret. After all, these spells made Thelia very powerful, and that power would terrify Holly.

      With long sight, she could use her mind to see what was happening within a known or obvious location, regardless of distance. She could hear nothing but could observe a location as vividly as if she were standing in that place.

      Secretly, she had already tested the spell three times. First, she viewed to the ruins of Fire Ridge. Then she observed this very tower, checking to see if, against all odds, the eagles had returned. Finally—and it shamed her to remember this usage of the spell—she had spied on Holly the night the grey elves had visited.

      What, exactly, she had feared she might see, she had never really known, but ultimately, she had spied only loving embraces and what appeared to be idle chatter between siblings. These scenes had eased Thelia’s anxieties.

      For a time, at least.

      She hadn’t dared to experiment with the remaining spell. No, not yet—but she would soon. Perhaps even today. It would be less risky to attempt such a fantastic spell with Dan and most of the sister-wives out of the fortress and Holly absorbed in her prayers.

      She just needed to avoid the eyes of Freckles and Nadia’s urchins—and, of course, to build the courage necessary to attempt such a powerful spell.

      You will find the courage. Because you are strong. You must be strong for your people. The dead, the living, and the unborn.

      In the meantime, Thelia would attempt to increase her power—and the safety of her people—in another, crucial way.

      She stepped to the stone railing of the narrow walkway that encircled the high eyrie. Behind her yawned one of the gigantic openings that had once permitted the coming and going of the giant eagles.

      Before her, the valley, an achingly beautiful quilt of fields and forests stitched with sparkling streams and dotted with shimmering lakes, stretched away to the towering mountains. An epic panorama, perfect for an epic reunion.

      Calling upon the memories of matriarchs long dead, Thelia gripped the railing in both hands, threw back her head, and released a long, loud, high-pitched scream into the void.

      This was not the scream of a woman but the primal screech of an eagle.

      The scream came from her depths and beyond, rising out of the distant past to tear the open air. This was an ancient call, long forgotten to her people, who had lost the loyalty of the giant eagles. Now, for the first time in millennia, the scream shot across the valley and echoed off the great stone face of the mountains.

      Thelia’s screech lasted for several seconds. She flooded it with emotion—and with her will. It was a hailing of old friends, an invitation—and a command.

      Come back, the scream said. Come back home and serve us again.

      Guards along the walls would be staring up at her, she knew, but she didn’t even cast a glance in their direction.

      No—her eyes were locked on the dark specks that had lifted from the distant mountain peaks and which were growing in size as they drew nearer.

      Eagles—and not just any eagles… giant eagles! —were racing this way, chased by their massive shadows, which zipped along the valley floor.

      Yes!

      Excitement roared up within her. Her plan was working. The giant eagles were answering the ancient call!

      She stood with her arms spread wide, her black gown fluttering around her as the eagles cried out in response, drawing nearer and more distinct. There were six of them, six beautiful birds of prey with deep brown feathers streaked in slashes of white and tan. They rushed toward her, propelled by the beating of their huge wings, which stretched twenty feet across.

      Yes, she thought. Come back, my gorgeous eagles. Come back.

      These birds were creatures of legend. And now they were coming home.

      The first and largest eagle swooped upward, beat its wings briefly, and landed atop the railing ten feet away.

      Thelia’s heart thrilled.

      The massive eagle bobbed up and down excitedly, then stepped back and forth from one foot to the other, eyeing her with intense yellow eyes and clacking its huge beak, the bright orange color of which matched the powerful orange feet that gripped the stone railing.

      “Welcome home, old friend,” Thelia said.

      The eagle tilted its head, regarding her suspiciously and flexing its feet and scratching its talons loudly against the stone.

      The other birds circled the tower, studying her with intense curiosity each time they whooshed past, clearly waiting to see what the first eagle, likely their leader, would do.

      For a second, Thelia could only stare at the beautiful creature in awe and disbelief. Taking in his size and obvious strength, it was easy to imagine the days of yore, when giant eagles carried armored red-elf heroes into combat.

      This bird radiated power and ferocity. This was no tamed thing. This was a noble predator, the lord of the skies, death from above. Its yellow eyes shone with keen intelligence—and wariness, as if this bird, like Holly, like Dan, like Thelia herself, could not quite believe that she was the True Matriarch.

      And yet this was the moment, she knew, that she would put those doubts to rest.

      Her fire magic and fire prophetess moments had already won over twelve thousand red elves and would on their own win over many more. But once word spread that she had called the giant eagles back to the eyrie, red elves would rush this way as fast as they could travel. Because on this point, the old prophecies were clear. The reunion of the True Matriarch and the great eagles would signal the next great moment in red elf history… the Homecoming.

      So as she called to this regal beast, she also called to her people, far and wide, the scattered many lost in the world beyond.

      Come back. Come home.

      “You have returned to me,” she said, reaching out to the great bird. “Now, together, we will—”

      The eagle screamed, and its massive head lunged at her outstretched hand. The huge, curved beak snapped shut with a bony clack mere inches from her fingertips.

      Thelia cried out and stumbled backwards.

      The eagle hunched into itself and glared at her with unbridled menace.

      Thelia froze in place, paralyzed with terror. For an instant, she expected the great beak to tear her open from throat to crotch.

      But the eagle sprang out of its crouch and lifted into the air. The huge creature gave one more screech—a cry of warning, perhaps—and joined the other birds, which whipped away across the valley, racing off toward the mountains from which Thelia had so foolishly summoned them.

      Inside of Thelia, something crumbled. Again, she would not let herself cry, but she certainly felt like crying. She felt like sobbing, like calling the whole charade off, forgetting fire magic and matriarchy and going back to being the bubbly simpleton she’d been before Ahneena had cursed her with gift magic.

      Because that’s what her grandmother’s gift had been: a curse. This new life and its responsibilities had been foisted upon Thelia, incinerating her happiness and leaving her alone and powerless, doubted by everyone… and doubted by no one more so than by herself.

      She watched the eagles disappear into the jagged peaks. Then she gave a heavy sigh and leaned forward, letting her head rest upon the cold stone of the railing.

      If only the bird had torn her open. He could have ended her struggle and confusion and loneliness in one snap of his powerful beak.

      But no. He had left her here, lost within her own home, alone among her own people.

      For a long time, she stayed like that, head pressed against the stone, lost to despair with the cold wind whipping over her, the flames of her resilience guttering low.

      Until…

      “Thelia.”

      A deep voice, familiar and yet unfamiliar—and utterly commanding.

      Startled, she straightened, turned, and nearly cried out with surprise.

      Before her stood the most famous of all red elves, the legendary hero in his black plate mail, his flaming sword in hand.

      “Mooret,” she said, her voice muffled to a whisper by awe.

      “No, my lady,” Mooret said, and flipped up the visor of his great helm to reveal the face of her beloved cousin, Parus. But surely Parus’s eyes had never burned like that, as fiercely as a thousand suns…

      The knight in black plate, be he Parus, Mooret, or some hybrid of the two men, pressed his flaming sword point into the ground and fell to one knee, bowing his head to her. “I have returned to you, my lady. My sword, my strength, my life are yours.”

      For several seconds, Thelia could only stare down at him, trying to make sense of the moment while her gown and his flaming sword fluttered in the gusting winds.

      Then she gathered herself, took a deep breath, and said, “Rise, Parus. Rise and serve me.”

      “Yes, my lady,” Parus said, and stood. Walking past her, he stood at the railing, gave the loud screech, and thrust his flaming sword overhead.

      Black specks lifted from distant peaks and raced in her direction. And not just from the peak behind which the eagles she’d earlier summoned had disappeared. Dark shapes were flying this way from all up and down the range.

      A short time later, giant eagles filled the railing before them, the railings below, and the air about the eyrie. Dozens of birds, flapping and screeching with excitement.

      Meanwhile, Thelia’s emotions had cooled and strengthened like a fresh-forged blade plunged into water, excitement tempered into confidence.

      Thelia strolled along the walkway, chin held high, with Parus at her side, always one step behind. The eagles clacked and shuddered as she passed, bowing their heads nervously, not daring to meet her fiery eyes.

      Her doubt, fear, and loneliness were gone like ash in the wind. The eagles had returned. Mooret—in some form—had returned. And these events could only mean one thing.

      She really was living at the center of the great prophecy.

      The Homecoming was at hand. This was the dawn of the second rise of the red elves.

      And for the first time, Thelia believed—no, Thelia knew—that she actually was the True Matriarch.

      “Thank you, cousin,” she said, allowing a slight smile. “We must send word of these events to our lost brethren out in the world beyond the Wildervast.”

      “Yes, my lady,” Parus said, starting for the stairwell. “I will have fresh meat carried up to your eagles and will prepare scrolls for your emissaries.”

      “Very well,” Thelia said, “but there is no need to descend the long stairwell. I’ve been meaning to try a new spell.” She spun her ring of holding, mumbling ancient words, and reached out to touch Parus’s shoulder.

      The world disappeared.

      And instantly reappeared, though the clamoring eagles, whipping wind, and panoramic vistas had vanished. Now they stood before the great tapestry.

      The fourth spell worked, she realized. We teleported to the exact spot I’d intended.

      A short time earlier, this success would have amazed her. But now, she—the True Matriarch in both title and reality—accepted this feat as part of the natural order of things.

      Everything had changed.

      “Look, cousin,” she said, gesturing toward the tapestry, where flames burned at the farthest edge of their unfolding history, birthing a new scene. In the new image, she and Parus—though, in his black armor and flaming sword, the figure in the tapestry was completely indistinguishable from the great Mooret—stood atop the eyrie, surrounded by giant eagles. “The prophecies of old are upon us. Come, let us call our people home.”
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      Three or four hundred Mullet Men clamored at the edge of the forest, shouting challenges and shaking their weapons overhead.

      They were strange fuckers, no two exactly alike, a tribe of warlike barbarians whose bodies combined human and animal features. Dan saw fur, scales, tails, and feathers. The Mullet Men shared only one unifying feature. Males and females alike shaved their heads on both sides, leaving a puff of hair in the front, a strip across the top, and a shaggy mess at the back of their heads.

      Dan would win them over or wipe them out.

      Their champion was huge—probably seven feet tall and somewhere north of four hundred pounds—part human, part bear, and part something else. Lobster, Dan thought.

      Dark fur covered most of the hulking body, out of which sprouted four arms.

      The thick, furry upper arms ended in oversized human hands that brandished a battle axe and a broadsword.

      The chitinous lower set terminated in huge red claws that matched the champion’s red breastplate, which looked less like armor and more like a partial exoskeleton.

      The big, weird bastard strutted back and forth, clanging his axe and sword, snapping his massive claws, and shouting at Dan’s people in an ugly, garbled language.

      “He says he will cut holes in you with his fishing knife and fuck you with his penises,” Mahgreet, the captain of the red elves, translated without so much as a grin.

      “Penises?” Dan said. “This guy has more than one dick?”

      “He’s a fucking liar,” Fup said. The half-orc mercenary snorted with disdain. “All these savages are liars. And they’re so fucking stupid, they make up shit nobody would ever believe.”

      “I’m less hung up on the multiple dicks and more perplexed by the fishing knife thing,” Nadia said, grinning. “He was specific about that? He actually said fishing knife?”

      Mahgreet nodded. Again, she showed no amusement. Parus’s stand-in was a disciplined soldier to the core if not exactly a laugh riot.

      Nadia laughed. “That’s hilarious. Maybe it’s some big insult among Mullet Men to get wasted by third-rate weapons. You should kill his ass with a back scratcher.”

      Ula, who had been glaring across the field at the potentially multiple-penised champion, slashed the air with her glowing battle axe. “Husband-chief, please let Ula kill asshole.”

      Dan thought about it for a second. Sending a female out to kill the enormous champion would deliver a powerful message to the Mullet Men.

      But Dan shook his head. He would do the killing, just as he would give the invitation.

      The breeze shifted, and Dan winced at the stench of the Mullet Men.

      “Want me to blast him to bits?” Tolla, the green elf sharpshooter, asked from behind the Fist of Fury.

      “No,” Dan said. “But if they charge us, light them up.”

      Dan rolled his shoulders and moved forward.

      “What is your message, Master Dan?” Mahgreet asked. “What do I tell them?”

      “Say nothing,” Dan said, pulling his triple-bladed sword from his back. “Talon will do the talking.”

      He stepped out in front of his people.

      The Mullet Men gave an ugly, chaotic roar full of barks and whistles and what sounded like belches.

      Their champion bellowed and rushed forward, sprinting toward Dan. The Mullet Men jeered with bloodthirsty glee.

      Dan walked slowly toward his charging opponent. Behind him, his people hollered encouragement.

      Then the gigantic bear-lobster-man was on him, attacking in a whirling blur of snapping claws and slashing blades.

      Dan dipped calmly under the attacks, slid past his opponent, and doubled the giant over with a triple-bladed slash across the abdomen. Talon sliced through the red exoskeleton as if it were made of paper.

      Swiveling behind his opponent, Dan grabbed a fistful of mullet, chopped downward with Talon, and separated the champion’s head from his shaggy shoulders.

      The Mullet Man’s body wobbled, spurting jets of blood from the stump that had only a short time earlier been a thick, furry neck. The big red claws snapped the empty air a few times. The brutal and primitive human face of the decapitated head stared angrily up at Dan, its mouth opening and closing as if trying to shout one last curse.

      Dan could respect that. And the champion’s terminal belligerence gave Dan a degree of faith in these strange bastards.

      After all, he needed fighters, and nothing was more important to a fighter than warrior spirit.

      The hulking body toppled to the ground with a heavy thump, and the decapitated head faded into death.

      The Mullet Men stared in dumbstruck silence.

      Dan hoisted the head into the air. “I am Dan Marshall of the Free, Warlord of the Wildervast,” he declared, “and this is my valley. Who among you speaks Common?”

      “We all do, more or less,” a deep voice replied, “but only I speak for all.”

      The stunned mob parted, and a burly gorilla man came forward. He looked like a big silverback, but he stood straight, wore pants and knee-high boots, and his face was more human than ape. His long mullet was streaked in gray.

      “You carry a strange sword,” the gorilla man said.

      Dan shrugged his shoulders. “It’s a good sword.” He tossed the decapitated head into the air, held out Talon, and—schlack—the head passed through the blades and fell to the ground as four distinct slices of bone, blood, and brain matter.

      “I am Boad, King of the Mullet Men,” the gorilla man said. “What do you want of us, Warlord of the Wildervast?”

      “War is coming,” Dan said, staring at Boad but speaking loudly enough that all the Mullet Men could hear his voice.

      His confidence was high—killing a gigantic asshole had a way of doing that, and he understood that his functional charisma in this moment was maxed the fuck out—but he also knew that he needed to say the right things if he was going to win over the Mullet Men and begin to build his horde.

      “This spring,” he said, “outsiders—so-called civilized men—will invade the Wildervast. Tens of thousands of outsiders with advanced arms and armor.” Then, remembering his audience, Dan added, “and sorcerers.”

      The Mullet Men shouted curses, obviously hating wizards like the true barbarians that they were.

      “The outsiders sent an ambassador to my home,” Dan said. “I showed him hospitality and listened to his words. Then, when I told him that we would not bow and lick their boots, the so-called ambassador fired a lightning bolt into my chest. He was no ambassador. He was an assassin—a craven wizard who struck without warning and disappeared before I could draw my sword.”

      Actually, my sword was melted by the bolt, and I was stretched out on the floor, Dan thought, but this version of the event definitely told better.

      The Mullet Men stirred angrily at his words, obviously offended by the assassin’s stealth, cowardice, and sorcery.

      “The civilized men say they will tame the Wildervast,” Dan said. “They say they will cut our timber, kill our game, and cover our land in roads and towns.”

      “They will never take the land of the Mullet Men,” Boad said, and thumped his chest with a furry forearm.

      “Alone, you stand no chance against them,” Dan said. “They are too many—and too powerful.”

      “The Mullet Men are great warriors,” Boad said, thumping his thick chest again. “They will never—”

      “Enough!” Dan interrupted. “I do not question your battle courage or the might of your people. But let us be clear. I could kill every one of you right now. Either one at a time by myself or all at once with the help of my friends.”

      The Mullet Men hissed and grumbled. Boad stuck out his chest and scowled, but the Mullet King said nothing, and Dan knew that he had them.

      “I am the Warlord of the Wildervast,” Dan said again, panning his hard gaze across the motley mob. “This valley is mine. Your land is mine. You are mine.”

      Boad laughed bitterly. “You sound much the same as these so-called civilized men.”

      “No,” Dan said. “I am their opposite. Beneath my rule, you will keep what’s yours. Your land, your weapons, your women. You will live as free men. I demand no tribute—save one. Come with me now, Mullet Men. Come with me now, fight by my side, and we will crush the outsiders!”

      The barbarians roared in approval, pumping their weapons overhead. Someone yelled something profoundly disturbing about goats, but even that deviant was apparently onboard.

      Thank you, 25 charisma, Dan thought.

      Boad nodded, a dangerous smile coming onto his face. “And would you have me bow before you?”

      Dan snorted, putting as much contempt into the noise as he could manage. “If you would bow, I have no need of you. I want fighting men, not slaves. I want you standing up straight with a weapon in your hands and blood in your heart.”

      Boad roared approving laughter and shouted, “The Mullet Men will fight for you, Warlord of the Wildervast! We will kill the outsiders with pig scrapers and fuck them with our many penises!”

      The tribesmen erupted in bloodthirsty cheers.

      “Together,” Dan said, channeling his favorite movie, “we will crush our enemies, see them driven before us, and hear the lamentation of their women!”
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            Let There Be Light!

          

        

      

    

    
      “Yes, it will be slow and dangerous,” Holly told Jorbin Ateel, “but my orders stand. We destroy the dome and will protect Est eel Est at all costs.”

      “Of course, my lady,” Jorbin said with a bow that rattled his enormous keyring. “I will relay your command to the scaffolding team, and if they grumble, I’ll shove my boot up their asses.”

      Holly laughed. “Thank you, Jorbin. You define dependability. And as always, you know how to make me laugh.”

      High above, the dome of the central keep bustled with activity. Gnomes and elves perched in the upper limbs of the great delving tree, looking like a flock of agitated black birds from this distance. They were constructing a net of strong cables between the top of the tree and apex of the dome thirty feet higher up. Overtop this webbing they would spread animal hides, creating a shield against falling rubble.

      Meanwhile, the scaffolding teams were hard at work outside, surrounding the upper tower in a skeletal framework that would allow them to cautiously and systematically remove the upper dome one small piece at a time.

      Est eel Est would soon have sunlight and fresh air again.

      Holly could barely contain herself. It was all so amazing.

      The miracles had started this morning, when she first knelt to pray before the great delving tree and had felt compelled to recite restore plant. It was a ridiculous compulsion, of course, as she had already exhausted the ancient inscriptions of restore plant and restore tree.

      But a life given to prayer had taught Holly to put more faith in spiritual guidance than in logic or even fact. So she had ignored the absurdity of her compulsion, explored her mind, and made a shocking discovery.

      The restore plant spell was available to her—as was restore tree.

      In casting the spells—and, no doubt, through dedicated prayer, thank the wind and stars—she had somehow gained these spells. Now, having had time to recover from her initial shock, Holly viewed the development as surprising yet understandable.

      After all, druids were not wizards. Sorcerers saw themselves as the center of their universes. They sought to control magic, to enslave it. They chose their magical schools and set out to learn specific spells. These spells they recorded in scrolls and spell books, and each day, they once again memorized their magic.

      Druids, on the other hand, understood that they were but one small piece of a much larger whole. They gained magic through prayer, and the spells they received were ultimately not of their choosing but came to them out of the great oversoul which transcended yet connected all living things. The oversoul understood the needs of any druid far more accurately, and some said presciently, than did the druid herself.

      Holly had wasted no time questioning the availability of these spells. Instead, she had cast them immediately and gone back to prayer. When she next opened her eyes, tiny blue specks twinkled up at her from a patch of darkening moss.

      Then, after Dan had arrived and Holly had explained her change in plans, she had noticed a line of tiny green buds studding a lower branch of Est eel Est.

      The great delving tree was not dead!

      Now she knew in her heart that she would bring Est eel Est back to full health.

      For several minutes, she had been so overcome by emotion, all she could do was kneel, weep, and offer prayers of gratitude.

      Then she had risen, summoned Jorbin Ateel, and given her orders. She commandeered a full company of soldiers, who had been worked briskly ever since.

      Once the scaffolding was safely in place, drilling would begin. Holly had climbed atop the tower, studied the structure, and drawn the blueprint herself, carefully marking the spot where each hole was to be drilled.

      Next, workers would score the dome, manufacturing faint fracture lines between the drilled holes. Then they would weave catch ropes through specific sections of the roof, starting at the apex, and chisel the fracture lines between the holes, breaking away one section at a time. Finally, they would use the catch ropes to lift loosened sections from the dome, protecting the delving tree from debris and providing the sunlight, air, and precipitation Est eel Est needed to heal fully.

      But first, they must dismantle coil of flame that had burned night and day atop the keep for thousands of years.

      With pleasure, Holly thought.

      From her earliest days here in the valley, when they were still huddling in the cliffside caves, she had hated the sight of the eternal flame burning atop the keep like the leering eye of a gigantic demon. The flame, which had been installed by the red elf usurpers, served as a constant reminder of what had happened to her ancestral home and her ancestors alike.

      That era would soon come to an end.

      Even now, the workers were shutting off the gas flow, cutting and capping lines, and removing the dreadful torch.

      Meanwhile, the Root of Roots was healing. Tiny buds were popping up along the branches, and the bark looked darker and healthier with each passing hour. A faint sweetness suffused the air—a spring smell, a smell of health and home and hope.

      “What in the world are you doing?” a strident female voice demanded.

      Holly whipped around, not recognizing the voice—which was strange, as the voice, she now saw, belonged to her very own sister-wife.

      Not that Thelia looked much like herself at this moment. Thelia’s normally submissive face had twisted into a dark red mask of fury, punctuated by flaring eyes that burned with rage.

      For a fleeting instant, Holly feared that her sister-wife was about to incinerate her. But that was a ridiculous notion, of course, and Holly said, “Removing the roof, dear sister.”

      “You extinguished the eternal light!”

      “We couldn’t exactly remove the roof with that still burning, could we?”

      “What the Hades are you talking about?” Thelia shrieked. “That light has burned—had burned—without interruption for millennia!”

      Thelia’s anger hit Holly like a slap in the face. Her first notion was to respond in kind, but she thought better of it. “Allow me to explain, sweet sister,” Holly said. “I have wonderful news. Miraculous news. Est eel Est lives!”

      “Est eel Est?” Thelia said, looking confused. “The tree?”

      “Yes!” Holly cried, seizing the little woman by the shoulders. “Isn’t that wonderful? My people settled here because of this tree. They tended Est eel Est, and the tree gave them power and information. Everyone had assumed that it was dead, but I knew that the Root of Roots was only lying dormant. Somehow, I knew—”

      “We must relight the fire at once,” Thelia said.

      “That’s not going to happen,” Holly said, not liking the red elf’s tone. “Did you hear anything I just said?”

      Thelia gave her a dismissive wave. “The tree. Yes, I heard. I’m happy to learn that your tree lives, Holly, but that fact alone proves that the tree does not need open air. I’m sure with your prayers and attention, it will flourish even beneath the dome.”

      “Yes, Est eel Est can apparently survive without light,” Holly said. Inside, she’d gone as cold as a winter funeral. “But mere survival is only life… not living.”

      Thelia gave a humorless laugh. “Trust me, sister-wife, I understand the difference all too well.”

      “What the Hades is that supposed to mean?”

      Thelia rolled her eyes. “Forget it. In case you haven’t heard, war is coming. These are times for fire not gardening. Soon, the red elf nation will come home. They will expect to see the famous, undying fire of Flame Valley burning atop the keep.”

      “Perhaps my sister-wife has forgotten that this is no longer Flame Valley?”

      “Technicalities,” Thelia growled. “I am spreading the fire and gathering a great army of red elves, an army our husband will need to repel the invaders.” She pointed to a passing elf. “You! Yes, you. All demolition stops now. Spread the word. Restore the eternal flame immediately.”

      The elf smiled broadly and gave Thelia a deep bow. “Yes, Matriarch.”

      “Hold it right there, soldier,” Holly said to the worker. “Demolition continues.”

      “My lady?” the man said, looking back and forth between the women with a panicked expression.

      “You have your orders,” Thelia told the man. “Make my wishes known.”

      “Soldier, if you disobey me, you will regret it. Look me in the eyes.”

      “Please, my ladies,” the man said, bowing nervously and looking back and forth between them, not daring to meet the eyes of either woman. “I don’t want trouble. I’m just… I…”

      Thelia started to say something, but Holly spoke over her. As the daughter of the Iron Druid, she had given commands for decades in the grove. Now she called upon that deep experience, supercharging her voice, her glare, and her posture with dominance. “Soldier, you will forget this exchange and go about your business. Your original business. The matriarch and I will speak privately and announce any change in plans through the proper chain of command.”

      “Yes, my lady,” the man said with obvious relief. “Yes, my ladies.” And then, bowing several times, he backed away.

      Here and there, elves paused to stare.

      “Now,” Holly said, keeping her voice low as she rounded on Thelia. “Just what the fuck was that?”

      “I am the True Matriarch,” Thelia said, her fiery eyes narrowing. The little red woman was trembling with rage now. “That man is one of my people. Who do you think you are, contradicting my commands to one of my own?”

      “One of your own?” Holly said.

      “Yes, he—”

      “Do you love our husband?”

      “Of course,” Thelia said. “Don’t be ridiculous.”

      “Where does your loyalty lie?” Holly pressed. “With your husband or your race?”

      “I am loyal to both my husband and my people.”

      “But no one serves two masters. One loyalty must come first,” Holly said. “If your loyalties come into conflict, which do you serve, your husband or your race?”

      “My husband,” Thelia said, “which is why I am gathering an army for him.”

      “A not-so-gentle reminder, sweet sister,” Holly said. “You may be the True Matriarch, but I am Dan’s first wife. After Dan, I am the highest authority in this valley. Period. You do what I say, when I say it. Until our husband returns, my word is final. Do you understand?”

      “I understand,” Thelia said bitterly, and gave Holly the slightest of bows.

      At the same moment, Holly realized that at some point her fingers had slipped inside her purple cloak and wrapped around the wand of enchanted missiles. She released the wand as if she’d accidentally gripped a red-hot poker. What the Hades?

      Outwardly, Holly forced her face and voice to remain calm. “I am happy to hear that,” she said. “I appreciate your efforts to gather a fighting force, but my orders stand. The demolition continues. Do you understand?”

      “Yes,” Thelia snarled.

      “Good,” Holly said. “And Thelia? If you contradict my orders again, I’ll lock you in the dungeon until our husband returns.”

      Thelia glared at Holly, the gold flecks in her red irises wriggling like tiny dragons in a fiery womb.

      “I’m so happy that we can put this behind us,” Holly said, “but the workers are still watching us talk.” She forced a big smile onto her face and opened her arms. “Smile, sister-wife, and let them see you embrace me. That’s it. Yes. Smile, close your eyes. Hold it, hold it. Savor the moment. Let them see how much you cherish the first wife. Now let us break our embrace and kiss each other’s cheeks. And then you can get the fuck out of my sight.”

      Thelia stiffened in her arms but did as she was told, breaking the embrace, smiling warmly, and kissing Holly’s cheeks.

      A deep voice said, “Matriarch, how may I serve you?”

      Holly turned to see the speaker, jerked backwards, and cried out in terror. “Mooret!”

      But no. That wasn’t possible. The genocidal maniac had died thousands and thousands of years ago.

      By what dark magic had Mooret returned? And for what purpose?

      Thelia’s laughter burned like fire. “I’m so sorry that Parus startled you, sweet sister.”

      “Parus?” Holly said, badly confused. But her horrified mind examined the familiar face within the helm, and yes, it was Parus, though a strange, fierce light burned in his eyes.

      “Lady Holly,” Parus said with a slight nod. Everything about him—his voice, his eyes, even his muted gesture of respect—had changed.

      “I don’t understand,” Holly said, her voice tight with fear. “That’s the armor of Mooret. I recognize it from the tapestry.”

      Parus smiled. “Yes, my lady. The armor of Mooret and the arms, as well.” He unsheathed his blade, which burst into red flames.

      Holly’s feet took a step backward. For several seconds, she could only stare, unable even to draw breath.

      Red elves crowded close, faces rapt. “Mooret…” they whispered with awe. “Mooret.”

      The arms and armor of Mooret, Holly thought, frozen with terror. What does this mean?

      Parus turned his back on her then and went to one knee before Thelia. “Matriarch, we have saddled the giant eagles. Your messengers are prepared to depart.”

      “Giant eagles?” Holly murmured.

      “The giant eagles have returned,” Thelia said, smiling triumphantly. “The Homecoming is upon us. Rise, Parus. Let us spread the fire.”

      Rigid with apprehension, Holly watched the pair depart the keep. Around her, red elves chattered excitedly, rejoicing, their labor forgotten. As if Holly were invisible. As if she were a ghost.

      “Mooret,” they said.

      “The giant eagles.”

      “The Homecoming.”

      “The second rise of the red elves.”

      At some point, Holly’s hand had again latched onto the wand of enchanted missiles. This time, she did not release her grip.
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            Getting Wild in the Wildervast

          

        

      

    

    
      Dan kicked the decapitated troll’s head and sent it rolling across the wiry grass, which was coated in putrid green blood.

      Behind Dan, his clamoring horde cheered with all the bloodlust in their murderous hearts.

      The troll’s severed limbs wriggled toward its torso, which lay split and twitching upon the ground, spilling a ropy tangle of pulsing black intestines like the world’s most disgusting pinata.

      Ula handed Dan the torch, which he held close to the troll’s bloody face. The scabbed black lips peeled back from jagged brown teeth, and the troll let out a hiss of loathing.

      “See this, fucker?” Dan said. “I’m ready to burn you and your tribe to ash.”

      The decapitated head spat and rocked back and forth, trying desperately to escape fiery death.

      Turning to Mahgreet, Dan said, “Translate my words. Tell him that he is no match for me.”

      Dan paused, and the serious red elf officer crouched down before the troll and spoke its awful language.

      “I am very powerful,” Dan said. “Stop hissing, or I will burn your head.”

      Mahgreet relayed the message.

      The troll stopped hissing.

      “I am Dan, Warlord of the Wildervast, and I own this valley.”

      Mahgreet interpreted.

      The troll started to hiss—but went silent when Dan lowered the torch to within inches of its huge, ugly head.

      Dan summed up the situation, keeping it concise for the trolls.

      He had learned much in the weeks he had spent on the road, gathering swords for the coming war. The first few days, he had done a lot of killing. But as the days passed, the leaves fell, and the nights grew colder, he had come to understand his valley and its denizens, each tribe of which demanded its own approach.

      He had won over the orcs by demolishing their strongest warriors, mowing down a few ranks with the Fist, and promising blood and treasure.

      The hill giants responded when Dan spoke of their glorious past and dwindling numbers, then joined his ranks when he explained that the invaders would love nothing more than to wipe giants from the earth.

      Having heard about Dan’s prowess, the hobgoblins had opened negotiations preemptively and were ultimately won over by Dan’s stoic demeanor, the now huge monster army behind him, and Ula’s input, which had focused not on stoking hatred for the invaders but rather on troop numbers, the Fists, the impregnable fortress, and Thelia’s fire magic.

      Tribe by tribe, through strength, charisma, and understanding, he had won over the barbarians and monsters.

      Trolls were a less sophisticated lot. He spoke to their dismembered leader bluntly and truthfully.

      “You will come and fight beside me,” Dan said, and paused for Mahgreet to speak the hissing, throaty language that sounded less like speech and more like she was trying to cough up a chicken bone. “Otherwise, I will burn you and your tribe. Do you understand?”

      The troll understood.

      Dan nodded, satisfied. Another victory.

      The trolls would need watching and perhaps reminders. But his part was done. He had kicked the shit out of them and delivered his message. He could pass their management on to Ula, who would assign whatever minders she saw fit.

      Things were coming together.

      Because monster girls made humans so rare in the Wildervast, his barbarian horde, which numbered nearly one thousand warriors now, was actually a monster army. With every passing mile and every additional victory, the horde grew not only larger but also more loyal. Now numbering nearly one thousand warriors, the army chanted his name and raised the swords which they had pledged to his cause.

      Together, they would obliterate the outsiders.

      Obliterate them and, if Boad and the Mullet Men had their way, fuck them and their livestock with many thousand penises.

      Soon, Dan would meet Agatha’s family and hire the cyclopes to build the Mother of all Fists, a howitzer big enough to blast the duke’s train all the way back to Harrisburg.

      After hiring the cyclopes, Dan would travel to the Interior Sea, meet the Duke of Harrisburg, and do his best to forge a temporary alliance with the enemy of his enemy. Based on what little Dan knew, the Duke of Pittsburgh was also some kind of war hero. That could be a good thing or a bad thing. Either way, Dan felt confident that showing up to the meeting with a thousand fanatical monsters would improve his bargaining position.

      Then Dan would sweep up the western mountains and return home along a northerly route, gathering swords every step of the way. By the time he returned to his fortress, Dan would ride at the front of a massive monster army, the true Warlord of the Wildervast ready to decimate his enemies.

      That night, they camped upon a large meadow sheltered from the strongest winds by wooded hills to either side.

      Dan swept another fistful of steaming venison from the fireside and bit off a big chunk, cursing as he chewed and swallowed the scalding-hot meat.

      Ula chortled to his left, “sharpening” her magical axe.

      To his right, Nadia laughed. “Dude, the fuck is wrong with you? Wait for it to cool down, you animal.”

      “Hungry,” Dan said, cramming more of the steaming venison into his mouth.

      Nadia rolled her eyes. “Barbarian.” Then, as if nothing in the world could be more natural, she unzipped his fly and started pumping him slowly up and down with her hand, which was slick with grease.

      Dan pulled her close and kissed the crown of her brunette head. He swallowed the last of the meat and reached for his ale, which he drank from the skull of his enemy, an ogre chieftain that had challenged Dan to single combat.

      The skull made a good goblet. Sealed and cured by a gnollish shaman, the oversized ogre skull held enough ale to pack a wallop. It would serve until Dan could drink from his preferred vessel: the skull of the Duke of Harrisburg.

      He took another pull, savoring the ale, the meat, the crackling fire, and his wife’s stroking hand.

      Life was good.

      Around the neighboring campfires, his soldiers ate and laughed and fucked. The red elves were lusty. The half-orcs were lewd. The green elves remained clannish, sticking to their own fire, where they no doubt complained about something, but even their bitter souls had been touched by the spirit of the Wildervast. They complained less, smiled more, and had started to mingle with the other races, even the half-orcs and a few of the tribesmen.

      Wild elation crackled through the horde, a thousand monsters united beneath a powerful warlord bent on butchering outsiders. They had meat and drink and promise of war. What more could a monster army want?

      So the barbarians, too, ate and laughed and fucked. They sang songs in Dan’s glory—most of which, as far as Dan could tell, basically amounted to “Dan is strong! Dan will kill the outsiders with his three-bladed sword!”—and songs about the Fist, which fascinated them so much that the gun had become something like a high priest to Dan.

      The goblins were particularly enamored with the Fist, so much so that they frequently offered up their weakest members for target practice. Needless to say, Dan rejected these offers, but he stoked the goblins’ fascination by saying he wouldn’t use the Fist on such trivial victims.

      Yeah, the goblins were crazy fuckers. Just like the rest of them. Crazy but useful. And he was surprised to realize just how much he had come to like the savages.

      Their fanaticism and utility helped, but those things were secondary. He liked the barbarians for their barbarism. They lived short, violent lives. He appreciated their brutal straightforwardness, laughed at their gallows humor, and admired the way they lived in the moment, giving their all to the task at hand, whether that was fighting, sleeping, or singing, “We will fuck their cows!” at the top of their lungs.

      Yes, he liked them. Very much. And he loved this country.

      Beyond the sentries, Freedom Valley sprawled away in darkness. How Dan loved this wild, beautiful land with its lush fields, rushing rivers, and abundant wildlife. He had never breathed such fresh air; never tasted such cold, clean water; never eaten such sweet berries or savory meat. All this he loved—and he loved his people, who had come fully alive, embracing the spirit of this savage land.

      Most of them had gotten barbaric, anyway.

      Across the fire, Agatha bounced her leg, picking daintily at the venison and sneaking glances at what Nadia was doing.

      Ula laughed again and pointed at the pretty cyclops. “Agatha eek-eek deel boon fadoop.”

      Agatha blushed deep pink and shook her head emphatically. “No, that’s not true. I don’t even know what you’re talking about. I didn’t know what she was doing, so I looked.” But even as the beautiful cyclops protested, her eye flicked again to Dan’s lap, where he had swollen to full hardness.

      “Wait your turn, girlfriend,” Nadia said, kneeling between Dan’s legs and pulling down his pants. “I’m fadooping his deel right now.”

      Dan laughed and took a long pull of ale from the ogre skull. From nearby campfires came a carnal chorus of ribald laughter, passionate moaning, and slapping flesh. “This is the life,” Dan said as Nadia took him in her mouth. “Fighting and fucking and sleeping under the stars.”

      Nadia gave his balls a squeeze and started licking his shaft with long, slow passes of her tongue, like she was enjoying an ice cream cone.

      Ula rose, pulled her fur bikini bottoms to one side, and straddled Dan, impaling herself on his erection. The hobgoblin growled with pleasure, rubbing her breasts in Dan’s face and squeezing him with the muscles of her tight channel.

      Nadia laughed, licking up his balls over the base of his manhood and beyond, judging by the way Ula was squirming.

      Dan ran his hands up and down Ula’s fantastic body and gave her firm ass a slap.

      Across the fire, Agatha stared wide-eyed, biting her lip and squeezing her legs together.

      Dan supposed it wasn’t fair, teasing the beautiful blacksmith like this, but he would set things right soon enough. If he was going to make Agatha his woman, though, it wouldn’t be like this, in a wild foursome at the heart of a massive orgy. Not the first time, anyhow.

      Not that there was anything wrong with that. Nor would Agatha object.

      But he had gotten pretty good at judging what women wanted, and he knew that the cyclops would much prefer her first time to be private, intimate, and, regardless of her size and powerful muscles, gentle. He would provide those things—but that didn’t mean he couldn’t tease her first.

      A short time later, when Nadia stopped licking and squeezing and rose to her feet, Fup sidled up beside Agatha. The half-orc mercenary leaned down and whispered into Agatha’s ear, and the pink-skinned beauty batted him away with a distracted backhand.

      Dan laughed, reached for his ale, and realized that Nadia had shifted into her fused, half-wolf form. She pushed Ula aside and shoved a firm breast into Dan’s mouth.

      Sucking a furry boob was odd—for about one-tenth of a second. Then his lips locked onto her familiar nipple, and the experience instantly went from a little strange to completely erotic.

      Nadia’s muzzle leaned close, her breath panting hot against his ear. His hands smoothed over her firm body, the feel of her exciting him in a new way.

      “Well, barbarian, what do you say?” Nadia whispered huskily. “Do you still find me attractive?”

      Nadia’s words were characteristically bold and playful, but Dan didn’t miss the faint whimper within the whisper. Nor did he need to hear the whimper to understand Nadia’s vulnerability. He knew that she had wanted this moment for a long time. Wanted it and feared it.

      They had talked about it several times, but Nadia always made jokes and disguised her feelings. Or tried to, anyway.

      To Dan, it was clear that his wife wanted him to love her not only in human form but also in her fused form. But just as clearly, the idea scared the shit out of her. She was probably afraid that he wouldn’t find her attractive, just like she had once feared his even seeing her in this form.

      He realized that she was trembling.

      Time to put this shit to bed once and for all, Dan thought.

      “You know I do,” he said, staring into her brilliant green eyes.

      She smiled, but if anything, the smile only made her look more vulnerable.

      He couldn’t crush her insecurities simply by treating her as a woman. He needed to deal with her wolf.

      Nadia faked a laugh. “I’ll bet that’s what you tell all the—oh!”

      Dan shot to his feet, spun Nadia around, and bent her over. “Talk is cheap,” he said. “Let me show you.”

      Pushing her down onto all fours, he got onto his knees behind her and seized her furry hips.

      “Doggy style, then?” Nadia laughed.

      “Shut up,” Dan growled. “No more jokes.”

      He grabbed Nadia’s tail by the root and plunged his manhood into her soaked and swollen sex.

      Nadia yipped and struggled. He buried himself to the hilt and held her there. He didn’t thrust or pull back. He just held her tail and furry thigh, locking her in place, and let her squirm.

      And squirm she did, whimpering as she struggled, alternately trying to pull away and then shoving her hips back into him, impaling herself on his throbbing erection. She twisted her wolfish head around and stared at him, her green eyes burning with lust. “Fuck me hard,” she growled. “Show me my place.”

      Dan knew this was more than mere dirty talk for Nadia. Just as she needed Dan to show her that he loved all of her, her wolf needed him to thoroughly dominate her. “You beautiful, broken wolf,” he said. Then, grabbing Nadia by the scruff of the neck, he slammed his full length into her fast and hard, pummeling her as she snarled with pleasure.

      Ula appeared, naked and lovely, and hugged her furry sister-wife around the head and neck. The warrior woman’s embrace was sweet and supportive, not sexual—but this show of love between his wives only fueled Dan’s excitement, and he pounded away, jarring both women with the force of his powerful thrusts.

      A few seconds later, Nadia tensed, already shuddering on the brink of completion.

      Usually, when Dan felt one of his wives reach the edge, he would back off and toy with her, denying instant gratification to draw out her pleasure and ultimately build toward an even more explosive climax.

      But not tonight.

      Tonight was about taking Nadia in her fused form for all the world to see. It was a new union, a new bond, a thing she needed, and a thing he wanted. He was her alpha, she was his wild and beautiful mate, and he wouldn’t prolong things with bullshit games.

      This was fucking, pure and simple. So he slammed into her harder than ever.

      Nadia’s sex tightened, squeezing him, and as a powerful orgasm roared through her, she pointed her nose skyward and split the night with a long, warbling cry that married a wolf’s howl with the obscene screams of a woman in ecstasy.

      The moment was twisted and primitive and somehow taboo, and Dan’s roar joined her howl as he exploded inside her.

      As he pumped her full of hot semen, a gust of wind raced past then whipped back around, caressing Dan in a whirlwind of laughter. “Seeeeeeed!” the wind cried out gleefully, and his blue-haired sylph appeared for the first time all day.

      “Nice to see you, Zamora,” Dan said, pulling free of Nadia’s quivering loins.

      “Don’t move, Master!” Zamora begged. “You, too, Nadia. Please stay just like that. Mm, yes.” And the horny sylph got down on all fours and dipped her head between them, licking and sucking, her shapely ass twitching happily back and forth as she cleaned them.

      Dan gave the sweet, twitching ass a smack then pointed to Ula. “Don’t you go anywhere, warrior wife. After Zamora finishes her snack, I’m going to bend you over that log and pound the shit out of you.”

      Ula’s yellow eyes flashed with excitement then narrowed in mock fierceness, and she started talking shit about his deel like she had back when she was trying to get him to mount her.

      “Keep talking shit, Ula,” he laughed, “and I’ll fill up that filthy mouth of yours.”

      Then, as Ula redoubled her shit-talking, Nadia moaned and quivered, and Zamora slurped greedily, Dan turned matter-of-factly to Agatha, who sat with her mouth hanging open and her eye shining with desire, and said, “What do you say, Agatha? You excited to see your family tomorrow?”
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            Desperate Times, Desperate Measures

          

        

      

    

    
      The hour was late.

      Holly sat within the Tower of Knowledge. The door was barred.

      Tree of Trees sat open on the table before her, but she was too distracted to read. The wand of enchanted missiles lay like a bookmark in the valley between the pages, and Vine Caster leaned against her chair.

      She was no warrior, but if it came to fighting, she wanted to die with the sword of her ancestors in her hand.

      Come home, Dan, she thought. Come home and make things right again.

      Life had spiraled quietly out of control over the weeks since her dispute with Thelia. Yes, quietly—no one was calling for her head, and Thelia was still outwardly respectful. They even shared the same bed each night, sleeping back to back, each woman listening to the other breathe in the darkness.

      Not that Holly was sleeping much.

      She was far too worried.

      Her power had silently evaporated. Red elves at all levels still bowed and spoke courteous words to her, but she did not miss the shallowness of those bows or the hollow tone of those courteous phrases. Nor did she miss the red elves’ petty rebellions: the lax salute of soldiers, the day-old bread brought up for breakfast, the mocking laughter of the small, red children whenever Holly crossed the courtyard.

      The toddlers frightened her most of all. A short time ago, she would have dismissed them as laughably tiny, but how big they seemed now that her own child was growing within her. These malicious little red elves were only child-sized to her because she was an adult; to her son, they would be giants. Cruel, red, mocking giants.

      If we live that long.

      But she pushed this thought from her mind. They would survive. They had to. The prophecy said her son would become the only person capable of saving the grove.

      The prophecy did not, however, guarantee that her son would succeed. Nor even did it guarantee that he would live till birth.

      He will, though, she thought. We will. And her hand went compulsively to the scroll she now carried with her at all times. Death whisper always at her fingertips.

      Oh, great Est eel Est, she prayed, don’t let it come to that.

      But how could she expect the great delving tree to help her when she had done so little to help the Root of Roots. She visited Est eel Est each morning and cast restore tree and restore moss, and both the tree and the moss were healing… slowly.

      The demolition of the keep’s roof, however, had slowed to a crawl.

      No one refused to work. They just didn’t seem to accomplish much.

      This was a silent rebellion.

      Meanwhile, the rest of the fortress thrummed with excitement. Red elves cheered their True Matriarch and her constant bodyguard, Parus, who had over the course of just two weeks turned several thousand raw recruits into a vicious and orderly army ready to fight and die for their matriarch. Thelia crackled with regal enthusiasm, her every gesture radiating triumph—and, toward Holly, thinly veiled contempt.

      Holly was not alone, however. Not entirely.

      She had cultivated friendship with Bannon’s widows, gone out of her way to strengthen ties with Jorbin Ateel and his gnomes, and had at least tried to connect with the green elves, though whenever she spoke with them, the green elves eyed her warily.

      This wasn’t enough. Holly could not afford to remain passive. She had to protect herself, her child, and her race.

      She had to go on the offensive. For this, she needed help. Which is why—

      Then, as if summoned by her thoughts, a knock came at the door.

      She rose from the table, slipped the wand into her pocket, and went to the door, where she hesitated before lifting the bar.

      Who waited beyond the door? The person whom she had summoned? Or a dozen sneering red elves with daggers in hand?

      She opened the door and sighed with relief. “Tatiana, come in, please.”

      The pretty she-panther followed Holly into the room and watched as she barred the door.

      “What is it, my lady?” Tatiana asked.

      “Let me turn that question on you,” Holly said. “What do you think is wrong?”

      “I couldn’t begin to say, my lady, but if there is anything that I—”

      “Stop,” Holly said. “You’re no longer in the Jungle Kingdom. Let us speak honestly, as friends.”

      Tatiana smiled. “In that case, I know your fears because I share them. Lady Thelia and General Parus have changed. All of the red elves have changed.”

      “Yes,” Holly said, feeling a wave of relief.

      “And before you ask,” Tatiana said, “I am yours, no matter what happens. You have always been kind to me. When I joined the caravan, you were the first to treat me in a civil manner. I believe that you knew all along that I wasn’t actually a princess.”

      Holly smiled. “I had my suspicions.”

      “And yet you treated me like an equal,” Tatiana said, “even after my secret was revealed—and I know that others have treated me better thanks to the respect you’ve shown me.”

      “I am fond of you, Tatiana.”

      “And I am fond of you, Holly,” the she-panther said. She straightened. “As Thelia and Parus will learn, if they ever try to harm you.”

      “Thank you,” Holly said. “I knew that I could depend on you.”

      “No matter what happens,” Tatiana said, “I will stand by your side. And if they come for you, I will defend you with my dying breath.”

      They embraced. Holly filled with conflicting emotions. On one hand, she was relieved to know that Tatiana would fight by her side if need be. But on the other hand, the fact that Tatiana had understood and shared her fears and spoken so pointedly, without prompting, about the possibility that Thelia and Parus might attack, destroyed any comforting notions Holly might have previously entertained, any idea that she might have imagined the threat in some absurd flight of dark fancy.

      “You are a good friend,” Holly said, reaching under the table and coming back out with an item that made Tatiana’s eyes glow. “For you. For your loyalty. I suppose, technically, it belongs to my husband, but I know that he would want you to have it.” And she handed Tatiana the staff of smiting, a fifteen-thousand-gold-piece weapon of magically enhanced accuracy and power.

      “Really? For me? Thank you, Holly!” Tatiana accepted the staff with a huge smile. For a moment, she studied the beautiful weapon, which glowed faintly with enchantment. In a flash, the she-panther whirled, striking and blocking, thrusting and parrying, smashing and sweeping. “It’s perfect. I’ve never owned anything so beautiful, so amazing.” Then she laughed, sounding self-conscious. “Truthfully, I’ve never actually owned much of anything. But even if I had, this staff would be my prized possession. Thank you!”

      “You are most welcome,” Holly said, “and thank you for your friendship. Now, I’m hoping you might go and fetch someone for me.”

      “Of course,” Tatiana said, and a short time later, she had departed on the errand.

      Several minutes after that, another knock sounded at the door.

      “Thank you so much for coming,” Holly said, smiling at Freckles and Nadia’s three urchins.

      “Of course, Lady Holly,” Freckles said with a little bow. “As Nadia would say, you are pack. You can count on us.”

      “Thank you,” Holly said. “That makes me very happy. Please, bar the door behind you. I would hate to be interrupted. We have important matters to discuss.”

      Badger blinked his dark, beady eyes, shrugged, and barred the door.

      “Begging your pardon, Lady Holly,” Toad said, “you don’t look so good.” The squat little half-orc tried to muster her surprisingly pretty smile, faltered, and ended up offering a wriggling expression that made her look like she had stomach troubles.

      Which was appropriate enough, given the circumstances.

      “Don’t be rude, Toad,” Goldfinch, the thin, blond human girl said, and shoved her friend.

      Holly forced a laugh. “That’s okay, dear. Toad wasn’t being rude. She was being truthful. And right now, I need as much truth as I can muster. And you are no doubt correct, Toad. I can’t imagine that I do look well. I am… I have been… deeply concerned.”

      “It’s those fucking red elves, right?” Badger said. Had his voice grown squeakier, too? Since becoming a wererat, the halfling hard-ass had grown increasingly smaller and, well, rat-like, an unfortunate state of affairs for a young man who clearly already resented his diminutive stature.

      But Nadia, wise and nurturing as ever, had put the boy to good use, keeping him busy and no doubt keeping his mind off these changes to a degree.

      Now Holly hoped to do the same.

      “Yes,” Holly said. “It’s the red elves.” She was seated behind the great table, which was covered in books. Now she leaned forward, looking at each of them in turn, both to gauge their character and to impress her seriousness. “Can I trust all of you with something important?”

      “You’re Mother Wolf’s best friend,” Badger said. “Like Freckles said, that makes you pack.”

      “Pack,” Goldfinch echoed.

      Everyone looked at Toad, who gave a little jump. “Oh, um—yeah. Pack!”

      “Thank you,” Holly said. “Nadia is indeed my best friend and my sister-wife. You,” she said, smiling at the street urchins, “are her children.” She turned to the pretty half-elf. “And you, Freckles, are very special to her, like a little sister.”

      “Pack,” Badger repeated.

      “Yes,” Holly said. “We are pack. Therefore, I will speak plainly. Strange things are afoot in the fortress. And perhaps more than strange. Perhaps all is well. Perhaps not. But I am isolated, and the red elves are cautious around me. I need to know what is happening in the castle. Will you be my eyes and ears?”

      All four smiled and nodded.

      “It would be our honor, my lady,” Freckles said, giving a little curtsey—a ghost of her previous life as a merchant’s serving slave.

      “Fuck those cocky red elves,” Badger said. “Tell us what to do.”

      Holly did, and sent them on their way, feeling a bit better. At least now, she wouldn’t be deaf and blind to what was happening around her.

      Again she tried to read, but again she was too distracted. A short time later—a much shorter time than she would have expected—Tatiana returned with a red elf soldier she had taken off guard duty. Holly didn’t know him personally, but she recognized him as a man who had come with them all the way from Fire Ridge.

      The man shook free of the she-panther’s grip, glanced dismissively at the towering bookshelves, and glared at Holly. “What’s the meaning of this? I’m on guard duty. If General Parus hears I left my post, he’ll have my head.”

      As the man ranted, Holly muttered in whispers and twisted her fingers in patterns she’d learned at her father’s knee, as a novice druid.

      When she whispered the final word, the man dropped his rant and smiled. “How can I help you, Lady Holly?”

      “I’d like you to speak candidly,” Holly said. “What’s your name?”

      “Dakkus, my lady.”

      “Very well, Dakkus. I want you to tell me everything. I want you to tell me about the Homecoming. I want you tell me what the red elves are doing and saying. What they think of me. Of Thelia, of Parus. And when we’re finished here, I want you to go back to your post, say nothing of our meeting to anyone, and then report back to me secretly each day to report any changes. Okay? You do want to protect me, don’t you, Dakkus?”

      “Yes, my lady, of course,” the charmed man said. “More than anything. Where to begin, that’s the question. It’s a great time for us, a glorious time. The Homecoming, the second coming of Mooret…”
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            A Sight for Sore Eye

          

        

      

    

    
      They ascended the stairs, climbing higher and higher into the heart of the great mountain.

      Dan had to grin.

      Agatha was practically giddy. She hummed happily as they scaled the seemingly never-ending stairs, a huge smile on her pretty, pink face. She had curled her hair again and looked gorgeous.

      “Slow down,” Dan said again. It was a good thing the others had waited at the base of the mountain. He was strong, long-legged, and had grown up as a Ridge Runner in the Endless Mountains, and yet was still having a hard time keeping up with the cyclops. Agatha’s pace would have destroyed the others.

      “Oh, sorry,” Agatha laughed, waiting for him. “I’m just so excited to see my family. I haven’t been home in a long, long time.” She swept him into an abrupt hug, pressing his face again into her impressive cleavage. “Thank you so much for bringing me.”

      “No problem,” Dan said. “It makes me happy to see you so happy. And if your mother agrees to build that big gun for us, I’m going to be even happier than you are.”

      The gun was everything to him now. The Train Killer. That’s how Dan had come to think of the giant howitzer he was hoping to commission.

      “I can’t wait for you to meet them,” Agatha said, and a cloud of anxiety passed over her sunny features. “I just wonder whether you will decide to marry my mother or one of my sisters.”

      “Hey,” Dan said. “What did I tell you about that bullshit? No more.”

      “Sorry,” Agatha said.

      “And quit apologizing all the time,” Dan said.

      “Sor—I mean… okay.”

      They climbed for what seemed like another million miles. Agatha stopped from time to time to deactivate a trap. Dan marveled at these deadly devices, including a heavy grate of razors that would have sliced a party of adventurers into French fry-shaped slabs of meat and bone.

      Agatha squealed with delight when they heard the distant clanging of hammers at work. From that point forward, Dan had to ask her to wait up every fifteen feet or so.

      At long last, they topped the stairs and entered the heart of the mountain, a massive, high-vaulted chamber that was one-part cavern, one-part blacksmith shop of the gods. The air was almost unbearably hot and reminiscent of Agatha’s forge only writ large with smoke and coal dust and the stench of molten iron.

      Agatha breathed deeply, and her eye fluttered shut as if in ecstasy. “Mm,” she sighed. “How I’ve missed that smell.”

      Dan could barely breathe but said nothing, not wanting to piss on her happy homecoming.

      When Agatha reopened her eye, it glistened with tears of joy. She wiped these and laughed. “Mustn’t let Mother see me crying. She despises weakness.”

      “She’ll be overjoyed to see you, even if you’re crying,” Dan said.

      “Do you really think so?” Agatha said, and there was something pitiful in her hopefulness that angered Dan. It was more than her insecurity. It was also what those insecurities suggested. Agatha always sang praises of her home and family, but what kind of childhood must she have had to wonder if her own mother would be happy to see her?

      The air grew hotter and more choking as they walked toward the sounds of hammering. To their left, racks of equipment stood in ranked formations like soldiers. Thousands upon thousands of swords and armor, hammers and shields, tridents and great helms, every piece a work of mesmerizing perfection.

      To the right, he saw a dizzying array of equally perfect miscellaneous items, some stacked, some freestanding, some gathered together in large bins: arrowheads, plows, cooking pots, metal doors, decorative ironwork, giant reels wrapped in shining chains, and on and on and on.

      They passed between a pair of humongous barrels and entered the central workshop. Agatha whimpered joyfully, and her glistening eye shone brightly, catching the light of the stupendous forge, a blindingly bright caldera of bubbling lava, around which three female cyclopes labored, each so absorbed in her work that she didn’t notice the visitors.

      All three cyclopes were taller and larger than Agatha and strikingly beautiful—though no more beautiful than Agatha, even if she would never take Dan’s word for it.

      The two nearer women were clearly Agatha’s sisters, a pair of gigantic, pink-skinned, soot-stained beauties beating away at red-hot metal with hammers so large that Dan wondered if he could even lift them off the ground.

      The other woman was Agatha’s mother, then—though she didn’t look much older than Agatha herself. She was larger than her daughters—easily ten feet tall—and gorgeous, with streaks of gray in her thick, mahogany hair, which was pulled back in a ponytail that swayed back and forth as she worked. Her soot-streaked arms rippled with toned muscle and shone with perspiration as she angled a steel blade into a whirling grinding stone, sending a spray of sparks into the smoky air.

      It was she who looked up first and spotted her daughter.

      “Mother!” Agatha cried happily.

      The gigantic cyclops raised one eyebrow and set aside the blade she’d been sharpening. “Agatha.”

      The other two cyclopes looked up from their work now, reacting with similar apathy to the sight of their long-lost sister.

      Suddenly, Dan was pissed—especially when he noticed that Agatha was still beaming hopefully.

      “Yes, Mother,” she said excitedly, “it is I!”

      “What are you doing here?” one of the sisters asked. “Aren’t you supposed to be working in the castle?”

      “Yeah,” the other sister said, looking Agatha up and down. “And why do look so… ridiculous?”

      “It’s so nice to see you, sisters,” Agatha said, plowing ahead as if she hadn’t heard them—though Dan noticed that she touched her curled tresses uncertainly as she spoke. “I’ve missed you all so much. I missed the mountain. The heat and smells of the forge.”

      Now her mother was staring at Dan. A new light sparking to life in the huge woman’s eye. Her lips curled upward in a lascivious grin. “And who is this handsome man you have brought us?”

      Agatha blushed bright pink. “Mother, this is my new… employer, Dan Marshall, the Warlord of the Wildervast. Dan, meet my mother, the Anvil Goddess, and my sisters, Oceana and Medora.”

      Dan nodded to the women in turn, not putting much into it. All three of them were staring hungrily at him now.

      Monster girls, he thought.

      “We had heard rumors,” the Anvil Goddess said. “A young, strong man. A man who defeated Bannon and was now raising an army to defend the Wildervast against intruders.”

      “The rumors are true,” Dan said. He nodded toward Agatha. “Your daughter has been a great help to me.”

      “Hmm,” the Anvil Goddess said doubtfully. “Agatha is small and weak.”

      Dan wanted to tell the woman to fuck off, but he held back, both for Agatha’s sake and because he really needed the cyclopes’ help. “Agatha slew the Lady Galina, freeing you from the witch’s threats.”

      “That is good news,” the Anvil Goddess said. “So you will be returning to us now, Agatha? We tire of stoking our coal furnaces and cleaning our tools.”

      Agatha’s face twisted with concern. “If that is your wish, Mother, I—”

      “No,” Dan interrupted. “Agatha stays with me. Bannon and I dueled under the succubus queen’s justice. As the winner, I own his possessions and contracts. Agatha is my blacksmith.”

      And you can’t steal her away to do your shit work.

      “Blacksmith?” the Anvil Goddess laughed. “Agatha? She has very little forge-craft.”

      The sisters, who had leaned together to eye Dan and whisper, nodded at their mother’s words.

      Agatha laughed. “It’s true. But that’s why Dan is here, Mother. He needs the strength and skill of my family.”

      The Anvil Goddess folded her muscular arms beneath her massive breasts, the tops of which swelled into view, round and gleaming with perspiration, above her apron. She smirked down at Dan. “What do you desire, Dan?”

      “I need a gun,” he said.

      “What is a gun?”

      “Like a ballista, Mother, only far more powerful,” Agatha explained. “I will show you.” Rushing forward, she bent over a writing slate, describing the inner workings of the Fist as she sketched rapidly.

      Dan watched her, blown away by her speed and skill. Meanwhile, her family members eyed him like three starving women might ogle a seven-course meal.

      A minute later, Agatha held up a detailed diagram of a Fist—which she had drawn to scale and labeled extensively—all from memory.

      “Holy shit, Agatha,” Dan said. “That was amazing!”

      Agatha blushed and mumbled thanks, but her mother and sisters merely snorted with derision.

      “Very well,” the Anvil Goddess said, barely glancing at the diagram. “We can do this. You will need a strong platform. We will need to suppress recoil with springs and a hydraulic shaft. You’ll need a much larger supply hose—though if what I hear about your other wives is true, I would recommend modifying the machine and powering it with fire magic instead.”

      “That’s what I did with the portable Fist,” Agatha chirped. “I removed the—”

      “When do you need your gun, Warlord?” the Anvil Goddess interrupted.

      “As soon as possible,” Dan said. “We’ll need it up and running before winter breaks.”

      The Anvil Goddess nodded. “This is a big job, but my daughters and I will deliver your gun within a month.”

      “That works,” Dan said, hedging his enthusiasm. He didn’t doubt the Anvil Goddess’s talent or word, but until they settled on a price, talk meant nothing. “How much?”

      The Anvil Goddess laughed. “We have no need for gold, barbarian.” She gestured across the room, toward a glittering pile of golden coins, bars, and items. “Gold, we have. And silver.” Saying this, she gestured to an even larger mound of silver items—then again to a sparkling heap of gemstones. “Gems and jewelry, we have.

      “We’re rich as queens,” the Anvil Goddess said, “and yet therein lies the irony of our plight. We have no use for wealth.”

      She moved closer and laid one of her big hands lightly on his shoulder. “There comes a point in a woman’s life, Dan, when gold becomes just another metal to work, no more lustrous to her heart than lead, and she can no longer see a gem for more than a dash of color to brighten a pommel. We have all that we need here in this mountain, my daughters and I, all that we need, save one precious commodity.”

      Oh shit, Dan thought. Here we go.

      Bending so that her huge breasts were inches from his face, the Anvil Goddess gave his shoulder a gentle squeeze. “Agatha stays here,” she said, “assisting her more beautiful and talented sisters, who will manufacture your weapon.”

      Agatha looked crestfallen but nodded submissively. Her sisters shared satisfied smirks.

      “I, the Anvil Goddess, will return with you to your castle as your blacksmith and wife,” she said, lifting her chin proudly. “You will have your gun and any other item your heart desires, and I will grow lovelier and more talented every day, thanks to your essence.” Finishing, she grinned confidently and gave his shoulder another squeeze.

      Agatha smiled bravely, her eye glistening with tears again.

      “No deal,” Dan said.

      The cyclopes reared with surprise, none more so than Agatha.

      “I don’t doubt your skill for a second, Anvil Goddess, and you have a pretty face,” he said, “but you’re an ugly person. I’m talking bloody-hemorrhoid-hanging-out-of-an-ogre’s-asshole ugly. Agatha loves you, loves all three of you, practically worships you, but you treat her like shit, and anybody who’s mean to their kids is a fucking monster.”

      Rage twisted the Anvil Goddess’s features, which darkened to blood red. Her hand tightened painfully on his shoulder and hoisted him into the air, bringing his face level with hers. “Big talk for a little man,” she said, her voice rumbling like an avalanche. “What if I just rip off your cock and balls and eat them whole?”

      In an instant, Dan had the points of Talon’s three blades a fraction of an inch from the Anvil Goddess’s huge eye.

      “Try that, and I’ll fire a blade from Agatha’s One True Forge straight into your eye. I’m not sure if it’ll kill you, but it’ll sure as Hades blind you. Then I’ll shoot the second blade into one of your daughters’ eyes, and the other daughter can face the sword.”

      “And she’ll face my hammer as well,” Agatha said, unslinging the great, silver hammer from her back.

      The Anvil Goddess glowered mightily but lowered Dan gently to the ground and released him. “I am disappointed in you, Agatha,” she said. “I never imagined that my own daughter would betray me—and as for you, Dan, I wouldn’t make your gun now for all the money in the world, even if it was slathered in your noxious seed!”

      “Fine by me,” Dan said, sliding a hand around Agatha’s waist. She was trembling badly but scowled up bravely at her mother, hammer in hand. “My blacksmith will make it for me. Agatha is brave and beautiful and loyal. She might not have your skill yet, but she will soon, because I’m going to pump her full of essence every morning, noon, and night until she is the Anvil Goddess.”
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      “Lily!” Holly cried, throwing her arms around her sister in a crushing embrace. She buried her nose in her sister’s silver dreadlocks and breathed deep the smells of home. Pine, oak, and a faint whisper of taleef, the grey elf curry favored by her family. “You have no idea how happy I am to see you!”

      “Well, hello to you, too,” Lily laughed, returning her embrace. “I was going to say that I hoped you didn’t mind us just showing up like this, but I can see it’s not a problem. You okay, sis?” Lily leaned back, studying Holly with searching eyes.

      “No,” Holly said. “I’m not.”

      But I certainly am doing a world better than I was before you showed up.

      Holly had been feeding the purple worms, worrying what would become of them if the red elves revolted, when Freckles had barged into the keep with the fantastic news that sentries had spotted a large number of griffons approaching.

      “But we will talk of these matters later, in private,” Holly said. She gestured to her bodyguard. “I expect you remember Tatiana?”

      Lily smiled at Tatiana, who, true to her word, hadn’t left Holly’s side since pledging to protect Holly with her life. “Of course,” Lily said, and gave Tatiana a hug. “How could I ever forget a beautiful, kick-ass panther lady?”

      “Hello, Holly,” their mother said flatly, scanning the great throne room. Grey elves were flooding in from the balcony, where griffons clamored along the entire railing. “We have come for the wedding.”

      “What a wonderful surprise,” Holly said. With each passing day—each passing hour—she had grown more frightened. But she was alone no more. The grove had come to see Dan and Lily wed. Her heart sang to see the Iron Druid towering above the throng.

      “What the Hades are we supposed to do with our griffons?” Briar shouted, entering the throne room. “My scouts tell me the eyrie is occupied.”

      “Yes,” Thelia said, entering the room with her entourage of handmaidens and, of course, Parus. “The giant eagles have returned.”

      Tatiana gripped the staff of smiting in both hands, eying the red elves warily.

      Even now, surrounded by family, Holly withered with fear, seeing the red elf general in black plate. She was convinced that the arms and armor of Mooret had possessed Dan’s friend. Nothing remained of Parus, save for the section of his face visible within the helm—and even that had changed. Especially the eyes.

      Whoever he was now, Parus had stirred the red elves into a frenzy. Each day, he assembled the troops and gave rousing speeches full of fire and destiny and the Homecoming of their race.

      Red elves from beyond the Wildervast were reportedly hurrying this way, marching under the zealous assumptions that Thelia was the True Matriarch, Parus was the second coming of Mooret, and the red elves’ moment of destiny was at hand.

      Thelia and Parus weren’t spreading the fire. They were gathering it. Drawing it all together here in the place of power, where they planned to create an inferno of historic proportions.

      But every fire needs fuel.

      What were Thelia and Parus planning to feed theirs?

      As Parus strode into the room, grey elves froze in shock. Eyes widened in horror. Hands went to pommels.

      “What the Hades is this?” Briar said, staring at Parus. “Some kind of joke?”

      “Not a joke,” Parus said, smiling darkly. “Far from it.” He spread his arms wide. “Behold the armor of Mooret.”

      Grey elves gasped. Even Holly’s mother raised a brow.

      Moro shouted, “How dare you speak that cursed name in Teel Elan?”

      “Cursed?” Parus said, turning toward the young grey elf soldier. He started to say more, but before he could continue, Thelia spoke up.

      “You are mistaken, dear sir,” the True Matriarch said, stepping up beside Parus. “This is not Teel Elan.” Thelia gestured toward Holly with an overdone smile. “Our husband—and Lily’s future husband—has dubbed this place Freedom Valley.”

      Moro scowled.

      “Family,” Holly interjected, wanting to stop this before things got out of hand, “please allow me to introduce my sister-wife, the True Matriarch of the red elves, Thelia, and Dan’s loyal officer, General Parus.”

      After hurrying through the awkward introductions, Holly asked Chloe to settle their guests in the eastern wing. Those accommodations weren’t quite as nice as the western rooms, but they were plentiful, meaning her people could stay together.

      Then she took her family to see the great delving tree. Knowing that Briar would want to ask about Parus and the armor—and not wanting to explain her situation until they were alone—Holly blocked her brother by talking to their father about the great delving tree during the entire walk.

      Then they arrived.

      “Est eel Est,” the Iron Druid breathed, staring up at the great delving tree, his features slack with awe.

      “Holly,” Lily said, pressing into her, “you’ve done it. You’ve brought the tree back to life!”

      “And the moss as well,” Holly said, pointing to the moss, which grew healthier and more sparkly every day. “Oh—watch out, Father. Don’t step into that hole,” she said, pointing toward one of her worms’ tunnels.

      “What?” her father said, looking down distractedly and sidestepping the wide hole. After a single second of study, he said, “Purple worms?”

      Holly nodded. “But don’t worry, Father. I have tamed them.”

      The Iron Druid raised one brow, looking more dubious than impressed. Then, apparently dismissing all thoughts of the worms, he returned his attention to Est eel Est. “This is amazing.” He reached out and touched the tree, brushing its trunk as lightly as he might touch a newborn baby.

      Holly explained everything, how she had found the scroll and cast the healing spells, then discovered that those same spells were now part of her repertoire. She told of the day the moss changed and of the first green buds and how she had organized the demolition of the tower roof… and how the project had quietly died.

      “Just what the Hades is going on with these red elves, anyway?” Briar wanted to know. “What’s that bastard Parus doing, strutting around in the armor of Mooret, for fuck’s sake? Sorry, Father.”

      “Huh?” the Iron Druid said, not bothering to look away from his study of the Root of Roots. “Stupendous. Absolutely stupendous.”

      “So much has happened,” Holly said. “I hardly know where to begin. But things are strange here. Strange and dangerous. Perhaps very dangerous.”

      “What’s up with Thelia?” Lily said. “She said hi and hugged me and everything, but she didn’t seem like herself at all. She seems weird.”

      “Thelia has changed,” Holly said. “To what degree, I’m honestly not sure, but the more time she spends around Parus, the less like Thelia she seems.”

      She paused for a beat, trying to clarify her thoughts. With so much to tell and all of it crackling with emotion, she didn’t know exactly where to begin. “Two weeks ago, when Dan left to gather swords, Thelia and I argued here in the keep. She was livid that I had extinguished the eternal flame.”

      “Extinguished?” Lily said. “The flame burns on. We could see it from miles away.”

      “They reassembled it,” Holly said. “They say the flame is a necessary beacon for all of the red elves marching this way.”

      Holly did her best to fill in her family. Tatiana weighed in from time to time with details and clarifications.

      Lily was stunned by the news—and with good reason, Holly thought. The poor girl had come here to get married—and had miraculously managed to persuade the entire family to attend the wedding—but was now learning that her future husband was off gathering support for a coming war, while another, ancient war quietly reignited within the walls of what was to be her home.

      In stark contrast, their father remained distracted by Est eel Est, examining the tree closely and muttering prayers.

      Briar cursed, demanding blood.

      “Enough, brother,” Holly said. “This is my home. Things hang in a delicate balance. I must insist that you not allow your temper to destroy my family.”

      “I won’t let these red—”

      “Briar,” their mother interrupted, “you will honor your sister’s demand. Understood?”

      Briar’s jaw was tight with anger, but he nodded sharply. “Yes, Mother.”

      “Good,” she said. “That’s settled, then. Now, Holly, show me the Tower of Knowledge, please. I am curious about something I think I might find there. Lily, Briar, keep an eye on your father. Don’t let him fall into one of these big holes.”

      Holly led the Steel Scholar through the familiar maze of passageways to the ancient library of their ancestors. Tatiana followed and barred the door behind them once they were inside the tower.

      “Amazing,” Holly’s mother said, standing at the center of the room and staring up at the countless books lining the circular walls. She looked every bit as awed, scanning this legendary repository of history and knowledge, as the Iron Druid had, gazing upon Est eel Est.

      Holly said nothing, letting her mother take in what to a grey elf scholar must be the most hallowed of all hallowed spaces.

      Her mother looked Holly in the eyes. “We must protect this place.”

      Holly nodded. “Yes, this place and everything else. Speaking of which, Mother, did you bring any wizards with you?”

      “Some,” her mother said, “but they’re all young and foolish. The true wizards—Mefft and Shaleen—stayed home in the grove. To study, of course.”

      “Of course,” Holly said, doing her best to disguise her disappointment.

      Remember, she told herself, an hour ago, you had no clue that your family was even coming here. Stay strong!

      “What do you need of a wizard?” her mother asked. “Were you hoping that someone would cook the general in that ugly, black armor he’s wearing?”

      Holly smiled. It was so rare that her mother made a joke. “No, though I can’t deny that I would sleep better if that happened. I don’t think that Parus is the problem, honestly. I think it’s the armor and the sword. I think they’ve possessed him.”

      “The arms and armor of Mooret are very old,” her mother said, “and imbued with tremendous trauma of historical significance. They held great power when worn by Mooret, and I suspect that they have gathered power over the millennia, becoming true artifacts. Based on what you’ve told me, I believe they have indeed taken over the general and likely your sister-wife, as well, to one degree or another. The artifacts will use Parus and Thelia to fulfill their own agenda, which appears to be summoning red elves from the far corners of the world.”

      Holly sighed with relief. “My thoughts exactly, which is why I asked about wizards. I discovered something tucked away within a book.” She started climbing a nearby ladder. “Powerful scrolls of sorcerous nature. I couldn’t use them, of course. Only Thelia could—and I didn’t trust her enough to give her such powerful items.”

      “Wise,” her mother said as Holly pulled the ancient scrolls from their hiding place within the even-more-ancient tome. “Give them to me. I will lock them inside my trunk and carry them back to the grove after the wedding.”

      Holly sighed. “Thank you, Mother. That sounds better to me than you could imagine.”
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      When Dan and Agatha emerged from the mountain tunnels and squinted up at the midday sun, Agatha finally spoke. “Thank you, Dan,” the pretty cyclops said. “Thank you for what you did back there. I didn’t deserve it. If you’ve changed your mind, I’ll go back and apologize and see it—”

      “Stop,” Dan said. “Now.”

      Agatha bit her lip as they negotiated the narrow trail, heading downhill toward the valley, where waited Dan’s army of wild savages. “Were you serious, then?”

      “Yeah.”

      “About everything?”

      “Agatha,” Dan said, wrestling with his frustration. He had just fucked up his chances at getting a howitzer, and now she was driving him nuts with her insecurity. “I say what I mean, and I mean what I say.”

      “Yeah, but did you mean it when you said,” she paused, seeming to gather strength before continuing, “you know, about the stuff. Filling me. Morning, noon, and night?”

      He laughed. “All right,” he said, “I might have laid it on a little thick for your mom and sisters. It pissed me off, the way they were treating you. But yeah, I meant it… if that’s what you want.”

      “What I want?” Agatha laughed. “Nothing would make me happier! I would—”

      And then Dan was falling.

      He hadn’t even seen the woman until she attacked, shooting out from behind a boulder, shoving him over a ledge, and holding on tight even when he slammed into the embankment and slid down a bank of loose shale. The fall knocked the wind out of him. Plummeting twenty feet onto your back can do that and having a woman land on top of you sure doesn’t help.

      Dan slid downhill at what felt like fifty miles per hour. His attacker held on tight, riding him like a sled. Down, down, down they raced. Dan found the breath to curse. He tried to push the woman off him, but she pinned his arms down, and he couldn’t wriggle free.

      She was strong.

      And naked.

      And really hot.

      Despite the fact that every inch of her—the strange yet beautiful face, the athletic body, even the hair—glowed the yellow-tan of fresh honey.

      Which would have been weird enough without the odd seam that ran from the crown of her stiff-looking hair down her unblinking face, across her throat, and between her small yet shapely breasts, which didn’t even jiggle as Dan bounced over the rough ground.

      Then his shoulders slammed into a fallen log, and he jarred to a stop. His entire body throbbed with pain, and he gasped hopelessly for air while the woman seized his wrists and pinned his arms to the ground over his head.

      “Who are you?” he wheezed.

      Still wearing the same vacant smile, the woman sat atop him, staring down with honey-golden eyes that still hadn’t blinked. She gathered his wrists in one hand, reached down with her free hand, and started fumbling with his zipper. “Fuck me,” she said.

      Normally, Dan liked a woman who knew what she wanted, but this weird-ass broad was an exception to the rule.

      Her toneless command flipped a switch in Dan’s skull, taking this encounter from strange and kind of funny to really fucking creepy, and he twisted his body hard to throw her off.

      But he failed miserably.

      She’s heavy, he realized then. Like, really heavy.

      His perverted, robotic attacker was no taller than Nadia, less muscular, and lacked Nadia’s tremendous breasts—and yet she felt like she weighed as much as all of Dan’s wives put together—with Petronia’s plinth thrown in for good measure.

      And she wasn’t just heavy. She was strong. As she displayed when, apparently frustrated with his zipper, she ripped his jeans from hip to thigh.

      “Fuck me,” she said in her passionless, robotic voice. “Fill my receptacle with your essence.”

      “You ever hear of foreplay?” Dan wheezed, struggling fruitlessly against her iron grip. And then he screamed as her hand grabbed his manhood.

      “Fuck me,” she repeated, seeming to stare straight through him. “Fill my receptacle with your essence.”

      “Hi,” he said, struggling in vain. “My name’s Dan. What’s your major?” Despite his jokes, however, wild panic rose in him as the woman squeezed and yanked his genitals… a panic fueled not only by his own powerlessness but also by the realization that he was actually getting hard.

      Fast.

      Because his would-be rapist was doing something to him, suffusing his junk with a warming vibration, and against his will, his dick and balls were responding… big time.

      What the Hades?

      “Fuck me,” the woman said again. “Fill me—”

      Yeah, definitely some kind of robot, Dan thought, noting her hard, monochrome exterior. I’m getting raped by a robot woman—and my dick likes it!

      Whatever material the woman’s exterior was made from, be it clay or stone or something else altogether, her insides were wet and warm and soft, which he learned when she shoved him roughly inside her, giving her signature commands yet again.

      “Get off!” he shouted, but it was no good.

      This horny, unblinking whatever-the-fuck-she-was clearly did not subscribe to “no means no.”

      Her all-too-human channel sucked him deep inside her. She held him still, and her nether regions gripped him in a repetitive, rolling squeeze from hilt to head, over and over again, milking him with a pulsing rhythm that ran counter to her otherwise stiff, robotic nature as surely as her hot and heavenly sex ran counter to her ceramic exterior.

      Dan hated to admit it, but her rhythmic pumping felt good. Awesome, in fact. Like supernaturally awesome. So awesome that even his loathing of sorcery—which was clearly involved here—failed to chill his throbbing erection.

      Against his will, he could feel his balls swelling toward climax.

      Shit! No! Dan was no prude, but this was wrong in the most fucked-up way. To Hades with her cum commands and voodoo vagina. Now, if only he could get his dick onboard…

      “Fuck me,” the clay robot woman demanded, practically motionless as she pinned him in place and her magical channel did all the work. “Fill my receptacle with your essence.”

      “You’re really not my type,” Dan said, struggling in vain against both his attacker and the orgasm building within him. “Let me go!”

      Then his robotic assailant whipped away, releasing him just before he reached the point of no return.

      It would have taken a powerhouse to knock her aside—and Agatha was just that powerhouse.

      Dan got to his feet and rushed to Agatha’s side.

      She had the creepy, ceramic woman pinned to the ground—barely, if her straining muscles were any indication.

      “Help,” Agatha growled.

      Slipping in beside her, pushed down on the face of the honey-colored robot. Yeah, he realized with a shudder, she’s definitely made of clay or stone or some kind of ceramic material.

      “Release me,” the woman demanded tonelessly. “I must collect Dan Marshall’s essence.”

      “Do something!” Agatha said. “I can’t hold her much longer.”

      Dan made a fist, paused, had pity on his knuckles, opened his hand, and started pounding down on the robot’s temple with the heel of his palm.

      Bam! Bam! Bam! Bam!

      Over and over he pounded down, slamming the side of her head with palm heel strikes until finally, she stopped moving.

      Agatha sighed with relief, and Dan fought to catch his breath. His hand throbbed, but he’d pummeled his assailant into something like unconsciousness.

      “Golem,” Agatha said, still catching her breath.

      “No shit?” Dan said, staring down at the unconscious automaton. She sure as Hades didn’t look like the golems he’d fought in T&T.

      “No shit,” Agatha said, spreading the golem’s legs to examine a strange inscription engraved in the golden slab of her inner thigh. “Here’s her mission—to extract your essence and return to her mistress: the mighty succubus Illandria, creator and queen of the Wildervast… long may she rule.”
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      As a girl in Fire Ridge, Thelia had delighted in spying on people. It was harmless and usually involved eavesdropping on gossip or watching people make love.

      She would have loved having long sight at her disposal back in those days. It wouldn’t have helped with eavesdropping—the spell gave her the ability to see, not hear—and voyeurism wouldn’t have been as fun without hearing the lovers, but Thelia the girl would still have loved the rush of supernatural spying.

      But that girl was long gone, destroyed with Fire Ridge itself.

      Thelia the woman has risen from those ashes. Thelia the True Matriarch. To her, long sight was a tool, not a toy, and the only joy it brought her was the joy of knowing that she could stay somewhat apprised of Holly’s treachery.

      Her sister-wife was working against her. Had been, ever since their quarrel in the keep.

      With long sight, Thelia had watched her sister-wife gather supporters. Holly had given Tatiana, who followed her like a bodyguard now, the staff of smiting—a recklessly extravagant bribe, in Thelia’s opinion. Freckles and Nadia’s street urchins reported to her now, too. And Holly went out of her way to speak with the gnomes, green elves, and Bannon’s widows.

      With everyone, in other words—everyone except red elves.

      Holly is afraid, Thelia thought. Afraid of me, of Parus, of our people—and of the past.

      It was ridiculous, of course. Here they were, facing a very real threat—the Duke of Harrisburg’s impending attack—and Thelia was doing everything she could to gather an army of red elves to support their husband.

      Meanwhile, Holly was scrambling in the shadows, acting like Thelia was the real threat. To this point, Holly’s fears and plotting had been in turns comical, mildly annoying, and disappointingly pitiful.

      But now the grey elves had come to see Lily marry Dan. Dozens of grey elves, with more on the way, and Thelia could no longer be so dismissive of her sister-wife’s paranoid actions. Some of the visitors—Holly’s parents and siblings, for example—were very powerful.

      Just how paranoid was Holly? What, exactly, did she suspect? And what, precisely, was she telling her family?

      Suddenly, Holly’s sad and silly scrambling posed a potential threat. If Holly convinced her family that Thelia was a problem, what might happen? The grey elves were few yet dangerous. Her father was one of the most powerful druids in the world. What spells did the Iron Druid possess? Whom—or what—could he summon to his aid?

      These were troubling questions. And for the first time, Thelia felt a twinge of fear herself.

      Don’t be afraid, she told herself, straightening her back. Be vigilant.

      Because no matter what, she could not allow Holly’s foolish fears to interfere with the Homecoming and the second rise of the red elves.

      This was destiny. And Thelia was the vessel of her people’s destiny—its vessel and, if necessary, its defender.

      So she dismissed her handmaids—a thing she had been doing more and more of late—sent Parus off to train his soldiers, and retreated to the solitude of the armory. Locked inside among the ancient weapons and armor, she settled onto the long, wooden bench upon which forgotten ancestors had suited up for war, and cast the spell.

      Thelia leaned back, closed her eyes, and saw.

      Lily, Briar, and their father were in the keep. Holly and her mother, however, were missing.

      Holly’s mother is a grove scholar. She’ll want to see the Tower of Knowledge.

      So Thelia raced through the halls, and sure enough, there they were—Holly, her mother, and Tatiana—just entering the dusty old library.

      Thelia watched with amusement as Holly’s mother gawked at the books. Then Holly pointed, and Thelia panned around the circular room to see Tatiana barring the door.

      Why have Tatiana bar the door, sweet sister? What do you fear?

      For a time, mother and daughter chatted.

      There was a joy that Thelia had never experienced. Her own mother had been carried off by slavers shortly after Thelia’s birth. But all had been well, thanks to Ahneena, who had taken her in and raised her as her own.

      Still, she couldn’t help but wonder what it would be like, talking with her own mother. Sweet but strange, likely, given her transformation. But she wished that she could see for herself. Alas, some things just weren’t destined to happen.

      Long sight did not allow her to hear this conversation between mother and daughter, but she could see Holly’s mouth move as she climbed the ladder and pulled a thick book from its shelf. Hedge Math through the Ages, a Second Treatise, the spine of the book read.

      From the ancient tome, Holly pulled two sheets of ancient paper.

      No. Not just sheets of paper.

      Scrolls.

      Holly spoke, concern written plainly upon her face, and handed the scrolls to her mother, whose eyes widened slightly as she scanned the magical parchments.

      Holly spoke rapidly, shrugged, and gestured toward the book. She started talking again, shut the book, and pointed at her mother.

      Her mother nodded, rerolled the scrolls, and tucked them into her cloak.

      Thelia didn’t have to be some super-studious grey elf to understand what was going on. Holly had clearly discovered and hidden these scrolls.

      Hidden them from me, no doubt. And also from Dan? Why hide them from our husband?

      Because she was afraid of what Dan would do with them. That was the only possible explanation.

      Holly had been distraught when Dan had given Thelia the ring of spell holding. Which meant…

      Those scrolls are sorcerous, Thelia thought, suddenly sure of it.

      Anger sparked in her, but she did not feed its flames.

      No, there was no sense in getting angry. Holly was working against her, but Holly didn’t understand that she was also working against destiny.

      It’s my time now. The time of my people. And first wife or not, Holly can’t stop that.

      Unconsciously, Thelia tightened her tiny hands into fists.

      I won’t let her. And neither will Parus.

      Not that Thelia would tell Parus of this discovery. The general was loyal to her but even more loyal spreading the fire. At times, his talk frightened her.

      Whenever he ranted about a second Subjugation, she put him sharply in his place.

      Don’t be too hard on him. Loyalty is his only sin.

      No one had been more loyal to Dan than Parus. But if Parus suspected that Holly’s family represented a threat to Thelia or the second rise of the red elves…

      I mustn’t tell him of the scrolls.

      Thelia continued to observe the Tower of Knowledge, but there wasn’t much to see. Holly’s mother was clearly in awe of the dusty old library. She seemed to want to stay longer, but Holly led her out of the tower and took her to the room where Holly’s parents would be staying.

      Once inside, Holly’s mother removed the scrolls from her cloak, placed them inside a trunk, and locked the trunk with a heavy padlock.

      Hmm, Thelia thought, watching the silent show with a fresh pang of betrayal. They really don’t want me to see those scrolls. So they are likely not only sorcerous but powerful as well.

      The question was, what spells did they hold?

      Thelia had no clue, but she was going to find out.
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            Barbarians and Politics Don’t Mix

          

        

      

    

    
      A mistrust of civilized men had long dwelled deep within the bones of Dan Marshall, had dwelled there faintly, truth be told, even in the old world, when so many things made so little sense, and the engines of society seemed arranged to suppress a man’s natural tendencies and to convert his native strengths into liabilities. What good were strength, physical energy, and battle courage if a young man spent his days sitting at a desk, ruled over by the merciless laws of soft people packed together like rats?

      Sit down, civilization ordered. Be quiet. Stop fidgeting. Don’t speak out of turn. Don’t say that. Don’t do that. Act like this, like this, like this.

      Civilization was no place for a strong man with a free mind.

      It was the realm of the weak, the whipped, and the leaden-eyed many who were trapped in place, all of them ultimately serving the rats and snakes who smiled on command, lied prettily, and never hesitated to stab another man in the back.

      Dan had always understood this on some level, even back in the old world. But back then, he had felt powerless to change his life.

      Here, he had seized life by the horns and fought like Hades to win wives, amass wealth, take a throne, and build an army of glorious savages.

      Oestus the merchant, who had tried to trap him, had been a civilized man, as had the Duke of Harrisburg, who had sent an assassin in ambassador’s clothing.

      Now Dan stood at the edge of his gorgeous wilderness at the head of his monster army, staring out into the Interior Sea, where another civilized man—the Duke of Pittsburgh—waited with an armada of war ships.

      And Dan’s mistrust of civilization, which had been but a faint whisper in the old world, thundered like a war drum with every beat of his wild and fiery heart.

      He said as much in his note to the succubus queen, when Agatha obliterated and rewrote the inscription that directed the golem to rape him with all the finesse of a Shop Vac.

      

      Whatever they wrote would reprogram the golem, sending her off on a new mission. He and Agatha had debated the new inscription for a time.

      Agatha wanted to reprogram the powerful golem to protect Dan.

      Dan saw the sense in that, but more than an additional bodyguard, he wanted to deliver a message to Illandria. So they gave the golem her orders, handed her a note, and sent her back to the succubus queen.

      

      Dan and Agatha had also debated what message to send back to Illandria.

      Agatha suggested an ass-kissing request that begged the succubus queen to leave Dan unmolested.

      Dan proposed something shorter and more straightforward: Fuck off.

      Ultimately, they met in the middle.

      With respect to the great and glorious Illandria, Creator and Queen of the Wildervast, long may she live.

      Please leave me to my business. I am trying to stop an army from invading our home. They want to civilize the Wildervast.

      I’m worth more as a friend than an enemy.

      Dan Marshall of the Free, Warlord of the Wildervast

      Agatha insisted that he delete I’m worth more as a friend than an enemy, suggesting it was too aggressive and cocky, but Dan refused. He would show Illandria respect, but he wasn’t going to be a punk-ass bitch about it.

      Agatha also suggested trimming Warlord of the Wildervast down to just warlord, but he called bullshit on that, too, and they sent the golem on her way.

      To their surprise, the clay woman only walked a dozen steps before a dark, swirling cloud suffused with crackling blue lightning popped into existence, swallowed the golem whole, and vanished—all in the space of a single second.

      “Crom,” Dan had breathed, and shuddered with revulsion.

      Turning to the lovely cyclops, he had considered giving her what she wanted, there and then, and in the same way relieving the throbbing pressure in his balls. But he still wanted to make this gentle girl’s first time special—certainly more special than a quick, hammering rut atop the hillside scrub brush—and he mistrusted the clamoring of his balls. That need for release had nothing to do with Agatha, for whom he had developed genuine affection.

      No, he would form their bond later, under more appropriate conditions—if he lived that long.

      That was a thing very much in question, he now realized, sitting atop Granite, staring out at the vast armada the Duke of Pittsburgh had brought to the shores of Freedom Valley.

      It was a sobering sight. A hundred ships, maybe more—probably more—rigged for war, anchored at the edge of Dan’s territory.

      Who brings that many war ships to a meeting?

      Someone who wants to intimidate. Or someone who plans to attack.

      Which was the Duke of Pittsburgh?

      And how the Hades had the ships even gotten here? The Interior Sea was just that, an interior sea. It sat at the heart of the Wildervast, like the hub of a wheel, and did not connect with the outside world.

      Dan didn’t know the answers to these mysteries, but he had learned enough from his dealings with civilized men that he would not go blindly into this meeting.

      Behind him, his army bellowed, barbaric as fuck. The various chieftains surrounded Dan, shouting their mistrust and howling for blood. The most common suggestion was to pound the biggest boat—surely the personal galley of the Duke of Pittsburgh—with the Fist of Fury.

      Dan’s savages loved the Fist. And not just the recent conscripts. Those newborn savages he’d brought from the fortress regarded the Fist with nothing short of awe as well.

      Hades, even he loved the fucking thing.

      But his troops—and none more than those who had faced the gun’s wrath—worshipped the Fist’s sound and power, the way it unzipped whole lines of troops in a single pass, spilling guts as it pang-pang-pang-ed another enemy into a heap of steaming corpses.

      Dan got it. But he rejected their suggestions with a growl.

      He would love nothing more than to drag this duke and every other civilized duke out onto the open ground and carve them to pieces with Talon, along with their sniveling merchants and conniving wizards.

      But he had learned to mistrust not only the clever calculations of the civilized but also the blundering boldness of the barbaric. To survive, to rule, he needed to be more than one thing.

      While he needed to do what he could to avoid a two-front war, he also would never again walk blindly into a negotiation—especially with a civilized man.

      

      So Dan observed the armada and told his wives and chieftains what to do. By the time he approached the shoreline under his fluttering standard and climbed into the rowboat that would carry him to meet with the duke, Dan had arranged certain precautions.

      Two sailors dragged the boat ashore, and the remaining passenger, a brightly clad emissary, stepped from the ship and bowed low.

      Remembering Blivet, Dan remained wary.

      But this man was all pomp and praise, celebrating Dan’s reputation and the might of his monster army and begging Dan to come with him to hold talks with the Duke of Pittsburgh, who waited on his war galley.

      Stepping aboard the small boat, Dan felt a wave of dread. But he had to make a pact with the duke. Otherwise, the two dukes would crush him like a pincer.

      Especially now that he wouldn’t be getting his howitzer for Christmas.

      So he swallowed his dread and left shore, taking solace in the fact that he wouldn’t be so alone as he seemed.

      His people waved from the shoreline. Except for Tolla, who kept both hands on the Fist.

      They crossed the choppy water to the largest of the ships, where they scaled a rope ladder up and up and up to the main deck of the massive war galley, where a gaunt man in an officer’s uniform gave Dan a hand over the rail and introduced himself as Captain Gables. “The admiral awaits you, Sir,” Gables said with a bow.

      “Admiral?” Dan said. “I thought he was a duke.”

      “A duke, an admiral, a hero,” Gables said, dismissing the sailors and leading Dan into the galley. “Admiral Manrose is the most famous pirate hunter that ever lived. A fine man, much loved by the people.”

      Dan grunted at that. He’d learned that the skulls of civilized men were packed with orc shit.

      At any rate, it sounded like the Duke of Pittsburgh, unlike the Duke of Harrisburg, was a legit fighting man. That could be a good thing or a bad thing. It could help them form an alliance—combat vets often hit it off quickly—but if it didn’t, the Duke of Pittsburgh, with an armada at his disposal and the experience to command that armada effectively, could prove a formidable opponent indeed.

      Gables led Dan through finely upholstered corridors into the interior of the ship, which was more akin to the inner architecture of a fine, old mansion than the guts of a war galley. He hoped that everything would be all right, deep within these labyrinthine confines, so far from the open air. Finally, they reached a broad set of ornate doors carved of red hardwood, before which stood a pair of crisply uniformed sailors with sabers at their hips.

      Gables ordered the men to step aside. He led Dan through the doors and into a plush and purple parlor. Within, the air heavy was with the smell of roses. Against one wall rested a small cart set for room service. Further along, a silken purple tapestry undulated softly.

      Dan’s eyes widened at the sight of that undulation, but when Gables said nothing, Dan relaxed. Apparently, the fabric was normally unsteady.

      Gables stood at attention and piped loudly, “Dan Marshall of the Free, the Warlord of the Wildervast to see you, Sir!”

      A low voice answered murkily from beyond the undulating curtain.

      Gables bowed, held open the silken barrier, and gestured Dan inside, announcing, “Mr. Marshall, it is my inestimable privilege to present you to the legendary and honorable Admiral Sir Theobroma Manrose, Duke of Pittsburgh, the personification of justice and unparalleled terror to piratical scum the world over.”

      That’s one Hades of an introduction, Dan thought.

      Then he stepped into the chamber—and grunted with surprise.
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            Destiny’s Defender

          

        

      

    

    
      Moving stealthily, Thelia slipped inside the once again empty chamber of Holly’s parents.

      Her heart pounded in her chest. If she got caught…

      She crossed the room and crouched before the trunk. Unfortunately, the padlock was just as sturdy as it had looked through long sight.

      The trunk was too heavy to lift, and besides, she obviously couldn’t risk getting caught lugging the thing down the hall.

      If only she possessed Nadia’s lock-picking skills. She didn’t. But that didn’t mean she couldn’t open the lock.

      Reaching out and nearly touching the padlock, she summoned fire. Not long ago, she’d had no real control. It had been sparks or inferno, nothing in between.

      Now, fire bent to her will.

      A tendril of bright red heat licked out from her finger and wrapped around the lock’s shackle like a prehensile tail. She intensified the fiery coil, making it hotter but larger, and her nostrils soon filled with the intoxicating smell of melting iron.

      The lock cracked open. Thelia knocked it to the floor then opened the trunk, pawed through books and clothing, and found the scrolls.

      As she read the scrolls, her mouth fell open with disbelief. The inscribed spells were indeed sorcerous in nature. Sorcerous and powerful. Very powerful.

      Six were sixth-level spells: anti-magic dome, crumble, repel, and death cloud, and two inscriptions of amnesia.

      The remaining seven spells were eighth-level: strike blind, magic symbol, hilarity, and two inscriptions each of monster beckoning VI and Bargle’s Phantom Fist.

      Thelia was stunned. It was all she could do not to burst into laughter. With these spells—

      But her intuition, which had become so strong since Dan filled her with fire, slashed through her triumph like a flaming sword.

      Whipping her head to the side, she saw what she had somehow failed to see when entering the room. A figure hiding in the shadows.

      Thelia’s heart leapt in her chest.

      “Lady Thelia,” a girl’s voice stammered nervously. “So nice to see you.”

      “Who are you?” Thelia demanded, her voice cracking with emotion. “Were you spying on me?”

      “I meant no harm, my lady,” the shadowy figure said, stepping forward and letting her hood fall back to reveal a pretty face twisted with apprehension.

      “Freckles,” Thelia said. Her mind raced.

      This was bad. So bad. Yes, she had considered the risks and moved forward with her plan despite them. But now those concerns had gone from being risks to an actual liability, a concrete threat against Thelia, her people, and their destiny.

      “Yes,” Freckles said, shifting nervously from foot to foot. “I apologize if I startled you.”

      Glancing down at one of the scrolls, Thelia started mumbling.

      Freckles smiled uncomfortably. “I’m sorry, my lady. I can’t understand what you’re saying. But—”

      Thelia pronounced the final word of the incantation.

      The half-elf spy stopped in mid-sentence. Her pretty mouth fell open, her eyes glazed over, and her voice died in her throat.

      For several hammering heartbeats, Thelia stared in horror at what she had done. But it couldn’t be helped—it couldn’t!—and the True Matriarch, the keeper and defender of destiny, pocketed the scrolls and raced from the room.
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            The Face of Civilization

          

        

      

    

    
      Dan paused for a few seconds, pretending to hold the curtain aside for Gables, who didn’t follow.

      Dan had expected to meet a hard-ass pirate hunter in a stateroom.

      Instead, he entered a low-lit boudoir dominated by an oversized futon awash in silken sheets the color of fresh bruises. The futon was, in turn, dominated not by Neptune in epaulets and jackboots, as the captain’s introduction suggested, but rather by the fattest human Dan had ever seen, a giant pudding of a man resplendent in radiant pajamas of bruise-purple silk.

      Manrose gestured with a small, pale hand, the stubby fingers knuckled with gold and gems. “Come forward,” he said, his voice a low, volcano rumble. “Let me see the storied Warlord of the Wildervast.”

      Dan stepped forward.

      And Manrose promptly appeared to pay him no attention. Instead, the Duke of Pittsburgh raised a delicate cup, sipped theatrically, and smacked his lips. His heavy jowls were rosy with makeup, and the cloying aroma of roses came off him in sickeningly sweet waves.

      Without warning, Manrose emitted a high-pitched shriek. “Tippy!”

      The little attendant, an orange-skinned elven boy in a short chiton, appeared at once from the shadowy corners of the cabin. “Yes, Duke-Admiral Manrose?”

      “Fetch the tray.” Manrose patted the boy's posterior. Tippy feigned a smile and bowed away, hurrying from the cabin.

      The massive duke turned his twinkling eyes full upon Dan. Humming softly, Manrose looked him up and down, then patted the futon. “Come, warlord. Join me.”

      Dan shook his head. “I’ll stand.”

      Annoyance flashed across the duke’s features, there and gone, quick as lightning. The air was thick as sap with the smell of a million roses in over-sweet death-bloom.

      “Have you been to Pittsburgh?” the Duke asked.

      Dan had visited Pittsburgh years ago. But that was back in the old world.

      He shook his head.

      “The Steel City,” Manrose said, twiddling his fingers. “A miserable place full of landlubbers. That’s what the king gave me for killing pirates: a cold and cloudy duchy a million miles from the sea. Tell me, is that a prize or a punishment?”

      Dan shrugged, taking shallow breaths. The duke’s rose stench was turning his stomach. If only he could have Zamora blow the cloying sweetness from his nose.

      “I took the king’s gift as a slight,” Manrose said, and a sly smile rippled across his powdered jowls. “But I accepted the land and title, because I knew something that the king didn’t know. Along the crumbling banks of the Monongahela River, a magical gate opens onto the Wildervast’s Interior Sea. My armada only set sail at half-past lunch this very day.”

      So that’s how he got here, Dan thought, but he said, “About that. Why bring an armada to a meeting?”

      “To show you my balls, of course,” Manrose laughed. “To show you my huge, hairy balls! 137 ships, carrying 31,921 soldiers. And I brought them with me for the same reason you brought that army of monsters with you. Strange bedfellows, you and I. A young warlord out of the wilderness, and a decorated—and, if I might be so bold, famous—nobleman who has dined with kings and queens around the globe. Though perhaps if one considers matters more thoroughly, you and I are not really such strange bedfellows after all.”

      Dan was stuck on the numbers. 137 ships sounded believable enough, given the huge number of ships he’d seen. But 31,921 men? How could anyone build such a huge army?

      Because he’s the Duke of fucking Pittsburgh, Dan thought. You’ve been comparing him to the Duke of Harrisburg, but Manrose is on par with the Duke of Philadelphia.

      Manrose said, “My world—the civilized world, as they call it—is a smiling society paved in human cobble tamped in the dirt of time ever-passing. A landlubber toils away his retched days, finding solace in food and drink and tales of faraway; chancing, perhaps, the occasional glance at the precious lumber of his distant past, where memories of his youth, sweetened by imperfect recall, are ensconced along the dark corridors of his mind like beacons to something worth having lived for. Concerning the majority, life unfolds in predictable hue and quarter—birth into squalor, a gray life of straining and scratching, and blessed death—for most men are more anchor than wave.

      “Not so for men of the sea, however,” Manrose said, shaking his head. “Nor, I suspect, for men such as yourself. Barbarians, if I may use the term without creating undue offense. And in that light, perhaps you and I have more in common than one might think. We reject the slow death of the slumbering masses and live life!”

      Dan nodded. Dude talked way too much and was seriously full of shit, but if Dan could strike an alliance with him, they would wipe out the Duke of Harrisburg.

      Tippy returned, bearing a tray upon which sat a tea set, a slender decanter, an even smaller vial, and a single, red rose. The young elf bowed low and extended his thin arms fully, sliding the tray onto the futon beside Manrose in the manner of a pilgrim making an offering at the feet of his god.

      Manrose ran a caressing finger over the boy's cheek and shooed him to one side.

      “The Yalinese rusty,” Manrose said, filling the cups with what he identified as the finest of teas, a decadent blend usually available only to heads of state. Next, he unscrewed the long, slender decanter, pulled from its narrow length a delicate pipette, and added three drops of blackish liquid to each of the teas, which darkened to a rusty hue.

      “The blood of a Yalinese boy-child,” Manrose explained. “Scrumptious little devils, all smooth and orange and warm.”

      “Blood?” Dan said, keeping his voice level despite the disgust and anger he felt.

      “Oh yes,” Manrose said, his words collapsing into low, rumbling laughter. His pudgy fingers moved with dainty dexterity, reinserting the pipette, screwing the cap tight, and setting the decanter upon the tray. “The decanter is enchanted to match the body temperature of a sunbaked Yalinese boy. The blood must be kept warm, or it losses its vigor. Never partake of a second rate Rusty. Terrible rot, that.”

      Dan boiled with rage but kept his face neutral. This was twisted bullshit. But he wasn’t here to make friends with this asshole. He was here to hammer out a treaty. And because he had let his anger ruin any hopes of hiring the cyclopes to build him a howitzer, he had to keep a muzzle on his emotions now.

      Manrose uncapped the smaller bottle and added a drop of clear liquid to each drink. “Tears of the mother.”

      Manrose picked up the cups and moved his hands in a small circle. “Always swirled, never stirred. One mustn’t bruise the blood or denature the tears.” He licked his lips and offered a cup to Dan.

      Dan shook his head. He would parlay with this monster, but no way was he drinking that shit.

      The huge man chortled. “A barbarian who fears blood?”

      “I didn’t come to drink,” Dan said, his patience running thin. “I came to talk.”

      “The two are not mutually exclusive, thank heavens,” Manrose said, and raised his cup in a toast. “To the finer things in life.”

      The duke closed his eyes, drew out a sip, and smacked his lips. His eyes reopened slowly, looking dewy and distant, as if he was awakening from an opium-tinged dream. “Exhilarating,” he said, and gave a low, rumbling cough of amusement.

      Then, all at once, Manrose looked cross, and the odor of roses sharpened, sweetening dangerously. “Do you think me a monster, warlord? Think I’ve been driven mad by decadence? Think my time plying the seas is all silk and giggles?”

      “Doesn’t matter what I think,” Dan said. “We have a common enemy.”

      Manrose didn’t seem to hear him. “Have you ever been to the island of Yali, warlord? No? A pirate factory, that’s what Yali is—or was, anyway, when I arrived.

      “The Yalinese never grow up. Too much sun. Too much smiling. Too much easy food. They're boys, all of them, not a man on the island. Everything’s leisure. A pirate comes along, the work suits them. No mucking about with order and discipline, uniforms. Oh, I know the Yalinese, and now they know me.”

      Manrose’s grin was horrible. “There, upon the wall, you see Yalinese art. That is what they think of me in Yali.”

      A large wooden mask, intricately carved and painted in garish hues, hung above a rattan settee. The mask was unmistakably a likeness of Manrose, yet the bulging eyes were utterly inhuman and swollen with inexpressible hunger. Jagged ranks of shark’s teeth filled the wide mouth, out of which cascaded an impossibly large tongue forked in plump and pointed halves. From the temples sprouted short, thick horns, upon the points of which were impaled the writhing forms of small Yalinese elves.

      “My wrath slammed into Yali like a hurricane.” Grinning, Manrose bulged his eyes and wagged his tongue. “After what I did there, I'm a demon-god.”

      “All right,” Dan said, keeping his voice level. This guy was a few coppers short of a silver piece. The faster Dan could get out of here, the better. “Like I was saying, we have a common enemy.”

      “Ah, that we do. That we do. The sniveling upstart, the Duke of Harrisburg. Know how he came to power?”

      Dan shook his head.

      “Money, of course,” Manrose said. “He never hunted pirates or overthrew a warlord. He’s just a rich boy who outgrew his toy soldiers and bought real ones instead. Along with that title of his. Most of his army is made up of press-gang conscripts forced into service. But unfortunately, he does have a lot of money, and the rest of his troops are seasoned mercenaries, not to mention several high-level wizards. And then he has the fucking train of his and who knows what manner of enchanted weapons on board. My sources tell me that he has even bribed Prince Razah of the Jungle Kingdom to serve as his personal bodyguard. A formidable force indeed.”

      Dan nodded. Fucking Razah. The Duke of Harrisburg probably promised him Tatiana on a silver platter.

      “Can I smash them? Of course, I can. I have twice the troops and a thousand times the military intelligence of the Duke of Harrisburg. Nay, ten thousand times. Even with his mercenaries and sorcerers and that damned train, he won’t beat me. But most of my troops are green as seaweed, and they’ll die like lambs. Victory will cost me dearly. And no man thrives as a sea captain without a heightened sense of thrift, warlord. I am not a man who likes to overpay. That’s where you come in.”

      Dan’s bullshit detector went off with that, but at least they were finally getting down to business.

      “You have an army of red elves—several thousand, according to my reports—and this horde of monsters along the shore. And I have heard tales of a fire mage.”

      “We have more than one fire mage,” Dan said truthfully, not explaining that other than Thelia, his fire mages were little more than 4th of July sparklers with nice tits.

      “You don’t have the strength to beat the Duke of Harrisburg,” Manrose said matter-of-factly, “but you do have the strength to hurt him. And that’s what you will do. Hit him hard, all at once, without warning, with everything you’ve got. My troops will follow after, and together, we will crush our enemy.”

      “So you want us to be your shock troops,” Dan said. “You want us to take your losses for you.”

      The gigantic silken mound shrugged. “I won’t deny it. But you won’t fight him alone. And you won’t lose.”

      “Won’t lose,” Dan said, “but many, perhaps most, of us will die—and you’ll swoop in to claim victory.”

      “Yes,” Manrose said. “In using your army, I’ll save thousands of my troops, score an epic victory with very little loss, crush the Duke of Harrisburg, humiliate the Duke of Philadelphia, and inflate my already tremendous reputation.”

      “I see how that works out for you,” Dan said. “But what if I just pull back to the fortress, lock down, and let you dukes fight it out.”

      Manrose chuckled darkly. “A sensible plan in some respects. It would necessitate disbanding your monster army, of course. No sane man would pull them into his fortress on the eve of a siege. They might defend your walls for a day or two, but as the siege dragged on, discipline would break down, and you’d be fighting enemies within and without.”

      Dan said nothing, but Manrose was right. Dan had pulled his monster horde together to crush invaders, not sit around inside a fortress.

      “In the meanwhile,” Manrose said, “I would take my losses, crush the Duke of Harrisburg, and turn my attention to you and that lovely fortress of yours. Rooting you out would mean more losses for me, of course, but it would mean gains as well. The fortress, the valley, the glory.” His powdered cheeks lifted in a devilish smile. “Spelling it out, I’m almost tempted to retract my offer.”

      “But if I help you, I keep the fortress?” Dan asked.

      Manrose nodded. “Yes. You have my word as a gentleman.”

      Great, Dan thought. I have the word of a man who drinks the blood of children and the tears of their mothers.

      “And I’ll keep the valley?” he asked.

      Another nod from Manrose. “I have my sights set on a larger prize than some pretty acreage in a godforsaken wilderness full of monsters, warlord. I want Philadelphia, the City of Brotherly Love. Philadelphia is everything to me. The people, the glory, the Delaware, and all of those lovely shipyards. I will have Philadelphia, and you can keep your valley. Enough, warlord. I tire of your questions. Commit to my terms now or suffer the consequences on the field.”

      Before Dan could respond, however, the duke continued, his doughy cheeks darkening from pink to crimson. “Be warned, barbarian. To a big, strong brute like you, I might seem like a bloated fop, soft and harmless, but make no mistake. I am the most dangerous man on the planet. I always win. Always. Ask the pirate captains. Ask Dread. Ask Bedlam. Ask the Sea Butcher. Their heads hang down below, if you’d like to see them. Go, stand before the heads if you doubt me, and ask them who I am.”

      As Manrose’s soliloquy boiled into a rant, the duke-admiral seemed to grow even larger, and the rose stench became so thick Dan could barely breathe.

      “I am Poseidon’s trident!” Manrose thundered. “His wrath and his rule! I am the eater, the taker, the beater, the shore shaker! Join my ranks—or join the dead.”

    

  



    
      
        
          
            27

          

          

      

    

    








            Combustion

          

        

      

    

    
      “Lady Holly,” Toad said, drawing Holly, her mother, and Tatiana from the Tower of Knowledge. “Come quick. Something’s wrong with Freckles.”

      They followed the little half-orc girl, asking questions as they wound through the halls toward the eastern wing, where Freckles had apparently been found wandering cluelessly.

      “She doesn’t even know her own name,” Toad said, sounding like she was on the verge of tears.

      Holly patted the girl’s shoulder. “I’m certain everything will be okay,” she lied.

      As they hurried along, Holly filled with dread. Meeting Estus and Moro in the corridor, she asked them to follow. The soldiers fell in beside them.

      A moment later, they found Freckles, who was nodding as Goldfinch spoke softly. The little blond-haired girl hadn’t managed to hold in her tears.

      Freckles turned toward Holly with a slack face. “Who are these people?”

      Holly offered a warm smile. “We’re your friends, dear. You’ve had some sort of accident, but everything will be okay.”

      “That’s good,” Freckles said, scanning the group with confused, frightened eyes.

      “Yes,” Holly said. She studied the girl’s face, which showed no sign of trauma. Likewise, the half-elf’s pupils showed regular and even dilation.

      “Can you help me to remember?” Freckles asked.

      I hope so, Holly thought. But she smiled and gave Freckles’ hand a squeeze. “Yes, we will. Be patient, dear. For now, know that you are safe and among friends.”

      So long as you stay with us.

      “It’s like somebody stole her brain,” Toad whined.

      Or wiped her mind clean, Holly thought with a shudder, and the word amnesia rose like a bad moon in her mind. “Mother, I think we should check your room.”

      “I was thinking the same thing,” her mother said.

      A moment later, Holly held the ruined padlock in her hands. The lock’s shackle had been broken.

      No. Not broken. Melted.

      She didn’t bother to point this out to her mother, who crouched beside the trunk, looking at the silver drops of melted lead.

      When the Steel Scholar opened the trunk, the scrolls were missing.

      Tatiana hissed softly.

      Holly was not surprised. But she was frightened. Terrified, in fact.

      How had Thelia known about the scrolls? And why had she acted so brazenly? Thelia clearly didn’t care if they knew she had taken the scrolls. The melted lock was practically a calling card.

      What did Thelia’s recklessness imply?

      Everything had changed. But how, precisely? And what would happen next?

      She was filled with dread.

      “Is everything all right, my lady?” Moro asked, one hand on the pommel of his sword.

      Like a young Briar, that one, Holly thought. “No,” she said, keeping her voice and facial expression calm. “No, everything is not all right.”

      “Shall I summon the others?” Moro asked.

      Holly looked at him for a second, taking in the hand on the pommel and the eager look in his young eyes. Moro had already argued with Parus on two occasions. But Holly feared the time for arguments had passed. If Moro and Parus clashed again, they would cross swords, not words. “Thank you, Moro, but no. I would ask that you remain here with us. Estus, please fetch my father and siblings from the central keep.”

      “Yes, my lady,” Estus said with a short bow. He looked both serious and composed.

      Good, Holly thought. That’s what we need now. “Tell them to come at once,” she said. “They should engage with no one. No squabbling, no fighting, no friction. And tell them to avoid Parus and Lady Thelia at all costs. Go now.”

      “What’s happening, Lady Holly?” Goldfinch asked.

      Holly took the girl by her narrow shoulders and smiled. “Everything will be all right, sweet child. I need you and Toad to take Freckles someplace quiet. Someplace where you won’t be found until we come for you. Do you understand?”

      Goldfinch nodded, sniffing.

      Toad brightened. “We could hide in the bread hole.”

      Holly turned to the girl and raised an eyebrow.

      Toad told her about the tiny room above the kitchens. No one ever went there, and the smells of baking bread wafted up from the kitchen below.

      “Excellent,” Holly said. “Hide there until we come for you.”

      “What is going on?” Freckles asked. “You’re all frightened. Why are you frightened?”

      Holly pulled the pretty half-elf into an embrace. “Please try not to worry,” she said. “We are frightened, but all will be well soon enough. Now off with you, so we can take care of this situation and help you remember everything.”

      After the children had led Freckles away, Holly summoned her courage. “Tatiana, Moro, please stay here and protect my mother. I must go alone and speak with Thelia.”

      The she-panther’s eyes flared with concern. “Let me come with you, Lady Holly. It’s not safe.”

      Holly smiled sadly. “No, it isn’t safe, but it is necessary. You will stay here and look after Mother.”

      “We will all go,” her mother said.

      “No,” Holly said. “We would seem a committee.” And Parus is probably with Thelia. “This is a conversation for sister-wives only.”

      “My Lady,” Tatiana said. “Are you certain this is wise? Lady Thelia has changed so much. I fear for your safety.”

      She’s right, Holly thought. This isn’t wise. It’s foolish. Dangerously so. Perhaps even fatally so. But I have to try. I have to try and hope that Thelia still loves Dan and us sister-wives enough to still hear my words.

      Holly’s mother touched her arm. “Thelia is likely enthralled by the combined power of the matriarchal fire and the arms and armor of Mooret,” her mother said. “Perhaps Tatiana is right. Your sister-wife clearly meant for you to know that she had pilfered the scrolls. She no doubt anticipated your reaction. Perhaps this is a trap.”

      

      Holly shook her head. “Thelia is our only chance. She may or may not be enthralled, but Parus is gone. We might as well be facing Mooret himself. I need to speak with Thelia alone and make her see what’s happening before it’s too late. If father and the others arrive before I return, please keep them here. And if any red elves drop by, act like nothing is wrong. If Parus learns of our plans…”

      “If Parus learns of our plans,” a deep voice said darkly, “what?”

      And Parus stepped into the room, wearing the ancient black armor of the madman who had nearly destroyed the grey elf race.
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      “I don’t like it, either,” Dan said to the small group that had surrounded him upon his return to shore. “And I don’t like Manrose.  But we have no other choice. We can’t afford a two-front war.”

      “Foondek,” Ula said, and spat on the stony shore.

      “Girlfriend has a point,” Nadia said. “You trust this guy?”

      “No,” Dan admitted. “But he has 30,000 troops, so I don’t think it matters much whether I trust him or not. Chieftains, rally your men. We ride for the fortress.”

      The dozen monster chiefs roared loudly, each trying to outdo the others as usual.

      Fuckers didn’t hear a word I said, Dan thought. They just want to fight. Period.

      Boad beat his gorilla chest, his gray-streaked mullet waving in the breeze. Then he stepped forward and jarred Dan with a good-natured slap to the shoulder. “The Mullet Men ride with Dan. No army can stand against our warlord. He will cut the train-beast in half with his mighty sword of three blades.”

      Dan didn’t say shit. Setting these guys straight about trains wasn’t on the top of his to-do list right now.

      “He will pluck out the cowards hiding inside the train-beast and eat them like roe from a sturgeon,” Boad continued. The gorilla-man was working himself and the other monster-chiefs into a frenzy now.  “Dan will fuck their women and make babies who will spit on the graves of their ancestors.”

      “Sounds like a plan,” Dan said. He had come to realize that Boad and most of the barbarians didn’t put much value on mathematics. Telling them you were going to fight an army of fifteen thousand only meant you were going to fight a big army.

      “Dan will fuck their mules in the ass,” Darg, the orcish leader, proclaimed. “Dan will fuck their mules in the ass until they die!”

      Dan smiled uncomfortably, reminding himself that one of the most important roles of a leader was delegating certain tasks. “You, Darg, will be my mule-fucker.” He nodded to the huge orc, who showed him a mouthful of yellow teeth. Then, panning the expectant faces of the other chiefs, Dan added, “And you men will help him. There will be many mules to fuck to death.”

      The monster-men roared with savage elation.

      “Now go get your troops ready,” Dan said. “We ride!”

      The chieftains howled with enthusiasm and set off to gather their barbarians.

      “Foondek,” Ula repeated, shaking her head.

      “Cool,” Nadia said, walking alongside Dan. “So that’s the plan, huh? Cut the train in half and fuck some mules?”

      “Basically,” Dan said. “After we, you know, kill a fuck-ton of people, including a bunch of wizards.”

      “Oh,” Nadia said. “Great. What are we really going to do?”

      Dan shrugged. “I don’t know. Fight. But I won’t be able to get much more specific than that until Zamora returns.”

      Nadia and Ula nodded. Dan hadn’t mentioned his preparations to the monster chieftains—what would have been the point?—but Nadia and Ula had known that Dan had asked Zamora to follow him invisibly onboard to gather information.

      The wind sylph would lurk on Manrose’s galley until she gleaned his real plans. Then she would fly back and rejoin the army.

      “If Manrose is true to his word, he will build his winter camp on this shore, and his big-ass army will be right behind us when we clash with the Duke of Harrisburg. If Zamora learns that he’s full of shit—and my gut says he is—we’ll figure out what to do based on that knowledge. Either way, this ends in battle.”

      Dan whistled, and Granite trotted over to meet him. The big old warhorse still had too much self-respect to nuzzle Dan or anything like that, but Granite let Dan stroke his neck without baring his big, square teeth. “You’re going home, boy,” Dan said. “Going home to war.”

      The horse’s big eyes rolled, and he shied backward.

      What the Hades? Dan thought, or was beginning to think, because somewhere between the and Hades, a powerful wind rushed past, curled back around, and zoomed up to his side.

      Zamora materialized, her blue eyes shining brightly, her long, ethereal hair wavering overhead like blue flames.

      “That was fast,” Dan said. Then, reading her troubled expression, he said, “What’s wrong?”

      The gorgeous wind nymph pulled a tiny leather scroll case from the waistline of her billowy harem pants. “This, Master,” she said, handing him the leather tube. “Manrose penned this letter as soon as you left his chambers. Then he summoned a wizard, who magically transmitted the message.”

      Dan opened the case, pulled out the scroll, and started reading.

      

      To the Esteemed Duke of Harrisburg,

      The barbarian rides for home, leading an army of monsters, approximately one thousand strong, marching under the double assumption that you are my enemy and that he and I are allies.

      Strike now, before he arrives. Take the fortress, no matter the cost. Kill his wives. Especially the fire mage.

      My forces march on the morrow. When we darken the western horizon, abandon the fortress. Cite my overwhelming numbers.

      Know that my forces will give chase—but only halfheartedly. You have my word as a gentleman that we will not pursue you into the Jungle Kingdom and that the remainder of your handsome reward will be awaiting you in Harrisburg.

      To the Victors go the spoils,

      TM

      

      Dan’s narrowed eyes dwelled on the loathsome initials.

      TM.

      Theobroma Manrose.

      The legendary and honorable admiral-duke and arch-asshole of the universe.

      “Oh no,” Nadia said. The color had drained from her face.

      “Fuck these guys,” Dan said. He had expected some kind of bullshit, but not this. Manrose had bought off the Duke of Harrisburg. “Fuck them all to Hades.”

      “Master,” Zamora said breathlessly. “Shall I hurry home and warn Holly and Thelia?”

      “No,” Dan said. He had gone cold with fury.

      Kill his wives.

      “No?” Nadia said. “What the fuck are you talking about? The duke isn’t attacking in the spring. He’s attacking right now. If we don’t warn Holly—”

      “We must trust Holly to handle this,” Dan said. He hated speaking the words almost as much as he hated the looks that Nadia, Ula, and Zamora were giving him. But he had to do the right thing, even if it put his loved ones at risk. Unlike the monster chieftains, Dan did put stock in numbers, and he couldn’t ignore a number like 30,000. “We must trust Thelia and Parus and everyone else. We must trust the fortress and the Fists.”

      “You’re not making any sense!” Nadia said. “Send Zamora now. Warn Holly. And we’ll ride like Hades to get there as fast as we can. What the fuck is wrong with you?”

      Dan pointed to the armada anchored off-shore. “We can’t have 30,000 troops smashing into us from behind. This is our one chance to prevent that. If I send Zamora home now, I’ll doom all of us. Zamora, I need you here.”

      And he told them what he was going to do.

      Nadia wept, obviously terrified for her sister-wives, but nodded. Zamora wavered like a gas flame, ready to do his bidding. Ula, bless her warlike heart, grinned darkly.

      “We’ll never make it home in time,” Nadia said, giving voice to the fear gnawing at Dan’s gut.

      “No,” he said. “We won’t.” Even if they charged hard all the way home, it would take three or four days. Probably four.

      The Duke of Harrisburg had 15,000 soldiers. If that was all, Holly might be able to hold the fortress until Dan returned.

      But the fucker had wizards, too, and Dan would never forget Roderick’s sorcerers smashing through the defenses of Fire Ridge.

      “Ula and I will round up the others and start for the fortress,” Nadia said.

      Dan shook his head. “I want them to see this.”

      “We should go,” Nadia said. “Every second counts now.”

      Again, Dan shook his head. “If I’m going to ask the horde to follow me into Hades, they need to think I’m a war god.”

      Impulsively, he grabbed his green-eyed wife and kissed her deeply. Then he hauled Ula into an embrace, and their tongues wrestled while his heart pounded fiercely in his chest. Finally, he placed his hands on Zamora’s pale cheeks and kissed her softly on the forehead, making her smile.

      “You know what to do, my terrible beauty,” he said.

      Zamora nodded, looking uncharacteristically sheepish. “I do, Master, but I just hope—”

      “You’ll be fine,” he assured her. “More than fine. You’ll be magnificent.”

      She’d better be magnificent, he thought, or we’ll all be in Hades before sundown.

      Dan crossed the muddy ground and slapped the side of the wagon parked near the water’s edge. Tolla the green elf sharpshooter sat beside the gun, rolling a steel sphere in her hand and trying to look bored.

      “Wake up, Tolla,” Dan said, climbing up and getting into position behind the Fist. “We’re going hot!”
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      Holly reached inside her cloak and closed her fingers around the wand of enchanted missiles.

      Parus smiled at her. Or rather, the man who had once been Parus smiled at her. It was clear now through his smile, his flaming eyes, and his uncharacteristically deep voice, that Parus was lost.

      “Please tell me, Lady Holly,” the man in black armor said. “Tell us all what Parus will do if he learns of your plans. As to the plans, they’re simple enough to divine, I suppose. You’re hoping to influence Thelia against me. Don’t bother.

      “Thelia is the True Matriarch, and I am, as you seemed to have guessed, the second coming of Mooret. Even now, red elves from the great beyond stream toward Flame Valley. The Homecoming has begun, and with it, the second rising of the red elves.”

      His upper lip peeled back in a menacing snarl. “Only this time, I will complete the Subjugation, and I will not allow my people to disappoint the gods by falling again into sloth. This time, we will burn everything and rise immortal, transcending flesh and time and the gods themselves.” He balled his mailed hands into fists. “There is so much fire in me. So much power!”

      Tatiana stepped in front of Holly, holding the staff of smiting in both hands across her waistline. Not an aggressive stance, but a ready one.

      The mad red elf focused his flame-spun eyes on the black panther woman. “How noble. What’s your plan, cat-girl? Going to hit me with that fancy stick of yours like you did in sparring?”

      “Parus,” Tatiana said, keeping her voice level. “We are friends, you and I. All the times we’ve trained together, sparred together.”

      “This isn’t sparring,” he said, “and I’m no more Parus than I am your friend.” His eyes flicked to Moro, who for once wasn’t shouting threats. The young soldier looked as pale as he had the night Holly had narrowly saved him from death in Rothrock Forest. “And you, boy. Where are your threats now? Where are your bold demands? Eh? Has the courage drained out of you like so much piss down your leg? Going to let these women do your fighting for you? Typical grey elf male!”

      “You’ll pay for your insults!” Moro shouted, yanking his sword from its sheathe. His eyes were wild with fear and rage, self-doubt and the desperate need for his people to see him as a man.

      “Stop!” Holly said, putting every ounce of regal command into the single word.

      Moro cast her a searching glance, and in his eyes, Holly registered a heartbreaking glimmer of hope—not hope that he would defeat Parus but hope that Holly would save him from the knight in black plate.

      “In case you hadn’t inferred as much, Holly,” the red elf said, staring not at her but at Moro, “I am through taking orders from you. At one time, I thought—foolishly now, I see—that my people could rise again without a reenactment of the Night of Burning. But that is clearly not the case. I do not wish to cut you down. I much prefer to leave you to Thelia’s fire. But if you force my hand…”

      Moro leapt forward and swung his shining blade at the black helm.

      “No!” Holly shouted.

      Moro was young and inexperienced but well-trained and fantastically athletic, and he covered the distance in a fraction of a second.

      And during that fraction of a second, the red elf moved with supernatural speed, drawing his weapon and striking the charging boy in the face with the flat of his flaming sword.

      The grey elf’s head jerked, and his sword clattered away. Moro fell to the ground, screaming and clutching at his face, which had burst into a mask of bright red flames.

      “Moro,” Holly cried, and moved forward to extinguish the screaming elf.

      But with a crackling flutter, the flaming sword swung low, severing the boy’s head and silencing his screams forever. There wasn’t even a spray of blood, the flaming sword having instantly cauterized the wounds.

      For an instant, Holly could only stare in horror as Mooret’s booming laughter filled the room.

      There was a flash of movement and a series of loud clangs as Tatiana attacked with her staff of smiting.

      The panther woman was speed personified, and her lightning fast strikes rang off the black helm, one-two-three, pang-pang-pang, fast as a burst of rounds from the Fist.

      But Mooret, still laughing, shifted his weight and lashed out with speed beyond speed, impossible speed that did its work so quickly that an observer couldn’t register what was happening until the attack was finished. Thus, by the time Holly realized that his mailed fist had smashed Tatiana in the face, the she-panther was already dropping limply to the floor, dead or unconscious.

      This time, however, Holly wasted no time gawking. She pulled the magical wand from her cloak and fired directly at the shining black breastplate.

      The wand had been made long ago by a wizard of great power, and the blindingly bright magical missile that shot forth from its tip was massive, more akin to a javelin than an arrow. The enchanted missile struck the breastplate with a loud crack and a spray of sparks, then flashed away and sheared a bed post in two, toppling the ornate canopy.

      Mooret shouted laughter and pounded his chest with an armored fist. In his other hand, the flaming sword spat like a torch. “That’s the spirit, Holly. Fight me!”

      She fired again and again, but each time, the enchanted missile rebounded off the ancient black armor and ricocheted across the room.

      “This is god-forged armor, woman,” Mooret said, and as his laughter died, his eyes burned with wrath. “Magic won’t damage me. The only way to defeat me is with good, old fashioned trauma. Of course, then you have to face my blade.”

      And gathering the flaming sword in a two-handed grip, he stepped forward.

      “I will face your blade!” Briar shouted, charging into the room.

      Holly’s heart clanged with terror at the sight of her brave brother—for even Briar was no match for Mooret—but then she saw the weapon in Briar’s hands and felt a flicker of hope.

      Apparently—thank the wind and stars!—her brother had stopped in the Tower of Knowledge on his way here, for he now held the legendary grey elf blade, Vine Caster, and by the sword’s pale green glow, she could see that Vine Caster had accepted Briar as a warrior worthy to wield it.

      Hope surged higher when the Iron Druid entered the room, leveling his index finger at Mooret, and hissing “cass,” which meant death in the grey elf tongue, and which, Holly knew, was the final word in death whisper. Mooret claimed that his armor protected him from magic, but here was the deadliest of all druidic spells, cast by one of the most powerful druids in the world.

      Mooret chuckled, unharmed. “The Iron Druid. I had expected more from you, honestly. But in all fairness, I also expected more from the grey elves of old on the first Night of Burning. Now that I think of it, their chief druid might have been…” and he squinted at Holly’s father, tilting his head thoughtfully. Then mirth filled his voice. “Yes, it was. Remarkable! He was your ancestor, your grandfather many generations removed.” Mooret’s mirth bubbled over into laughter. “He died weeping over the remains of his children. A pitiful scene. Embarrassing, truth be told. But even a great druid cannot bring his children back from ash—as you will soon learn.”

      Briar bellowed with fury, pointing Vine Caster at Mooret. A long, luminescent green vine shot forward, twisted around Mooret several times, pinning his arms to his sides, and tightened like a green python.

      Holly’s heart cheered.

      But then Mooret spread his arms—effortlessly, it seemed to her—snapping the vines which had in millennia past bound giants in place.

      Lily fired a bow from the doorway.

      Mooret’s head jerked.

      Lily fired again, but Mooret’s arm moved in a flash, slicing her shots to splinters in midair. “This one!” Mooret roared, his voice once more filled with mirth despite the feather shaft jutting from his visor. “This one has spirit! For that, I’ll—”

      “Everyone attack at once!” Holly shouted, realizing that Mooret—or perhaps his sword and armor—had been keeping them from attacking simultaneously, holding them in near paralysis, like a snake mesmerizing prey, so that while one attacked, the others could only gape.

      Her command jarred them into action, however, and as she swung her staff, her family and Estus charged, everyone attacking at once.

      But Mooret was a fiery demon, roaring with laughter as he spun, whirling his flaming sword so quickly that a river of red fire encircled him. And each time an attacker struck, Mooret’s sword parried the blow with a flash of red sparks.

      Holly attacked him from behind, swinging her magical staff.

      Inexplicably, Mooret blocked her attack without even looking. The parry struck with such force that the staff jerked from her hands and jolts of pain raced up her arms. A bright flash of flame blinded her, and the heat sent her staggering backward.

      As her vision returned, she saw her family backing away, each of them blinking and either disarmed or hurrying to find their grip again.

      “Pitiful,” Mooret said. “Pitiful and predictable. And, if I may be honest, boring. You’ve wasted enough of my time, grey elves. Time to burn.”

      He started walking straight at Holly, raising his flaming sword overhead.

      “Stop!” a new voice commanded, and Mooret halted.

      Suddenly the room was hot.

      Very hot and very bright.

      Thelia stood just inside the doorway, engulfed in flames. Her eyes were huge and wild.

      Mooret beamed. “It has begun, True Matriarch,” he reported proudly, “and now that you’re here, we may consecrate the second Night of Burning.”

      Thelia showed her teeth in a mad, grimacing smile and took her place at Mooret’s side. Looking into Holly’s eyes, she said, “I am sorry, sister-wife.” Then she started muttering an incantation.

      “Now you die,” Mooret told them. “Not at my hands, but as you should, at the hands of the True Matriarch. Burn them! Burn them all!”

      “Thelia, no,” Holly said. “This is madness. Think about Dan. Think about—”

      As Thelia finished the incantation, she gave Holly a sad smile and reached out to touch Mooret.

      And the red elves vanished.
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      Dan stood atop the wagon, waiting. Around him, his monster army held its breath. He had never seen them so rapt, never heard them so silent.

      A breeze rippled the sea and fluttered the furled sails and flags of Manrose’s ships, the decks of which remained utterly calm. The fucker had an idea what was coming his way.

      The Fist vibrated, ready to kill.

      Not yet, Dan thought, gripping the handles of the gun. Not yet.

      He would give Manrose no warning, no time to prepare any kind of magical interference.

      Manrose might have an armada, a mountain of gold, and thirty thousand soldiers, but I am a barbarian, a merciless savage, a predator that knows the value of surprise and speed.

      The wind strengthened, rushing loudly across the bay, making Dan squint.

      High above, the sky darkened. Black clouds fractured and swirled.

      Yes, Zamora. Yes, my love. Call forth your hungry beast.

      And then he heard it, heard the nightmare approaching from afar, the long, loud howl of the otherworldly force rushing forth from another dimension to devour all.

      Almost time, he thought, holding his foot above the pedal.

      Once again, primordial loathing rose in Dan, and his lips peeled back in an involuntary snarl.

      All around Dan, his monster army clamored and shook, eyes rolling with panic.

      Out on the water, sailors were rushing out onto the decks and pointing into the sky, where glowing blue light veined the swirling darkness.

      Howling boomed across the water like the baying of a mad wolf god closing in for the kill.

      Now, Dan thought, and stomped on the pedal.

      Pang-pang-pang-pang-pang!

      The Fist jerked in his grip. The barrels spun, spitting steel.

      All around him, his monster army raised a terrible cry of elation—though to Dan, their atavistic cheer was a mere whisper beneath the roaring of the wind and steady pang-pang-pang of the gun.

      He worked the Fist back and forth, raking Manrose’s galley just above the waterline. Then, having peppered the hull with holes, he swung the spinning barrels toward other boats.

      Pang-pang-pang-pang-pang!

      Even now, the sea was stirring, growing choppier as if trembling in anticipation of what was about to happen. Soon, waves would lap the hulls, find the holes, and fill the holds.

      But the enemy had noticed Dan. All along the deck of Manrose’s vessel, archers were lining up and stringing their bows.

      Dan was just about to swing the Fist back in their direction when the archers jerked into the air, whipped away like so many condemned men yanked skyward by invisible nooses.

      All Hades broke loose.

      Boats spun and swayed and broke apart. The sea churned, waves thirty feet high smashing ships into one another, and the bay spun like a maelstrom. Water lifted up and away, racing skyward in heavy sheets of reverse rain that obscured the destruction, save for the occasional dark hulk that could be seen indistinctly within the mists, as galleys lifted up and away, disappearing into the howling cyclone of the wind elemental.

      Pang-pang-pang-pang!

      Dan fired into the swirling mass. He knew he was wasting ammo at this point—the armada was good and truly fucked—but he didn’t give a shit.

      Manrose had threatened Dan’s wives.

      “Fuck you!” Dan shouted into the raging wind and stomped the pedal again.

      Pang-pang-pang-pang-pang-pang!

      The misty cyclone of watery destruction darkened into a pitch-black tornado glittering with blue sparks and screaming with otherworldly rage, drawn from its windy dimension on another mission of destruction.

      A large galley—Manrose’s galley, Dan realized—spun free of the howling funnel, smashed into the rocky shore, and cracked in two like a massive shellfish.

      A second later, a tentacle of darkness lashed out, coiled around the broken ship, and whipped its remains back into the swirling, sparking column of roaring, black death. Then, with a cosmic gasp, the unholy tornado whipped away into the sky, sucked back into its terrible dimension.

      For a split second, the bay was naught but an empty bowl, a deep, rocky gulch. The ships, the men, even the water itself had been sucked away into oblivion.

      Then the sea flooded in. Waves slammed explosively into the shoreline, launching curtains of spray and foam high into the air.

      Seconds later, the sea had calmed, and save for the missing armada, it was as if nothing had even happened.

      Dan shuddered with adrenaline and emotion.

      Then he unsheathed Talon and turned toward his army, who stared at him wide-eyed, only now returning to their feet, so great had been their awe.

      “That’s what happens to people who fuck with us!” the Warlord of the Wildervast roared, shaking his three-bladed sword overhead. “Now we race to the fortress and destroy the invaders who wish to fuck our women and kill our sons!”

      His monsters roared with red rage, a hellish explosion of inhuman fury that took form and became a blood-soaked chant. “Dan! Dan! Dan! Dan!”
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      Eagles screeched and beat their massive wings with surprise as Thelia rematerialized atop the windswept walkway. The closest raptor lashed out reflexively, its huge beak snapping shut mere inches from Thelia’s head.

      Thelia didn’t even flinch. She did not fear the great birds. She was, after all, the True Matriarch. And the giant eagles, at least, had bent to her will.

      Parus stood before her, gripping his sword, just as he had a split second before in the bedchamber of Holly’s parents.

      He looked around, clearly bewildered, and his eyes flashed murderously. “What happened, Matriarch?” he said. “Where are we?”

      Parus turned his head and realized the truth—or part of the truth, anyway. He was standing at the edge of the eyrie’s apex, five hundred feet in the air, far from the room where he had intended to begin the second Night of Burning.

      “The eyrie,” Thelia said.

      “What is this, some grey elf trick?” Again, he looked around wildly as if searching for someone to kill.

      Thelia shook her head. “I’m so sorry, Parus.”

      “I’m not Parus,” he snapped. “I am Mooret, the fiery blade ordained to destroy those who would oppose us. And you are the True Matriarch, who will lead our people to their destiny.”

      “Yes,” Thelia said, struggling to keep the sorrow from her voice. “I am the True Matriarch, and I will lead our people to their destiny… which is why I must do this.”

      And because Parus trusted her wholly—and Thelia forced herself to think of him as Parus, not Mooret; forced herself to think of him as her dear, lost cousin, despite the pain it caused her—he didn’t understand until it was too late.

      With the hand she had used to teleport him to this place with her, Thelia gave her cousin a hard shove.

      Parus’s eyes went wide, filling instantaneously with understanding, but his feet had already left the edge. “Why?” he asked, already falling, and then he was gone.

      Thelia leaned over the edge and watched him fall. She owed him that much.

      Parus did not scream.

      He fell in silence, allowing his final word to echo in her mind.

      Perhaps Mooret had not wanted to give her the satisfaction of hearing him scream.

      Or perhaps, in his final seconds, Parus had returned to himself. Perhaps, he had snapped free of possession, understood what had happened and what was about to happen, and felt relieved. Or perhaps, Parus had fallen in silence so as to avoid disturbing the sweet cousin he had so loved.

      That was certainly something Parus would have done.

      Yes, that’s how I will remember him.

      Then Parus slammed into the courtyard far, far below.

      And Thelia felt a change come over her, as if a fiery, invisible fist that had been squeezing her in its maddening grasp finally released her.

      The arms and armor of Mooret hadn’t just affected Parus. The ancient artifacts had affected the fire. And through the fire, they had affected her and, increasingly, her people.

      Thelia hadn’t been under the full spell of the artifacts, as poor Parus had been, but she had burned with a fever that had made her obsessed with spreading the fire, with gathering her people here and helping them rise to glory.

      But her idea of glory, even at her most feverish moments, had never matched the twisted fantasies of the artifacts—or those of poor, possessed Parus.

      Which had become all too clear when Thelia had approached the room and discovered Parus fighting with Holly and her family.

      Thelia wept, welling over with grief and shame.

      She grieved for Parus and felt an agony of shame over the way she’d treated Holly.

      When Thelia had walked in the room, however, when she had seen Moro and Tatiana upon the floor and Parus about to kill the others, reality had slapped her hard, rocking her out of the fever dream that had been boiling her brains since Parus first donned the arms and armor of Mooret.

      These were people she loved.

      And in her moment of clarity, thankfully, she had understood what needed to be done.

      Parus wouldn’t listen to reason. If she had attempted to talk him out of slaughtering the grey elves, he would have turned on her, just as Mooret had turned on his matriarch. That memory was available to her now. Available and horrifying.

      Though not as horrifying as the notion of what had almost come to pass.

      Her fires wouldn’t burn Parus, and her spells would do no damage. He couldn’t be beaten in hand-to-hand combat.

      Her only weapon, ultimately, had been her cousin’s love for her.

      Parus had never suspected her treachery, even after she’d cast the teleport spell. Her heart ached to remember the look of surprise in his eyes as he understood that she had pushed him, and she knew that his final word—why?—would haunt her dreams forevermore.

      Unless, she thought, stepping to the edge, I atone. Far below, Parus was a tiny black speck on the paving stones of the courtyard.

      I could join him.

      It would be such a simple thing. Just a quick step off the ledge and into the void.

      Would she scream?

      Yes.

      Because she lacked Parus’s strength, and besides—there was no one here for Thelia to protect now, no one who would be alarmed or later haunted by her screams of terror as she hurtled toward death.

      To Holly and her family, those screams would be sweet music.

      As the pain of that realization pierced her heart, Thelia inched closer to the edge. Giant eagles wheeled around the tower, watching her. The wind was blowing softly out of the west.

      Dan was in the west.

      Dan.

      Thelia had never needed her husband more than she needed him in that moment, and yet she had never feared seeing someone so much as she feared seeing him now.

      After all that had happened, after everything that had almost happened, she could never bear to look Dan in the eyes again. Her shame was too great.

      But even less could she bear to never see him again.

      For Dan was the fire in her heart. Her love for him had never wavered, not even in her most feverish moments.

      I can’t do it, she thought, and stepped back from the edge. I need to see Dan again. Even if that means facing his wrath. I must try to make him understand.

      Behind her, eagles stamped and rocked back and forth. She could feel their concern for her. One of the larger birds leaned forward tentatively and nuzzled into her.

      Thelia stroked his fine, feathered neck, feeling grateful for his comfort.

      She released a long, shuddering sigh, wiped the tears from her eyes, and saw an incredible sight. A sight so incredible, in fact, that she had to wipe her eyes again to make sure that she wasn’t hallucinating.

      Coming down the road out of the southern mountains was a long caravan. Wagons, horses, and hundreds of people—and not just any people.

      Her people.

      The first wave of red elves were answering her call from afar.

      The Homecoming, she thought with a thrill that echoed through the ages, up through an unbroken chain of countless matriarchs. But is the Homecoming even possible now, after what I’ve done?

      Yes, the voices within her responded, and there was no dissent. In fact, her own voice had answered along with them. Yes, the Homecoming is still possible. You didn’t stop the Homecoming, you only stopped the second Subjugation.

      And a wave of warmth passed through her.

      These people will need me, she thought, staring out at the long line of travelers. She imagined their joy in this moment. They had traveled long and far, had sacrificed everything to make this voyage, risked their very lives to return here to their ancestral home and embrace destiny. And now, stretching out before them was the gorgeous land they thought of as Flame Valley.

      But they hadn’t just come to see the valley and the fortress. They had come to see her. The True Matriarch.

      I will not let them down, she thought. I will receive them. I will lead them. And I will do my best to make amends for what has happened here, not only the terrible things that happened recently but also the unspeakable things that occurred thousands of years ago, during the Night of Burning.

      She would do her best to bring everyone together and make this place Freedom Valley.

      These new elves will need me. Those who have yet to come will need me. And my elves, the elves of Fire Ridge and the elves of this valley, will need me now more than ever before.

      I must help Holly and my sister-wives, if they’ll have me. I am very powerful and growing more powerful with each passing day.

      When the Duke of Harrisburg arrives, Dan will need me.

      The eagle bobbed his head like a dog beneath Thelia’s arm, reminding her to keep petting him.

      “Yes, my friend,” she laughed, “and you need me, too.”

      But her laughter died when she glanced to the east and saw puffs of black smoke rising like writhing demons into the sky.

      No, she thought. Not now. Not yet. It can’t be.

      But Thelia had learned through hard experience that what she wanted and what was real could be very, very different things. She wouldn’t make the mistake of confusing those things again.

      In one smooth motion, as if she were born to it, she swung onto the great eagle’s back.

      Thelia pointed to the throne room balcony and commanded the eagle with her thoughts, Take me to my family. I must warn them.

      The eagle must have understood her—thank the eternal flames—because he leapt from his perch, and a second later, she was soaring through the air toward the balcony.

      This first flight would undoubtedly have been exhilarating under different circumstances. But in this moment, Thelia felt nothing but the hot flames of purpose.

      She would warn her people and then give her life, if necessary, to protect them.

      The Duke of Harrisburg’s train would arrive in minutes, bringing with it fifteen thousand invaders.

      War had come to Freedom Valley.
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      A short time later, as the monster army mobilized, Dan’s battle fever evaporated, and a leaden wave of hopelessness crashed down over him.

      He gripped Granite’s reins in his fist and squinted toward the east, where his wives would soon be under attack. If only he could warn them. But Zamora was unconscious and would be out of commission for hours, possibly days.

      Riding beside him, Nadia put voice to the nightmarish truth crushing Dan. “We’ll never make it in time.”

      Dan shook his head. “No. We won’t. We can’t.”

      “Fortress is strong,” Ula said from atop her painted mare.

      Dan nodded. “They might be able to hold them off until we get there,” he said, not believing it for a second. The duke’s wizards would breach the fortress walls, and fifteen thousand troops would flood inside.

      He couldn’t even hope for Holly and Thelia to be taken hostage.

      Manrose, who had apparently bribed the Duke of Harrisburg to secretly double-cross the Duke of Philadelphia, had been clear on that point: Kill his wives.

      “We’d better ride hard,” Nadia said.

      Dan nodded.

      “Yes,” Ula said. “We ride hard. But not too hard. Must stay strong to kill.”

      Again, Dan nodded, but he remained dejected. Yes, he would kill the Duke of Harrisburg. He would Kill Blivet. He would kill Razah. And he would kill thousands and thousands of invaders.

      But in this moment of stark and merciless clarity, Dan cared far less about killing those he hated and far more about saving those he loved.

      Only he could see no way to do that now, no way to save his women, his people, his home.

      My unborn child.

      My son.

      Fear and rage filled him then. Fear and rage and a choking revulsion at the thought of someone murdering his son and wives.

      Glancing back over his shoulder, he saw gentle waves lapping at the shores of the empty bay. It was if nothing had happened.

      Yes, he had destroyed Manrose. But what of it? All that killing had removed a problem, but it had done nothing to help him save his people.

      Shadows were lengthening now, the day crumbling toward dusk. And there in the dimming distance, the fantastic river of purple light writhed along the southwestern horizon.

      Snarling at the Royal Borealis, Dan thought, You could help me. You alone. I did your killing, protected your Wildervast. But I need your help now. Come! Come and help me, and I will soak the Wildervast in the blood of those who wish to destroy your creation. His thoughts raged, their voice rising to a bellow in his skull and in his heart, until his final thought boomed out not as a plea but as a thunderous command. Come, Illandria, come!

      And he jerked to a stop.

      Beneath Dan, Granite had seemingly turned to his namesake.

      Nadia had likewise frozen. And Ula. As had the wagons, the army, and even the breeze.

      Did I just level up?

      But he heard no blasting trumpets, no roaring insults from his barbaric mentor.

      And yet time had stopped. Everything had stopped.

      Everything but Dan.

      Then he heard her voice, a voice unlike any he had heard before, a voice lyrical and dark, velvety and rich, a voice that tickled up his spine like a lover’s kisses.

      “You are bold, barbarian, to call my name.”

      Dan turned toward the voice and was instantly, achingly erect.

      Standing ten feet away within a shimmering portal rimmed in crackling blue light, was the most beautiful and terrifying woman he had ever seen.

      Of course, he had seen her before, but there really is no comparison between an image upon a tapestry and the flesh of the woman herself.

      Her face was heavenly, but her wicked beauty was clearly forged in Hades. As her gleaming black eyes looked him up and down, she arched one navy eyebrow, and her ruby red lips curled into a lascivious smile. Atop her long, sin-black locks, just above a set of curving, black horns, sat an obsidian crown topped with bright red, heart-shaped gemstones that boiled beneath the surface like bright and bubbling lava.

      Shining crimson hoop earrings cut of similar lava stone hung from her earlobes, the tops of which rose to points higher and sharper than Holly’s.

      Her throat was long, shapely, regally straight, and, like the rest of her body, blue.

      Beneath this regal neck, covered only in knee-high black boots, a tiny black bikini, and a twisting equation of dark symbols, blossomed an impossibly curvaceous blue-skinned body of such unparalleled perfection that it demanded not only worship but sacrifice.

      As Dan gawked, her gigantic black batwings spread slowly open, blotting out the sun.

      His lizard brain wanted to turn and run away as fast as he could. His man brain—centered not in his head but lower on his anatomy—wanted to sprint straight into her dark embrace.

      But his thinking brain—or at least the part of it that hadn’t boiled away at the sight of her—grabbed his emotions by the throat and throttled them into submission.

      He could afford neither to run from her or toward her. He needed to face her. Needed to make his stand.

      “You’re Illandria,” Dan said.

      “Yes,” she said. “The great and glorious Illandria, creator and queen of the Wildervast, long may I rule.” The succubus queen’s voice was bored, but her black eyes searched him with shining interest. Though he couldn’t read her expression. Was Illandria was amused or enraged at his omission of her full title?

      In that second, Dan realized that he was at a crossroads.

      Illandria had just corrected him, reciting her full title. Sure, she had sounded bored about it—like the title had gotten a bit old over the millennia—but she had thrown it out there. His reaction had to be immediate, and it would change everything.

      Should he throw himself on the ground, beg her forgiveness, and ask again for her help?

      No.

      He was done groveling. He would fawn no more, even before this ancient and powerful succubus queen of unparalleled beauty.

      Partly because he was through with bullshit. And partly because he had come to understand that no woman likes a man who kisses her ass.

      And Illandria was all woman.

      Femininity came off her in heady waves, filling the air, filling him. In her presence, there could be no thought, no discussion, no action that did not concern the pulsing attractiveness of the sex goddess.

      Only she wasn’t a goddess. She was a demon. An ancient demon of unspeakable power.

      But that didn’t change the fact that she was hotter than Hades.

      Realizing that he was still standing there, gawking at her with the biggest erection of his life straining against his jeans, Dan squared his shoulders and spoke. “Yes, I called you. I need your help. So I called. And you came.”

      “Not yet, I haven’t,” Illandria said. One corner of her luscious mouth curled slightly. Even that small gesture thrilled Dan to his bones.

      She could force me to blow my load merely by smiling, he realized. She could drain my balls with a halfhearted chuckle.

      He steeled himself against her wiles. This woman had known thousands of playthings. Thousands of thousands. He couldn’t simply ride that slide straight into oblivion. So he braced himself. It was his only chance to save the women he loved. “Why did you send that golem after me?”

      “To collect your essence, of course,” Illandria said. “I’ve been curious about this young firebrand carving his way across my Wildervast. There’s something different about you. I’ve sensed it since you entered my lands, and I smell it now, even from this distance.”

      He shrugged. “Killing is sweaty work. And I haven’t had a shower in a while.”

      Illandria chuckled—a lovely, alluring sound—and Dan was relieved to realize that his decision to resist her had at least kept that enticing laughter from making him pop.

      Illandria sniffed the air. “Yes, you reek of man sweat, of strength and rage and blood, but there’s something else as well, something beneath these other smells, something alien, something—oh!” Her black eyes flashed with interest, and her smile widened. “You’re not from this plane of existence.”

      “No,” Dan said. “I’m not. But this is home now.”

      “Home,” Illandria said, drawing out the word and turning halfway back toward the portal, through which he could spy a wavering red land. “I know what you want, barbarian, but I don’t help just anyone. You must earn my assistance. You must impress me. Can you do that? No—before you answer, know that in all my many, many years, no man has ever managed to impress me. Many have tried—so, so many—but none have succeeded.”

      “I’ll do anything,” Dan said.

      Illandria smiled. “I don’t need you to do anything,” she said. “I need you to do everything. I need you to fuck me like I’ve never been fucked in one hundred thousand years of constant fucking. I need you to make me scream—and to fill me with essence more powerful than any I have ever devoured. Do these things, and you will have your vengeance on the invaders.”

      She gestured behind her, and the red world zoomed into tighter focus. Dan saw rank upon mesmerized rank of empty-eyed men, thousands and thousands of them, naked save for collars around their necks, all of them masturbating in perfect unison and staring up at a pyramid of red crystal shot through with black veins and topped with an enormous, lava-stone heart, illuminating the land with its pulsing, garish light.

      “If you fail, however—as all others have failed—you will dwell forever in a land beyond time, where you will join the ranks of my cum-slaves and become just another nameless meat puppet who exists solely to fill my baths and goblets with hot seed.”

      Dan stared in horror and disgust at the army of collared slaves eternally lost to lust.

      “Within the shade of the dream dwells the nightmare,” Illandria narrated. “These men surrendered to their passions. They wanted me and only me. And lucky them—they got what they wished for: me and only me.”

      Repelled by their damnation, Dan turned from the lost legions.

      “Well, don’t just stand there, barbarian,” Illandria said, her sensuous voice full of dark humor. “My pussy is wet and empty. Are you man enough to fill it?”

      What were his chances of satisfying this ancient and powerful succubus queen when all of those others had failed?

      Slim to fucking none, those were his chances.

      But chances didn’t matter now.

      The only thing that mattered was his wives, his unborn son, and the people he loved and had sworn to protect. He would never reach them in time, would never save them, without Illandria’s help.

      Dan forced a cocky grin onto his face. “I’m gonna fuck you like a savage.”
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      When Dan took Illandria’s hand, the mere touch of her flesh made his balls scream for release. But he fought against this urgency, knowing that a quick finish would literally be the end of him—and the end of his loved ones.

      “Come, barbarian,” the succubus queen said, tugging him toward her. She was nearly as tall as Dan. “Kiss me. Let me taste you.”

      Dan leaned forward, heart pounding. Her scent was dizzying: wild and warm, heady and exotic, floral and feral and oh so feminine.

      As his lips brushed hers, Illandria shuddered.

      That was a surprise, coming from a succubus queen.

      He pulled her close, thrilling as her warm flesh pressed into him, and kissed her with passion. Her lips parted, and their tongues met, sliding and swirling like lovers in her mouth. She was hot—literally hot, like a woman with a high fever—and tasted sweet as a sun-warmed peach.

      Her hand gripped the back of his neck, pulling him into her kiss, which grew faster and hungrier, filling him with desire. His erection throbbed painfully, threatening to tear free of his jeans.

      Illandria broke the kiss, breathed in deeply through her nostrils, and trembled. “You smell delicious,” she said, her black eyes shining greedily. “I must know your secret. Tell me where you’re from, barbarian.”

      “After,” he said. “I don’t want to talk now.” He pulled her mouth to his and ran his hand up over her smooth hip, past her narrow waist, and up the soft flesh of her side.

      “You have a soft touch for a man with calloused hands,” Illandria sighed.

      Dan’s fingers traveled over the rumble strip of her ribcage. Cupping the underside of her breast, he growled at her firm yet oh-so-soft perfection.

      Illandria moaned at his touch. “This is going to be fun.” With a quick yank, she tore his shirt down the middle. A short jerk whipped the ruined garment aside.

      Which made no sense, of course. The shirt should have snagged on his arms.

      But he wouldn’t think about that particular glitch in reality. He wanted this woman—burned with desire for her—and he wouldn’t be troubled if things didn’t make complete sense.

      Not because his desire eliminated concern. Quite the opposite. He could not allow himself to be distracted, could not afford to forget what he was doing or why he was here.

      So yes, he would ignore anomalies and stick to the middle of the road—Bost ul ta falil, as Ula would say—and stay focused on the job at hand: fucking Illandria with every ounce of strength and sexual stamina that he had.

      Without getting lost in the fucking himself. That was the key. He had to ride the edge. Had to give her everything—except himself.

      Toward this end, it was good to think of Ula, whom he loved. He withdrew into his thoughts for a moment, cycling through a carousel of images, picturing each of his wives, holding each woman in his mind until he felt his love for her boiling over.

      Hold onto that love. Hold onto them.

      That was easier said than done. Illandria purred as her hands explored his naked upper body now.

      “You have a wonderful body, Dan,” she said, her voice as dark and rich as fine wine. “The body of a hero.”

      “I’m no hero,” he said, and squeezed her nipple between his thumb and forefinger.

      Illandria gasped, and her folded wings shuddered, sounding like someone shaking rain from an enormous umbrella. Her sharp nails dragged down the muscles of his back, leaving tingling scratches in their wake. “Are you a villain, then?”

      “No,” he said, “unless someone’s my enemy. Then, yeah, I’m a fucking villain. But really, I’m not a hero or a villain. I’m the Warlord of the Wildervast.” He lowered his hands and growled again as he squeezed the luscious curves of her firm ass.

      “That’s what Bannon called himself,” she said, tracing the line of his square jaw.

      “Bannon was corrupt. He let himself be tempted by the invaders. I will never do that. I will kill them all.”

      She lowered her head and planted a single soft kiss on his biceps, then gave a similar kiss to each of his chest muscles and the other arm. “You certainly feel strong enough,” she said, her voice purring again before lifting into a teasing tone. “But I thought you didn’t want to talk?”

      Dan grunted laughter, hooked a finger through the string of her bikini, and yanked sharply, tearing the tiny garment away from her hot flesh.

      Illandria gave a little yelp of surprise that disappeared into a peel of girlish laughter, this hundred-thousand-year-old succubus queen playing the part of a cavorting girl.

      He ripped away her bikini top and pulled her into an embrace, crushing her perfect cleavage against his naked chest.

      He covered her laughing mouth with his, throwing everything into the kiss, kissing her with all of his desire, all of his fear, and all the love he had for the wives he was trying to save. The kiss was fast and needy, hot and eager, breathless and furious.

      She broke first, leaning back with a gasp. “Oh my,” she said, licking her lips. “That was… different. Frankly, your otherness is intoxicating. I feel like I’m teetering at the edge of a deep well.”

      “That’s not my otherness,” Dan said. “That’s me. It’s my desire for you, and it’s the love I feel for my wives. I want you with every fiber of my body, and I love them with every fiber of my soul. I’m going to fuck you with all the lust and love in my body and soul.”

      Reaching around to the top off her perfect ass, he gripped the base of her tail. It was like grabbing a muscular snake.

      His free hand slid up into her armpit.

      Illandria giggled. “That tickles!”

      Then he hoisted her up, spun her around, and planted her ass against his lower abdomen.

      Illandria squirmed, protesting playfully.

      He wrapped one arm around her waist, holding her there while he opened his fly and let his rock-hard erection spring free. Then he lowered her so that his rigid length slid across the slick heat of her silky labia without actually penetrating her. Adjusting his grip, he took her by the hips and held her there, positioned just above his manhood, and waited for her to speak.

      Illandria’s leathery wings fluttered, beating softly against his face. “Well,” she laughed, “you certainly are full of sur—”

      He slammed her down with all his strength and thrust his throbbing girth into her steamy sex, stretching her.

      “Oh!” she yelped—and this time, her surprise sounded genuine.

      But Dan didn’t pause to consider the reason for that or the implications of that astonishment. He was sticking to the middle of the road—Bost ul ta falil—and staying focused.

      Which meant, at this moment, pounding this sex demon with everything he had.

      He gave it to her hard and fast, bouncing her on his massive shaft, burying himself to the hilt with every powerful thrust. He would not hurt her, could not hurt her, so he didn’t hold back.

      Quite the opposite.

      He delivered every thrust with the force of a power punch thrown in a desperate duel to the death, which was exactly what this copulation would be, if he failed. Death not only for Dan but everyone he loved.

      But pounding away with every ounce of his 18/92 strength wouldn’t be enough to win over the succubus queen, he knew. Yes, he had to fuck her like a rabid gorilla, but he also had to give her everything—all of his strength, rage, desire, and desperation, all of him, and all of the love in his heart. He had to give her everything without surrendering to blissful oblivion, had to last as long as he could in hopes of knocking her off balance and piercing her sexual prowess.

      Strength and desire alone would not save him. He filled his mind and heart with the love for his wives and clung to it like a life preserver that would hopefully, somehow, keep him from drowning in the churning sea of lust boiling within him now.

      Dan lifted Illandria off his shaft and lowered her to the ground, where she propped herself up on all fours.

      “You’re amazing,” she panted, and leaned forward, sticking her lovely blue ass into the air and swinging it back and forth in a slow, mesmerizing invitation. Meanwhile, her tail danced back and forth like a cobra. Lower, her swollen slit glistened, beckoning him, and draining juices down the insides of her shapely thighs.

      Look away, Dan told himself. Her beauty is a spell on its own. A powerful spell.

      Getting into position behind the succubus queen, he grabbed her tail by the root, like he had taken to grabbing Nadia’s tail. Thinking of his werewolf wife, he entered Illandria from behind and worked his hips back and forth in long, slow strokes that made the succubus moan with pleasure.

      He did his best to ignore these exciting sounds, focusing instead on thoughts of Nadia. Love infused his lust, anchoring him to his purpose and giving him the strength to keep fighting.

      Yes, fighting. Fighting like Ula, who would never stop fighting for him, who would never surrender, who had once thrown herself under a giant’s stomping foot just to save him. And thinking of his hobgoblin wife strengthened him again.

      Muzzling the insane lust snapping and howling inside him, he pulled free of Illandria and rolled her onto her back.

      Her black eyes widened with surprise. “Tell me where you are from, barbarian, that you can so easily break contact with the succubus queen.”

      Dan said nothing. He reentered her slowly, as he had entered the hobgoblin woman that first time, when, despite all of Ula’s rough foreplay, she had appreciated his gentleness.

      “Yes,” Illandria purred. “Fill me up. Yes. That’s it. Oh, fill me with your huge—”

      Dan blocked out her urgings. Illandria wanted him to pound his way straight into eternal slavery. Instead, he took his time, thinking of Ula, and moved rhythmically, as if making love. He did his best to ignore Illandria’s dirty talk, wild squirming, and clawed hands, which squeezed his ass, pricking his glutes as she tried to ram him into her harder and harder, wanting him to commit to the path of no return.

      Countless times, Holly, his first wife and first love, had tried similar tricks, shifting gears and trying playfully to steal control. She made a game of it and used to gloat whenever she set fire to his lust and bent him to her will. But he had learned to defend against the tricks of his lovely grey elf, and it had been a long time since he had given her something to gloat about.

      This was the same sort of game, he sensed, only with much, much more on the line.

      He continued to think of Holly, who domineered his other wives during his harem’s nightly orgies but who increasingly enjoyed slow, gentle lovemaking when she and Dan found time alone together. He pictured Holly’s beautiful face, her intelligent purple eyes, and blocked out Illandria’s filthy suggestions with memories of Holly’s musical voice.

      I love you, Dan Marshall. I love you so much. You are going to be an amazing father.

      Dan reached under Illandria with one hand and propped up her ass, tilting her pelvis and finding the angle loved so much by Holly, who had sacrificed everything for him. He buried himself in Illandria, who cried out in pleasure, then switched up his strokes, pulling out only a few inches before burying himself again in her snug, slick wetness. At the end of each downstroke, he ground his pelvis into hers, pressing into her clit.

      Illandria responded, moaning louder and spewing a stream of urgent porn talk. “Yes, Dan, oh yes, fuck me, Dan, just like that, fill me up. Give me that cum. Oh, I want it so bad. Yes. That’s it, Dan, that’s it, that’s it. Give me that cum!”

      But Dan stuck to his rhythm. He couldn’t save himself simply by resisting climax; he also needed to wow this supernatural sex diva in the process.

      Focus on Holly, he thought. Focus on your first love.

      Holly had taken on so many challenges for him, had volunteered for so many duties, had fought by his side and carried him through hard times again and again. She had never failed him, and he would not fail her now.

      With these thoughts of his first wife, love armored his resolve afresh. Which helped him to resist climaxing immediately when the succubus queen groaned, “Give me your essence, Dan. Pump me full of that hot seed!”

      Dan latched onto one word—hot—and filled his mind with the image of his little red fire prophetess, burning bright before her people. His body continued to work on the task at hand—pull out a few inches, push back in, grind the clit—but his mind stepped into thoughts of Thelia and ignited with his love for her.

      Thelia, his poor little red elf, had gone through so much. He had married her at insistence of Holly, who had wanted him to earn a coveted third gift from Ahneena, whose spirit, along with countless other spirits, now burned within Thelia.

      How strange and difficult that must be for his red elf wife, who had been transformed into the True Matriarch. No one had ever asked Thelia if she even wanted to become the True Matriarch. That enormous responsibility had been thrust upon her. But Thelia had done her best to lead her people.

      Of all of his wives, she had been the most isolated. He longed to see her again, to talk with her and get to know her better.

      He held on tightly to his love for Thelia, which bolstered his resolve when Illandria pushed his hips away, popping him free of her throbbing channel, and then shimmied down Dan’s body and took his hardness in her hot, wet mouth. All of his hardness—and more. She deep-throated him effortlessly and kept going, also sucking his swollen balls into her mouth.

      It was impossible. It was monstrous. It was awesome.

      Illandria moaned with pleasure as she sucked him. Her throat gripped his length tightly and began to undulate, trying to milk him as her mouth closed around his balls, pumping them with pulsing squeezes.

      At the same time, he could feel her tongue working, too, or rather, what felt like many tongues. As her throat and mouth sucked and squeezed, numerous tongues pleasured every inch of his cock and balls, licking and lapping, flicking and fluttering, as if the tongues of a dozen succubi were at work within the mouth of their queen.

      More sorcery, Dan thought, gritting his teeth against the strange yet incredible pleasure.

      And more sorcery still revealed itself a second later, when, despite having her mouth packed full of dick and balls, Illandria spoke, panting urgently, “Tease me no longer, barbarian. I can’t take it anymore. You’re so huge and strong. I’ve never met anyone like you before. I need your essence—now. Fill me. Fill me, barbarian. Fill me now!”

      “Not yet,” he said, thinking of Zamora, who loved his seed so much. His heart smiled at the thought of his moody, horny sylph but then ached at the memory of how Zamora had looked the last time he had seen her, while she was recovering from wiping out his enemies. She had given him her all, pushed herself to her absolute limits for him, and he would do the same for her now.

      Illandria’s mouth and throat tightened around his genitals like a fist, squeezing almost painfully. “No more games,” she growled. “I want that cum.”

      “Not yet,” Dan repeated, and then he put it to her straight. “Not until you cum.”

      Illandria’s laughter was the tinkling of a thousand wind chimes in a soft summer breeze. “Oh, I do like you, Dan. I’m going to make you my special pet.”

      “Wrong,” he said. “I’m going to make you my special pet.”

      She started to laugh again but gasped with surprise when he started fucking her face with short, firm thrusts, pressing at the bottom as if he were still fucking her hot slit and shoving against the back of her throat, grinding it like a clit.

      Illandria was impossibly hot, supernaturally talented, and supremely confident, but she had made a fight of this, and if there was one thing Dan knew how to do, it was fight.

      Framing their wild fucking and sucking in these terms, Dan bulled forward into the passionate battle, girded in his love for his wives and strengthened further by the women he still meant to love: Agatha, Tatiana, Petronia, Clarissa, Chloe, and Lily.

      Especially Lily, whom he had promised to marry. He wanted Holly’s sister so badly and had to survive this fight if only to fulfill that promise to her—and to explore the sweet secrets of Lily’s love.

      Banging Illandria’s mouth, he conjured thoughts of Lily. Her gorgeous, dirty face and wild, silver dreadlocks. Her eager kisses. Her unfettered laughter. And her sneering disdain for the ritualized bullshit that meant so much to her father and her grove.

      In this way, through endless variations, focusing on his women, Dan filled himself with love—his love for them and their staggering, humbling, invigorating love for him, which became a talisman against the wiles and workings of the succubus queen, who otherwise would have finished him instantly, damning him to eternal servitude.

      On and on through this moment outside of time, Dan pounded and ground, groped and licked, teased and resisted.

      “What plane are you from? Tell me,” Illandria begged, sweating and shaking as she rode atop him, the very picture of lust-enflamed beauty.

      “Not until you cum,” he said. “Then I’ll tell you—and I’ll fill you with my essence. But only then.”

      “Oh, to Hades with it,” Illandria said. “Have it your way!”

      A second later, she went rigid atop him, squeezing his chest muscles, puncturing the skin with her sharp claws. Her pupils dilated behind fluttering lashes. She whimpered, shuddering. Her beautiful, sensuous mouth slammed shut—then flew open again as she cried out in pleasure, “Oh, Dan! I’m cumming! DanohDanohDanohDan!”

      As Illandria screamed, her entire body spasmed, bucking wildly. She threw back her head, and the veins stood out in her lovely blue neck. Her wings snapped open, beating the air. Her hips stopped grinding and pushed down into him, forcing every last fraction of his manhood into her sex, which pulsed around him and exploded with a gushing waterfall of hot juices.

      “Dan!” she shrieked. “Cum inside me. Cum, oh cum, come now!”

      He almost did. It was one hell of a show, and he’d wanted to pop since the second he’d first seen her.

      But instead, he crossed his arms and arched his back, keeping himself buried deep inside her pulsing channel, and filled his mind with thoughts of home and harem.

      Illandria’s obsidian eyes studied him intensely even as her voice and body tumbled through an Oscar-worthy imitation of an orgasm for the ages.

      “Nice try,” Dan said, “but I’m not releasing until you really cum.”

      She laughed.

      He pulled her down into his embrace and kissed her passionately. “I want you,” he said, channeling the love burning within him. “I want the real you.”

      Illandria’s eyes widened, and she laughed uncertainly.

      Dan rolled her onto her back again. Entering her, he took Illandria’s beautiful face in his hands and stared deep into her eyes. Then he started moving against her in a slow, steady rhythm.

      “Just this once,” he said, speaking to her as he might talk to one of his wives, “open up, and experience something new. I am not your prey. I’m your partner. Let yourself go. You have nothing to lose and everything to gain. Let yourself go and see how it feels to embrace an equal. Just this once, submit to pleasure. Just this once, make love.”

      And Illandria changed.

      Not physically—she remained the wickedly beautiful, blue-skinned demoness—but her eyes, her mouth, her trembling, her words… everything shifted, and Dan understood that he had finally broken through her supernatural defense and was now making love to the real woman within this succubus queen.

      And he was making love, holding her in his arms as he moved, taking his time, kissing her and talking to her, filling his heart and mind not only with the love he shared with his wives but also with tenderness and compassion for the woman beneath him. Because it dawned fully upon him then what a long, lonely existence she must have endured.

      Illandria wept.

      Dan kissed away her tears and spoke softly, telling her about his life and his loves—not just his love for his wives but also his love for this place that she had created, the Wildervast, and how he was ready to live his entire life here and willing to give that same life in defense of this wild, untamed, and beautiful land.

      Dan listened as Illandria spoke, telling of the long, long life she had led. He comforted her as, right before his very eyes, she came to terms with the painful truth of the hellish millennia she had lived.

      How ironic that she, the mighty succubus queen, who had conquered millions of men, breaking them effortlessly; she, the most powerful sexual force in the entire world, had celebrated conquest after conquest, enslaving every man with whom she had coupled, claiming victory after countless victory—and yet, hers had been a life of sex without love, companionship, or even empathy, a veritable eternity of using her body to conquer victims but never knowing the pleasure of moving in harmony with an equal. She had never once surrendered to the blissful oblivion of lovemaking—until now.

      They lost track of time, and time lost track of them.

      Lovemaking bound them and yet became secondary to that bond, a very real intertwining of their essences, until he felt her power, and she felt his love. Their coupling was no longer a fight, and Dan no longer needed to dig deep for superhuman stamina.

      Now, stamina was a given. He thrummed with sexual prowess, and yet he noted this incredible change with little excitement, so focused was he on the well-being of the woman beneath him.

      For it was a far easier thing for Dan to receive a flood of power than it was for Illandria to receive the full force of the emotional torrent that roared out of this passionate barbarian and flooded the emptiness of her own heart.

      She struggled beneath him, writhing as she felt the incredible power of love. For the first time, she comprehended the full extent of her power. Now, at long last, she understood how she had conquered so many.

      With this understanding came sympathy. Empathy followed after. And this empathy acted as a prism, focusing the incredible power of these emotions, piercing her heart, filling her with love for this man, who had fought not just against her but for her, freeing her from the ancient curse of isolation.

      Compassion, love, empathy, the bliss of sharing her strength with another, and the unparalleled joy of finally escaping an isolated eternity of enslaving others—all these things rushed together in that moment, and Dan, now infused with her power, bore down, flooding her with an overwhelming rush of physical ecstasy—and Illandria finally surrendered, exploding with orgasm, the first real orgasm she had ever experienced in an eternity of sex.

      Again and again and again she climaxed, passing in and out of consciousness as her cries of pleasure split the air and the ground shook beneath them.

      Overcome with happiness for Illandria, Dan finally released, shaking the Wildervast with a savage thunderclap as he erupted with climax. Their bodies and minds, hearts and spirits danced together in an interwoven convulsion of cosmic ecstasy, and he flooded her with wave after wave of hot seed.

      She sucked every drop of his essence deep inside her, where it sealed the bond between them and gave birth to a wonder that she never in all her many, many years would dared to have believed possible.

      Dan had given her everything, not only his essence, his love, and her freedom but also a fragment of his true, eternal self. This spiritual pregnancy had taken, and now, for the first time since she had been cursed one hundred thousand years ago, Illandria felt a light shining at the center of her being.

      A soul.

      She had a soul again.

      Dan knew all of this—no, more than knew; felt all of this—because in the moment of their release, they bonded irrevocably and wholly, and he could feel a piece of his soul beating within her like a newborn heart.

      When Illandria’s long lashes fluttered and her eyes opened, they were no longer spheres of blackness but cloud-blue orbs with shining irises of bright sapphire that stared up at Dan in rapture and awe, gratitude and love.

      “Thank you, Dan,” she panted. “Thank you so much.”

      He smiled and kissed her forehead softly.

      “You freed me,” Illandria said, weeping tears of joy. “You freed me with your love and your soul. Now and forevermore, I am yours… Master.”
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      Thelia’s flaming red eyes panned across the vast and ancient fortress that she had come to love. Fire teams stood ready at the Fists of Fury atop the eastern and western towers at opposite ends of the front wall. The grey elves’ griffons circled overhead, ready to fight. Higher above, giant eagles wheeled, awaiting her commands. Down below, staring up at her from the courtyard, were her people, thousands and thousands of them now, weapons in hand.

      Yes, they had taken up arms, but she knew that Parus’s death had rattled them, too. They needed her now, just as she needed them.

      “General Parus was a great man,” Thelia said from atop the ramparts, addressing the thousands assembled within the courtyard, “but he was led astray, corrupted by an ancient artifact. For a time, the artifact also swept me into its magical fever, but with Parus’s death, the spell has broken—and the artifact has been removed from the fortress.”

      To a place where no red elf will ever voyage, she thought, recalling the directions she had given to the giant eagle that carried off the arms and armor of Mooret. North, past the mountains, to the mutant wasteland.

      “The artifact had also been affecting you,” Thelia continued, “and now you are feeling the same things that I am feeling. The death of Parus jarred us from a dream, the most glorious dream and the most terrible nightmare all rolled into one.”

      The throng nodded as one.

      “We feel staggered and displaced,” Thelia said. “And we feel ashamed.”

      The red elves milled, looking sheepish even though the crowd bristled with weapons.

      Thelia went on, “We feel shame for how we have treated others, especially Lady Holly and her family, with whom we desire to live in true and lasting harmony forever and ever.”

      More nodding from below.

      Thelia glanced to her side and saw less enthusiasm among the grey elves, who, alongside the healed Tatiana, stood in a tight knot on the ramparts. Holly smiled dutifully if not quite convincingly. The others, who had been prepared to kill Thelia when she returned to warn them of the duke’s approach—and would have, if it weren’t for Holly, Lily, and Tatiana—now eyed Thelia with open mistrust.

      “We don’t have time to heal,” Thelia said, and made pointed eye contact with Briar before sweeping her gaze out across the thousands of red elves staring up from the courtyard. She would have locked eyes with the Iron Druid, too, but he was in the keep, burying Moro—and apparently trying to delve. “Harmony begins now.”

      Thelia had made her apologies and paid her penance by killing her own cousin. She would not beg forgiveness from Holly’s family. Not now. Now, she must be strong. War was upon them, and her people needed the True Matriarch.

      “This very second,” she continued, “our cousins march across the valley, coming home to join us. But the Duke of Harrisburg, likewise, approaches in a train filled with fifteen thousand soldiers who want to kill us all and take our home.

      “We red elves and our friends,” she said, and gestured toward Holly, “must put our differences, recent and ancient alike, behind us. Everything has changed. If any of us is to survive, all of us must move beyond the past to protect our future. We fight for our home, our freedom, our lives, our children, and our Warlord, Dan. Let us come together and fight this battle with all the fierceness Dan branded onto our hearts.”

      The soldiers cheered, but the sound was tentative, and they fell silent when Holly’s voice cut through the clamor.

      “Even now,” Holly said, “the ground shakes with the approach of the invaders’ train.” She pointed toward the south. “Behold! The enemy is upon us! Let us fight side by side. Let us fight together and die together and thereby create a new covenant between us, signed in our blood, shed in unity so that our children might live together in peace and freedom!”

      The soldiers roared again. Only this time, their response thundered like the battle cry of a conquering war god.

      Thelia felt a surge of love for her sister-wife. Whether Holly had meant the words she had spoken or simply crafted them to rally the troops, Thelia couldn’t know, but Thelia was thankful either way.

      She will trust me again. I will show her the truth. I will make her understand. If we live that long.

      Jorbin Ateel hauled himself atop the rampart and waved his small sword overhead. “Let’s kill every last one of these motherfuckers!” he shouted. “Freedom Valley! Freedom Valley!”

      The soldiers took up the chant at once.

      Jorbin might not be a military genius, Thelia thought, but he certainly knows how to whip a crowd into a fury.

      “Freedom Valley!” the thousands assembled below shouted. “Freedom Valley! Freedom Valley! Freedom Valley!”

      Seeing the smoke of the train rising beyond the walls, Thelia strode across the rampart past the wary-faced grey elves and pulled Holly into an embrace.

      Holly stiffened in her arms but did not protest.

      “I love you, sister-wife,” Thelia said, surprised at the thickness in her own voice. But these emotions, these matters, could wait for later. “Let us defend our home and make our husband proud.”

      Hearing a loud huffing, they turned to see the train arriving.

      Thelia was shocked by the sight. She had never seen a train, but from what she understood, they were different than this.

      “Just two cars?” someone asked.

      The squat, soot-black, rivet-stitched engine pulled a single cattle car, basically a wheeled box with tall, slatted sides and a broad set of double doors.

      “Where is the rest of the train?” someone wondered.

      All around her, people whispered in confusion. Even Holly looked perplexed.

      But Thelia felt a surge of hope. The silver car couldn’t carry more than two hundred soldiers. She had over twelve thousand.

      Perhaps this was some sort of diplomatic mission?

      She nearly snorted at the thought. After what the first ambassador had done to Thelia’s husband, she would never trust—or treat with—the Duke of Harrisburg.

      Others must have been coming to similar conclusions about the single train car, because laughter rippled along the walls.

      Huffing dark clouds of spark-spangled smoke, the train slowed, squealing demonically, and ground to a halt on the rails several hundred feet away from the fortress. The engine hissed, released a huge blast of steaming white vapor, shuddered, and was still.

      “Want me to fire, Lady Thelia?” one of the fire team members called down from behind the nearest Fist.

      “Not yet,” Thelia replied.

      A hundred feet out from the engine, a wall of crackling yellow electricity leapt up, arched over the tracks, and created a thrumming dome that encapsulated the train and a large patch of ground encircling it.

      A magical shield, Thelia realized.

      A moment later, two figures emerged from the train, a man and a woman, both wearing colorful robes.

      Wizards.

      A third figure emerged from the train and stepped forward—but stayed well inside the dome of protective energy, she noted.

      Short, plump, and balding, the man wore a black business suit and gold-rimmed spectacles, the lenses of which caught the late-afternoon sunlight and flashed brightly, like disks of flame.

      Was this unimpressive man the feared Duke of Harrisburg?

      The man’s voice, clearly magnified, rang, nasally and officious, across the distance. “My name is Blivet. I am the official representative of Lord Reginald Harrington, the Duke of Harrisburg. With his voice, I address the usurpers of Bannon’s Valley.”

      Blivet, Thelia thought, the name echoing darkly in her mind like the name of some nearly forgotten poisonous viper. Beside her, grey elves hissed the name with obvious loathing.

      Blivet continued smugly, “Your so-called warlord is all the way across the valley and will soon be destroyed by the Duke of Pittsburgh.”

      Concern rippled across the masses and through Thelia. What was this man Blivet saying? The Duke of Pittsburgh was going to destroy Dan?

      Blivet’s words made no sense, and yet they relayed such a terrible notion, that Thelia shuddered to consider them.

      “Your warlord cannot help you now,” Blivet said. “No one can. No one, that is, except for me.” He gave a showy little bow.

      That’s when Thelia remembered the name, remembered who Blivet was, and what he had done. This was the murderous wizard who had nearly killed her husband!

      “Throw down your arms, open your gates, and surrender at once,” Blivet demanded. “Do these things, and you will receive the duke’s mercy. Do otherwise, and you will die!”

      Thelia did not respond. Not in words, anyway.

      Instead, she thrust a palm in Blivet’s direction, and a river of red fire rushed from the conflagration at her core, whooshed out her arm, and raced through the air straight at Blivet, who didn’t so much as flinch.

      The blast of flame struck the dome, dispersed across its crackling surface, and vanished.

      

      “Well then,” Blivet said, “you have made your position clear. Prepare to die.”
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      “Fire at will,” Holly shouted.

      She was not surprised when her enchanted missile bounced off the magical dome. This was clearly an anti-magic shield, much like the one Griselda had used in Beaver Stadium.

      But Holly was surprised—and alarmed—when the pang-pang-pang of the Fists resulted only in an explosion of sparks as the steel spheres ricocheted off the dome.

      So the shield blocked both magical and normal missile attacks. Or the wizards had nested one dome atop another, protecting themselves from both forms of attack.

      Either way, this was a profoundly troubling development. If neither magic nor missiles could penetrate their defenses, the sorcerers would be free to cast spell after devastating spell.

      From below came the twang of several thousand bowstrings firing as one. Arrows rushed loudly overhead, momentarily blocking out the sun before sailing over the field. A second later, the dome snickered as thousands of projectiles disintegrated instantly.

      No surprise there.

      “Cease fire!” Holly called.

      Down in the courtyard, officers shouted at their archers, but not until half of them fired again, wasting thousands of arrows.

      I wish Ula was here, Holly thought. These troops need real leadership.

      Briar had the knowledge, charisma, and temperament to command an inexperienced army, but the wound between Briar and the red elves was still too fresh, all of Thelia’s sweet platitudes aside, for her brother to lead these troops now.

      In towers to the left and right, the Fists still pounded away, wasting ammo, oblivious to her command. Pang-pang-pang-pang!

      “Lily, Estus,” Holly called, and pointed to the towers. “Make them stop.”

      Lily and Estus nodded and trotted off in opposite directions along the ramparts. A second later—and thank the wind and stars not thirty seconds later—both towers exploded, struck by bolts of lightning that leapt from the brightly robed wizards beside Blivet.

      It’s Fire Ridge all over again, she lamented, watching debris fly away from the burning towers and wasted guns.

      Estus and Lily, thankfully, had not reached the towers.

      Unfortunately, the fire teams hadn’t been so lucky.

      Mentally, Holly slapped herself in the face. Get smart, she thought. It was a stupid mistake, a terrible mistake, allowing the Fists to fire while the wizards were still safe behind that crackling shield.

      “We have to take out the wizards,” Briar said, putting voice to her thoughts. His purple eyes were wild with rage, and he slashed the air with Vine Caster. “The shield stops spells and missiles but likely won’t stop troops. We need to charge.”

      “Not yet,” Holly said. “That’s exactly what Blivet wants. If we send troops into the open, the sorcerers will obliterate them. Let me try something first.”

      Moving quickly, she put away her wand of enchanted missiles and pulled out her scrolls.

      She wouldn’t waste death whisper, which would likely damage Blivet as much, thanks to the dome, as if she cast restore tree.

      Change mud to stone might help in reverse, changing any stone beneath the train to mud.

      Might.

      But they didn’t have time for might.

      Likewise, plague of insects might work. But even if the insects got through, the wizards could likely handle them easily.

      Manipulate weather was also a no-go. Whatever weather she called in would hit friend and foe alike.

      Only one spell made sense.

      She read the incantation aloud, loving the sound of the old Elvish in which it was written. The lilting and lyrical cadences of the old tongue made it seem like her ancestors were coming to join the fight.

      A moment later, the earth shook. Halfway between the fortress and the train, the ground swelled. A deep groan sounded from far below the surface, like a giant awakening from a million years of slumber to do her bidding.

      It wasn’t a giant rising from the ground, however, but the ground itself.

      Up rose a mound of soil and stone, filling the air with clouds of dirt. The terrible groan intensified, growing deeper and louder and, Holly thought, angrier, more aware, as if the slumbering force she had summoned was coming around, understanding the situation more clearly as it rose toward the surface, and this understanding was fueling its rage.

      The swelling mound split suddenly, sending a geyser of dirt and rock high into the air. For several seconds, she couldn’t even see the train, so thick was the resulting curtain of dust.

      The cloud of displaced soil didn’t drift away or fall to the ground. Instead, it sucked into itself, gathering at its center, tightening into a titanic figure, a massive humanoid towering one hundred feet in the air.

      Holly stared, awed by the thing she had summoned, but had to look away. Stared again and looked away. Stared and looked away again.

      For the thing standing before her was so terrible, so unnatural, so otherworldly, that her eyes revolted against her attempts to gaze upon the beast. The mountainous creature was made solely of the very earth out of which it had risen. Hulking chunks of bedrock, wagon-sized divots of sod, and countless tons of soil and stone formed the thing’s flesh, all of it churning constantly yet maintaining its overall shape, like a living avalanche constantly collapsing in on itself.

      The earth elemental split the air with a terrible roar that hurt Holly’s ears even at this distance and triggered in her a primal fear of the uncanny, making the fine blond hairs at the nape of her neck rise to attention.

      Along the walls, her allies cried out in fear and dismay.

      Not Holly.

      For despite the screaming of her bones, she understood that this beast was hers. No matter how powerful and terrifying this creature was, it had come to do her bidding and her bidding alone.

      The thing stomped its churning foot, making the earth shake. Then it turned its eyeless face toward Holly.

      And Holly made her bidding clear. Pointing at the train, she said, “Destroy!”

      Without so much as a nod, the elemental swiveled around, lifted a leg, and slammed it down again. The monstrous thing marched—boom-boom-boom-boom—pounding toward the train, walking at first, then trotting, then running with surprising speed, hurtling toward its target, shaking the earth.

      All along the ramparts, soldiers cheered.

      Nearing the train, the elemental raised one huge fist overhead, gave a deafening rockslide roar, and disintegrated.

      Holly gasped, shaken by the shockingly abrupt turn of events.

      One second, the towering elemental was ready to smash a colossal fist down on the duke’s train; the next, it was gone. The towering creature didn’t roar in pain or collapse to the ground as a pile of dirt and rocks. It merely vanished without so much as a grumble.

      All that remained was Blivet’s caustic laughter, amplified by whatever spell was magnifying his voice.

      Holly had no idea why the duke had brought only an engine and one car—there had been so much talk about his huge army and its unstoppably massive and well-armored cavalry—but Blivet’s confidence was withering to say the least.

      I can’t do this, Holly realized. I can’t beat them. Not like this. Not without Dan or Ula or Nadia or Father.

      Only one of those people was close now.

      Turning from the battle, Holly left the ramparts, her departure as abrupt and unceremonious as the disintegration of the earth elemental.

      Tatiana fell in beside her. “Where are we going, my lady?”

      “The keep,” Holly answered. “Only the Iron Druid can save us now.”

      People shouted to her as she passed, and Holly did her best to answer questions but refused to break stride or elaborate. They were on their own now, just as she was. Everyone needed to do his or her best. Period.

      And please let that be enough.

      When they reached the keep, the Iron Druid was kneeling beside a mossy mound at the base of the great delving tree, practically shouting in Elvish, demanding that Est eel Est answer his prayers.

      “The tree lives,” he explained, when he noticed Holly and Tatiana, “but I can’t break through. I can’t delve. Perhaps Est eel Est has not fully recovered from its long dormancy. The moss accepted Moro, but I… I can’t…” And the Iron Druid simply trailed off, looking older than Holly had ever seen him look.

      She laid a hand upon his shoulder. “Father,” she said. “Rest. The battle goes poorly. Tatiana can elaborate. But I believe that we will need your help.”

      “I need to contact the grove,” her father said, sounding uncharacteristically emotional. “On griffon-back, they can reach the grove quickly. Polnus is a master of teleportation. Once he’s inside the Wildervast, it will be nothing for him to—”

      “Father, I am loathe to interrupt you,” Holly said, coaxing him to his feet, “but I must attempt to contact Est eel Est.” An idea had taken root in her mind, nourished by desperation. An idea that might grow into a plan.

      “You?” he said incredulously. “Delving takes centuries of training, and you’ve never shown even—”

      “Enough,” Holly said, and turned from him and kneeled beside the mossy mound that had once been her friend.

      I don’t need centuries of training, she thought. I brought Est eel Est back to life. Now the great delving tree will sense my need.

      She flattened her palms against the blue-spangled moss, leaned forward so that her forehead pressed into the rough bark of the Root of Roots, and thought, Please help me, Est eel Est. I need you. And then, reaching out to the countless grey elves buried here, between the roots, she repeated her plea. Please help me. I need you. Teel Elan needs you.

      A single word echoed back to her in a faint whisper.

      Need-need-need.

      Once again, the hairs at the back of her neck rose.

      But this time, she was smiling.

      Yes, she thought. I need you. I need your help.

      The response came instantly.

      Help-help-help.

      Intuitively, she understood that the word was coming not from the tree but from her deceased ancestors—just as she intuitively understood that Moro’s death and his acceptance by the moss had in some significant way awakened the collective soul of her ancestors and opened this portal to the past. These understandings were part of the mystery and the magic of delving and escaped both explanation and the need for explanation.

      For delving wasn’t about using the tree or one’s dead ancestors, but rather about communing with them.

      Est eel Est, she prayed, pressing her forehead into the tree, surrendering herself, and opening her mind, please help me to see, to know what I need to know.

      And her mind rushed away, splitting and fragmenting, her consciousness coming apart as it flew farther and farther from her body, racing out the massive roots of the great delving tree, then splitting again as those roots fanned out into smaller roots, and again and again and again.

      Physically, Holly was locked in place, overwhelmed, incapable of thought, as her awareness splintered, flying faster and faster out an ever-fragmenting network of millions and millions of roots. Soon, her consciousness had shot across the Wildervast and beyond, each fragment gaining strength as it tied into different trees, absorbing energy as it passed, flashing across those roots and rushing in and out of others, until her mind stretched out across whole forests.

      Holly gasped.

      Then she hauled back mentally, retracting her overextended consciousness over those same networks, pulling back until her mind, supercharged with the life force of millions of trees, hummed within a tight radius around Est eel Est.

      Consciousness rushed euphorically back into her—a consciousness made more euphoric still by the tremendous reservoir of energy she had tapped and the strength of the great delving tree.

      Without hesitation, Holly reached out again. This time, she controlled the extension. Her mind rode Est eel Est’s roots underneath the castle walls out to where the invaders’ train vibrated overhead. She rose up through the soil, radiating across a vast network of roots, tapping even into the grasses of the valley floor. And thus rising to the surface, she was suddenly able to see the battle from a new, strange vantage point.

      Holly could see everything. She was delving.

      Delving without the requisite training or the help of a dozen delvers. She was delving alone, where her own father, the Iron Druid himself, had failed.

      Est eel Est showed Holly the state of the battle, a ghastly affair which she absorbed in piecemeal yet vibrant detail, seeing, hearing, and feeling everything at once.

      A hand fell softly upon her shoulder. She knew that it was her father’s, just as she knew—no, felt—his pleasure pulsing through that hand and into her. The Iron Druid was, for the first time in her life, proud of Holly.

      A wonderful realization but one she kept at arm’s length. Now wasn’t the time for pride or gratitude or happiness. It was time to kill.

      Her father’s voice said, “Delve deep, my daughter. Ride the roots and trust the tree and your ancestors to show you the way. Only they can save us now.”
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      Holly plunged once more into the roots.

      She could see the train and the fortress. Could see the wizards standing within the dome as clearly as if she, too, were standing within that same space; could see thousands of red elves packed inside the courtyard, ready to fight; could see these things and everything in between, all at once, effortlessly.

      Shouting filled the air.

      Her perspective wheeled around, showing her the fortress as if Holly were standing on the field midway between the train and the front gate.

      No, she thought, instantly understanding the shouting of her allies. No, no, no!

      A large section of the outer wall—a square perhaps ten feet wide and twice as high—had simply disappeared.

      The wizards had disintegrated it.

      

      Horror-struck, Holly retracted momentarily most of the way back into her personal consciousness. She remembered how much emphasis Dan and Ula had placed on avoiding a breach in defenses at Fire Ridge and how, when Roderick’s Rangers had breached the wall, Dan had shifted defenders to those locations.

      Apparently, Thelia remembered these same things, because when Holly rushed back into the roots, she saw her sister-wife shouting from atop the ramparts and watched elven troops respond, rushing forward to defend the compromised wall.

      Holly also saw Briar screaming and pointing Vine Caster across the field, toward the crackling dome. She couldn’t hear her brother’s words and didn’t need to.

      She knew what Briar knew.

      Regardless of the cost, they needed to kill the wizards, or all would be lost.

      But the sorcerers were shielded by a dome that defeated both spells and non-magical missiles. There was only one thing left to try.

      Thousands of red elves streamed through the breach and into the field, charging toward the dome.

      Holly’s view hopped and jostled as their boots pounded the earth.

      She gasped when many of those boots suddenly stopped pounding and hundreds of elves fell to the ground as if they had been pole-axed.

      Their collapse was so abrupt and instantaneous that the soldiers behind them kept going, tripping, stumbling, and stomping on their fallen comrades—none of whom so much as stirred.

      The wizards had killed them. Just like that.

      Another wave of red elves rushed into the field, screaming with rage.

      Blinding flashes strobed within the dome. Lightning leapt away from the wizards, splitting the air with loud thunderclaps, and forked into trees of sizzling electricity that slammed into the forwardmost elements of the elven charge, skewering dozens, perhaps hundreds, upon their bright and crackling branches.

      And yet the surviving red elves still charged, barreling bravely into certain death.

      Then the earth rumbled, as if Holly’s elemental was returning. A crack raced along the valley floor, opening a yawning crevasse that split the ground beneath the charging soldiers, who tumbled into the smoking crack by the hundreds.

      The earthquake severed countless roots and sliced through Holly’s perception. For several seconds, she reeled with vertigo, the formerly seamless broadcast splitting into discordant halves, jamming her senses with conflicting scenes and sounds.

      Then Est eel Est and her ancestors adapted, and Holly slid once more into the horror show that was the decimation of her home and her people—a scene made far more poignant when she saw giant eagles and griffons leap from the walls, carrying her siblings and sister-wife into the fray.

      Holly inhaled sharply, terrified.

      Please Est eel Est, she prayed. Please help us.

      The tree did not respond.

      The giant eagles streaked out ahead of the bulkier griffons.

      Thelia hunched low against her magnificent steed, and the giant eagle gave a bloodcurdling cry, ready to kill. Swooping low, they raced across a nightmare landscape of fractured earth and flaming corpses, flying just above the heads of the beleaguered survivors.

      Red elves cheered as Thelia passed, encouraged by the sight of their True Matriarch joining the fight atop a giant eagle, like a figure out of mythology.

      Thelia zoomed between columns of smoke, punched through a curtain of dark smoke, and overshot the train. She wheeled back around, pointing toward the glowing dome and the wizards inside, one of whom turned to face her now.

      No, Holly thought.

      Thelia’s eagle dived with a shrill cry.

      But because Thelia and her mount had overshot the train, several other eagles reached the dome first.

      Holly echoed Thelia’s scream as the first eagle struck the dome and spun away in a blinding explosion of light.

      Another eagle struck, then another, and another, each of them blasting away in a flash of light and a shower of sparks, all in the space of a single second.

      Thelia’s mount barely managed to pull out of its dive. As they banked, Thelia stared at the smoking remains of the dead eagles, her face twisted in terror.

      Surviving eagles broke and raced toward the southern mountains, abandoning this matriarch who apparently led birds straight into death.

      Thelia’s mount, however, stayed true, spinning her around as the griffons arrived.

      Holly felt a surge of gratitude, watching her sister-wife warn Briar, Lily, and the other griffon-riders.

      But then a massive fireball rushed from the dome, followed by a barrage of enchanted missiles.

      Holly cried out again, watching the nightmare unfold.

      The fireball scored a direct hit on Thelia and grazed several griffons.

      Thelia was, of course, unharmed by the flames, but her eagle plummeted, shrouded in flame, and slammed into the ground. The impact tossed Thelia high into the air. She crashed down twenty feet away and lay in a smoldering heap.

      Struck by an enchanted missile, Lily was knocked from her mount.

      Briar reacted quickly, swooping down and catching Lily before she could hit the ground.

      At the same moment, however, an enormous enchanted missile leapt away from Blivet’s palm and struck Briar’s griffon. The beast fell, badly hurt, and landed near Thelia, who struggled weakly to her feet and stumbled, clad only in soot and sweat and smoking strips of charred cloth, to join Holly’s siblings and the injured griffon.

      Another fireball roared from the dome, then another, and another, and Holly watched in horror as griffons and grey elves burst into flames and fell from the sky.

      Meanwhile, down on the ground, her siblings and sister-wife fell to the ground as a barrage of enchanted missiles streaked overhead, pinning them down behind the still burning remains of Thelia’s eagle.

      Holly was breathless with terror.

      Once the wizards finished knocking riders from the sky, they would turn their terrible power fully on her family, who couldn’t penetrate the dome, couldn’t strike back, couldn’t retreat, couldn’t do anything except wait for death.

      In a desperate plea, Holly reached out to her ancestors, begging, Please help me. Help me to help them.

      And then, thank the wind and stars, her ancestors responded, not in words but in a wave of understanding that pulsed through the roots and into Holly.

      Yes, she thought. That is the way. And her voice, spoken internally, was also the voice of her ancestors, which was also the voice of the great delving tree.

      Holly focused her consciousness, racing along fewer roots, searching like a dog sniffing a faint trail, until… there.

      A vibration.

      She refocused her concentration again, bolting out smaller roots, chasing the vibrations until she overtook her targets.

      They paused, confused.

      Holly beamed them her love and then her will.

      To which they responded, racing through the earth, doing her bidding.

      Up and up and up they rose.

      And the ground within the impenetrable dome exploded, as Holly’s purple worms burst from the earth like sharks breaking from the surface of the ocean.

      Holly’s perspective shifted, showing the interior of the dome. The ground shook. The air was full of dust and screams.

      Her worms pulsed up and down, gobbling wizards in a chaotic blur of dust, blood, and bright robe-cloth.

      In mere seconds, it was over. The worms raced away into the earth, swallowing the lower halves of the wizards they had bitten in two.

      With its caster dead, the dome disappeared in a flash. The dust settled, showing Holly a gory and glorious scene of broken earth, torn bodies, and shredded robes.

      They did it, she thought, shuddering with relief. We did it.

      But then she noticed a lone survivor scampering onto the train engine. A short, stout man in a now dirty business suit.

      Blivet.

      His name was a curse on her lips.

      At least her siblings and sister-wife were safe now. Safe and able at last to attack the train, along with the thousands of remaining red elves.

      For an instant, Holly felt a surge of hope—which disappeared behind a cloud of fresh dread as the double doors of the lone train car rumbled open.

      Now we see why they brought only one car.

      Within the car hovered a glowing ring of yellow light.

      As Holly tried to make sense of what she was seeing, a horse stepped from the ring, barded in shining armor and carried a soldier in heavy plate.

      The ring is a portal, Holly realized. That’s what they carried here in their car. A fucking portal.

      The knight galloped out of the train and onto the field.

      Behind him, the portal stretched, growing wider, and wave after wave of mounted soldiers streamed forth, riding ten abreast, all of them heavily armed and armored. The cavalry rushed forward in a churning river of flesh and steel and pounding hooves. Moving in good order, they raced onto the field.

      Already numbering in the thousands and with a steady flood of cavaliers still pouring from the train, the cavalry charged in a daunting tide of destruction.

      But the horsemen reined up seconds later, when another portal, this one much larger and glowing not yellow but blue, opened on the field before them.

      Out of the shimmering blue portal rode a broad-shouldered man atop a dark warhorse. The man’s green cloak fluttered behind him. Atop his shaggy head, he wore a crown of bronze. And over his head, he brandished a three-bladed sword.

      Dan!

      Holly’s heart leapt.

      Dan had come to defend his home, to defend her, to defend his son.

      But how?

      She could see Dan’s brave face, his burning eyes filled with rage, and hear the loud bellow of his war cry even above the pounding of Granite’s hooves.

      A bolt of fear pierced her heart. For what could one man—even a man such as her husband—do against an armored wall of cavalry, thousands strong?

      But then her view changed again, swiveling into the point of view of the enemy, and she saw the truth.

      Saw Dan in all his terrible glory, racing forward like a god of war, while behind him, Hades followed after.

      She saw Ula, fiercely enraptured, her glowing axe raised overhead, and a great, chestnut-colored wolf racing on Dan’s other side, Nadia’s unmistakable green eyes glowing with the frenzied bloodlust of the mother wolf come to kill those who would kill her kin.

      Behind them followed an army—the army with which Dan had set out—and more. Much, much more. Not just an army but an aberration.

      She saw Dan’s horde: orcs and gnolls, hobgoblins and trolls, giants and a force of mismatched mongrels that could only be the Mullet Men.

      Alongside this massive horde, scampering along the ground and flying through the air, charged thousands and thousands of terrible creatures. Demons and gargoyles, sirens and harpies, ghouls and golems. Holly saw hell hounds, huffing flame; gibbering, howling things with dark, warty hides and fiery eyes; bare-breasted women with bat wings and devil tails… an impossibility of terrors following Dan gleefully into battle.

      The duke’s cavalry resumed its charge.

      As the two forces collided in a deafening explosion of screams and clashing steel, Granite launched into the air, carrying Dan into the bloody maw of close combat.
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      This was an orgy of retribution, washed in hot blood.

      Dan carved his way through the invaders, mad with rage, slicing through helms, lopping off arms, and punching straight through breastplates with this three-bladed sword. Talon cleaved steel and flesh with equal ease. Every swing, every thrust, ended someone who had foolishly agreed to stand against his wrath.

      Kissed by Illandria’s dark favor, Dan would not tire. And fueled by love for his people and hatred for his enemies, he would show these invaders no mercy.

      Beneath him, Granite was a ferocious terror. Finally in his element, Granite bore Dan solidly forward with great situational awareness and a fighting spirit in tandem with Dan’s own. The battle-scarred warhorse slammed into enemy steeds, bowling them over. He lashes out with hooves and teeth, cracking riders’ skulls, severing sword hands, and helping Dan to break the collective warrior spirit of the enemy ranks.

      To his right, Ula sang battle songs in the ugly language Dan had come to love. He glanced in her direction and watched the hobgoblin warrior woman split a man in half from skull to saddle with her glowing axe.

      To his left, Nadia streaked along the ground, tearing out hamstrings and throats, hobbling horses and turning fallen soldiers into gory corpses.

      My beautiful wives, Dan thought, watching Nadia toss a screaming man beneath Granite’s stomping hooves, my gorgeous angels of vengeance.

      Yes, they were angels of death fighting alongside demons of destruction. Literal demons and monster girls alike boiled across the ground and swarmed overhead, swooping and striking like so many crows fighting over scraps.

      Dan watched a busty spider-woman spring over a horse, ripping its rider from the saddle and sinking her fangs into his throat.

      Nearby, a stunning dragon-woman with bright green wings strafed enemy riders, cooking them with an incinerating exhalation of orange flame.

      A mercenary rushed Dan and was pulled from his horse by a pair of harpies, who shrieked with glee, their bare, bloody breasts wobbling as they fought over their prey in midair. One harpy had the screaming man by the shoulders; the other gripped his legs. After a few seconds of mad screeching, fluttering, and tugging, they tore the invader in half, soaking enemy cavalry in a downpour of blood and guts.

      Meanwhile, Dan’s horde buried its collective muzzle in the carnage. They were an improbable army of orcs and trolls, giants and Mullet Men, gnolls and hobgoblins, kobolds and were-folk, drunk on slaughter and united loyalty to their warlord. They were a terrible force indeed, and any mercenary who slipped past Dan and his demons tumbled straight into their bloody jaws.

      It was too much for the duke’s cavalry. A minute into their ill-fated clash, a collective shudder rippled through the armored riders, and they broke in a chaotic rout.

      When foot soldiers break, slaughter ensues. When tightly massed cavalry break, the slaughter is even more epic. Horse slams into horse. Panicked men leap from their saddles to be trampled. Discombobulated deserters lose their way and flee straight into the enemy ranks.

      Dan charged forward through a glorious shower of hot, fresh blood, whirling and slashing in a deadly dance set to the music of invaders crying out for mercy and meeting only death.

      Then he was through the enemy ranks.

      Before him, a few sprinting stragglers were being pulled down or lifted away to similar fates. Otherwise, only an empty stretch of churned sod stood between Dan and the rails, where the locomotive was pulling away, departing in reverse, huffing puffs of black smoke as the Duke of Harrisburg abandoned his men to a bloody end.

      Oh no, you don’t, Dan thought, racing after the accelerating train.

      It wasn’t enough to smash the invaders and drive them from his land. He would have his vengeance.

      Pulling alongside the cattle car, Dan guided Granite close to the tracks.

      Slinging Talon over his back, Dan stood in his stirrups and leapt across the gap. Catching hold of the slatted sides of the cattle car, he climbed onto the rattling rooftop, where he met with a surprise.

      “Razah,” Dan breathed, his cloak flapping as the train rushed forward faster and faster.

      Sitting cross-legged twenty feet away with his gold-encased forearms resting atop his thighs, the huge, powerfully built black panther man once again hovered in midair—only now he was somehow managing to race along overtop in perfect time with the train.

      Dan unslung Talon. He took his time, relishing the gleam of the fading sun along these love-forged blades.

      When he looked up again, the warrior-monk’s bright green eyes had opened. Razah observed Dan not with panic, surprise, or amusement but only the primordial calm of a jaguar ready to kill.

      As had been the case during their initial meeting, the prince wore no crown or finery, only loose gray trousers that disappeared into the golden bands that armored his shins but left his feet bare, mirroring the golden bracers that encased his forearms.

      Razah unfolded his legs and lowered himself to a standing position in a smooth flow of rippling muscles covered in heavily scarred black fur.

      The warrior-mystic’s nostrils flared, and his jaws cracked in flehmen display. “I never expected to smell you again, barbarian,” Razah said, his voice a low growl. “You smell… different.”

      “I am different,” Dan said.

      “You no longer carry the stench of fear,” Razah said matter-of-factly. The jet-black pupils splitting his luminescent green irises swelled with interest. “And yet you stand before a superior opponent atop this speeding train. Another trick? Your gun again? Or are you expecting that one of your winged demons will swoop down and carry me away?”

      Dan shook his head. “They are under strict orders not to do that.”

      Razah grinned slowly. “Is that so?”

      “It is. When I heard that you had aligned yourself with the duke, I made it clear that I would kill you myself.”

      Dark laughter rumbled up out of the huge, black chest. “Now I understand. You have blinded yourself to fear and reality alike by falling in love with an ideal,” he said, advancing slowly. “So which engine drives you toward doom, honor or justice?”

      “Neither,” Dan said, also walking forward. “You’re just a prick.”

      More laughter. “A prick. Ah, you humans and your emotional outbursts.” Razah stopped several feet away and fell into a loose half crouch, swiveling his left leg forward and blading his body away from Dan. “You amuse me and yet, I must admit, I will never understand your foolishness.”

      “You don’t need to understand,” Dan said. “You merely need to die.”

      Razah raised his hand into a low guard and began to rock subtly back and forth. “Bluffing, threats, and cleverness, all in the face of certain death. Barbarian, you are perhaps the most human of all the humans I have ever met.”

      Dan shook his head. “I am more than human now. Can’t you smell it?”

      “Whatever I smell, whatever you are, you will soon be far less than human.”

      Now it was Dan’s turn to laugh. “Cleverness and a threat? Very human of you, Razah.”

      “But I do not bluff,” the panther man said, “and that makes all the difference.”

      “If you think I’m bluffing,” Dan said, “that big, ugly head of yours is stuck even farther up your ass than I’d figured. Now let’s do this. I have people to kill.”

      Razah continued to rock rhythmically back and forth, each forward rock carrying him surreptitiously an inch or two closer.

      His strike will be fast, Dan thought, holding Talon at the ready.

      “If you are so confident, barbarian, why not toss away your weapon?”

      “I’m confident, not stupid.”

      “You think that ridiculous sword will save you?”

      “I didn’t bring Talon to save me,” Dan said. “I brought it to kill y—”

      And then he was swinging low, blocking Razah’s kick.

      Talon rang loudly off the prince’s golden bracer with a spray of sparks that Dan barely registered, busy as he was avoiding the lightning-fast swipes that followed. He dipped under the panther’s slashing claws and swiveled through, getting the angle.

      But before he could counter with his sword, Razah disappeared.

      Poof.

      There one second, gone the next, and Talon’s triple blades punched only through air.

      Before Dan could even register what had happened, what felt like a train speeding in the opposite direction slammed into his kidneys, knocking him from his feet and sending him tumbling across the rooftop.

      Dan’s leg jutted out over the edge, but he had managed to stay atop the train. A good thing, that. The train was still gaining speed, rushing along now at what felt like eighty miles an hour. The ground alongside the tracks was a blur as they raced across Freedom Valley, heading toward the Jungle Kingdom.

      Pain pulsed in Dan’s lower back like a war drum. There was nothing quite so exquisitely painful as a kidney shot.

      “Slow,” Razah said matter-of-factly, ambling forward in a relaxed advance.

      Dan scrambled to his feet just in time to dodge a side kick—and stepped straight into Razah’s follow-up attack, a hooking slash to the body. The panther’s claws burned across Dan’s middle, slicing through shirt, skin, and flesh, cutting him to the ribcage.

      Dan growled. Off balance, he swung his fist and landed an awkward backfist that bounced harmlessly off the panther’s shoulder. With Razah’s short fur and iron muscle, hitting his shoulder felt like striking a mossy tree.

      Razah disappeared, then reappeared a second later, hovering in his lotus position ten feet away. “Weak,” he said.

      “I’m a little disappointed by your showmanship,” Dan said. “It’s gratingly needy.”

      Lowering gracefully into a standing position, the warrior-monk shrugged. “Too much time spent in the gladiator pits, I suppose. Even panthers play to the crowd. Besides, felines of all stripes are known to toy with our prey. It is, perhaps, our single vice. I will, for example, very much enjoy drawing out the suffering of Tatiana once I sink my claws into her supple flesh.”

      Dan turned his body, presenting a smaller target, and held Talon across his chest, parallel to the roof of the speeding car. “That’s not going to happen,” Dan said. “Tatiana is mine.”

      “Yours?” Razah laughed, his voice full of surprise.

      Dan fired a blade.

      Had Talon operated mechanically, with some sort of trigger device, Razah might have read the attack and disappeared. But this sword was Agatha’s one true forge, not only a flawless weapon but also a weapon linked directly to Dan’s consciousness, and Dan simply willed the sword to fire, not telegraphing the attack with so much as the bat of a lash.

      The blade punched straight through Raza, taking him between the ribs left of center and just below the heart, then blew out of the gladiator prince’s back, skipped off the rooftop, and spun away into the blur that was the easternmost edge of Dan’s territory.

      Razah hunched with a coughing growl, his mouth going blood red. Meanwhile, pink foam was already draining from the wound.

      “Lung shot,” Dan said, walking toward him. “You’re fucked, buddy.”

      Razah’s lip peeled back in a defiant snarl. “I am no frail human,” he gurgled. “Even now, I am mending.”

      Tatiana had told Dan as much. The gladiator priests had mastered their bodies down to a cellular level. In thirty seconds, Razah would seal the wound, purge the lung, and return to full strength, Dan’s surprise attack wasted.

      Dan had to finish this before that happened.

      “Sure you’re healing,” Dan bluffed in a very human fashion. “You’d better kill me now, before you run out of air, tough guy.” Saying this, he swung Talon in a two-handed grip, from left to right. Raza disappeared, and the attack sliced through empty air—just as Dan had anticipated.

      Switching the pommel to his right hand, he turned with the swing, bringing it all the way around, where the two remaining blades struck the panther just as Razah rematerialized behind Dan, ready to finish him. Talon slashed across Razah’s hip and pelvis, slicing the warrior-monk deeply but failing to disembowel him.

      Dan didn’t have time to bring the blade back around. He couldn’t give the panther a second to regain his composure, or Razah would blink away again. So he bulled forward, making a blunt instrument of himself and shoulder checked the snarling prince.

      It was a primitive, instinctual attack, ugly and imprecise. But it wasted no time, and Dan’s shoulder slammed into Razah’s gut, forcing him backward.

      Dan kept coming, halfway off balance himself now, and launched a stumbling headbutt. He was too short to nail Razah’s face, so he targeted the ribcage instead. His forehead slammed into the foaming wound.

      Razah yowled in pain and rage, stumbling backward and lashing out with his clawed hands with lightning speed.

      The combination landed with superhuman speed and power, five or six shots nailing Dan in a single second.

      On some level, Dan was aware of Razah’s claws tearing open his scalp, ripping open one cheek, and slicing a line of fire across his forehead, just missing his eye, which blurred instantly with a shower of hot blood.

      The concussive blow of Razah’s strikes jerked Dan’s head from side to side, filling his head with an explosion of bright white sparks. One of the blows spun Dan’s chin all the way to his shoulder, and for a fraction of a second, everything disappeared. Pain, sight, thought, everything.

      The panther had scored a flash knockdown, only Dan didn’t drop. For a fraction of an instant, Dan was out on his feet, knocked the fuck out by one of Razah’s heavy-ass shots.

      In close fights between experienced warriors, these flickering instants are turning points. Everything hangs brutally in the balance until one opponent wobbles, and the other surges, snowballing a flickering edge into an avalanche of advantage.

      Razah felt the strike land, felt its solid impact against Dan’s temple, and felt the telltale vibration shiver through Dan as consciousness left the barbarian’s body.

      It was a thing Razah had felt before—many times—that moment in a fight when one clean shot changed everything and a brief, frantic slugfest hurtled headlong into a one-sided massacre. Like any good finisher, Razah responded instantly and surged forward to finish the fight—or rather, he tried to surge forward.

      Dan came to, cursing himself—and in that same instant felt Talon strike Razah’s leg. Yes, he had been unconscious for a split-second, but his body had fought on, following through with the swing like a boxer still throwing punches while out on his feet.

      Talon severed first one leg and then the next.

      Screaming in pain, Razah toppled forward. His claws slashed across Dan’s torso, slicing through the meat of his chest, but then slipped free, and the gladiator slammed face-first into the roof of the train car.

      No civilized man would have been able to react quickly enough to capitalize, for no sooner had Razah hit the rooftop than he was popping up again, meaning to slash open the thumb-thick femoral artery pumping within Dan’s inner thigh.

      But if Dan had once, in a world adjacent to this reality, been civilized, he was no longer, and he reacted with the speed of not only a barbarian, but a barbarian in full frenzy, a barbarian living in the moment, fighting more by instinct than thought, because thinking is slow and instinct is fast.

      Surging with the wild elation of a fearless man having narrowly escaped the jaws of certain death—that elation rushing not from the mind but the bones themselves, rushing out of the marrow, where dwells the true life force, that savage, stubborn existence which transcends the individual and passes from generation to generation through time alongside fear and lust and love for one’s progeny—Dan stomped down on the prince’s skull with all of his strength, which had, thanks to his bond with Illandria, surged beyond 18/92. Exactly what strength he now owned, statistically speaking, Dan had no idea; nor did he care, especially as he felt Razah’s face break beneath his heel.

      Up and down, Dan stomped as the train roared on faster and faster. Up and down, up and down, chambering his knee up to his chest and slamming his boot down full force over and over again into the skull of the fallen panther. With each stomp, pieces of the warrior-monk’s head cracked and snapped.

      Dan roared with triumph as Razah’s skull lost its shape, sections of bone calving away until the former Pangea of the panther’s head had broken apart into so many tectonic plates sliding apart and dipping under each other.

      Still Dan stomped on.

      His battle rage carried a certain logic. Having narrowly dodged death himself, he would not stop, would not deviate in the slightest, until the threat was eliminated beyond any shadow of a doubt.

      Dan stayed the course, locked in the simple behavioral loop, lifting his foot and slamming it back down as fast and hard as he could, every fiber of his being locked into this pattern of destruction until at last it was over—completely, unquestionably over—and breaking the frenzied, repetitive attack, he stepped back from Razah.

      If full consciousness in a sentient being relates to a thinking state, only then did Dan return fully to consciousness. He gasped for breath, filling his lungs with the cold air that was rushing powerfully over him as the train hurtled eastward.

      For a long time—and Dan had no sense, in any precise terms of how much time had passed—he had been locked in his desperate, frenzied attempt to finish Razah. As his lungs sucked in great gulps of air, clarity returned, and he understood what he was seeing sprawled at his feet: the legless corpse of a black panther warrior prince crowned no longer by a head but rather by a shapeless mess of blood and fur as flat and dead as week-old roadkill.

      Dan shuddered, adrenaline releasing him and joining the tornado of power whirling within him now—Zamora’s power and more.

      Much, much more.

      He straightened, drew his lungs full of good cold air, and showed the darkening world the bright and bloody smile of the barbarian triumphant.

      Then, with the train hurtling toward Hell’s Canyon and the Jungle Kingdom beyond, he crossed the roof and leapt across the gap to the train engine that held Blivet and the Duke of Harrisburg.

      At long last, he had reached the hour when his long-dreamed-of vengeance would finally come to dark fruition.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            38

          

          

      

    

    








            No Longer the Warlord of the Wildervast

          

        

      

    

    
      The train rattled, shaking badly at this speed.

      Dan scaled down the ladder and hopped from the cattle car onto the metal platform at the back of the engine. Here between the cars, having escaped the river of wind rushing across the rooftop, he felt a soft caress pass over his split brow. In the wake of the gentle caress, he felt his brow knit back together.

      Dan grinned. “Leave the rest for now,” he said.

      He knew that Razah had torn his face wide open, and across the ribs, where the panther had slashed him open, a steady burn joined the deep, dull throbbing that still beat within his lower back.

      But this was just pain. And pain was nothing.

      Let them see my ruined flesh. Let them see how far I am willing to go.

      The caress did not return, but he heard a faint chuckle, as dark as midnight, within the confines of his skull.

      Stepping to the iron door, he tried the handle. It was locked, of course—at least initially. Then the tension released. He twisted the handle, opened the door, and stepped into the loud, oppressively hot confines of the main cabin, where two men spun to face him.

      Dan recognized the short, plump, and balding man instantly. Of course, when someone sucker punches you with a lightning bolt, you tend to remember their face.

      The sorcerous asshole of all sorcerous assholes, Blivet, business suit and all, stood before him, already mumbling an incantation.

      Dan ignored him to observe the train’s other occupant.

      This man he’d seen once, long ago, during a distracted glance at the Beaver Stadium jumbotron. This was none other than the Duke of Harrisburg, who had been trying to kill Dan since Dan wasted the duke’s personal slaver, Roderick, and a thousand of his pals. The duke was tall, middle-aged, and handsome—or rather, he would have been handsome if his face wasn’t contorted into a mask of surprise and fear as he stabbed the air with the high-pitched shrieks more befitting a hysterical woman than a man who had lived his whole life in pursuit of power.

      “Going somewhere?” Dan asked.

      “Kill him!” the duke shrieked.

      “Fulgeezi!” Blivet shouted. There was a bright flash and a loud crack. The lightning bolt leapt straight at Dan’s chest then arched sharply away and raced past him and out the open door, where it bent again, avoiding the cattle car and sizzling off into the darkening void.

      Dan laughed. “You’re pretty fucking stupid for a wizard. This car’s made of metal. If that bolt had hit the wall, it would have fried you and your boss. Of course, I can’t allow you to die that easily.”

      Blivet’s jowls pinkened, and his eyes went wide, filling the spectacles. “Abscondium!” he shouted and then looked confused and utterly terrified to find himself still standing within the train cabin.

      “No teleporting away this time,” a beautiful voice said, and Illandria materialized beside Dan.

      Blivet and the duke gasped to behold the terrible beauty of the succubus queen.

      Speaking to Blivet, Illandria said, “Your magic is under my control here in the Wildervast, which I birthed whole and screaming and red-faced from the womb of my imagination. You, sir, are many miles deep within my personal dream… and your personal nightmare.”

      Blivet sputtered a string of rapid-fire curses then started spewing more pragmatic gibberish again, fumbling in his robes for something—components, Dan suspected—and jabbing the air with strange and frantic gestures.

      None of which stopped Dan from stepping forward, palming the fat man’s face like a basketball, and shoving hard. The back of Blivet’s head cracked against the iron wall of the furnace. The wizard went loose in his boots and dropped to the floor like a three-hundred-pound turd wrapped in a custom-tailored business suit.

      Bending down, Dan opened the furnace door. A wave of heat billowed out from the oval aperture, which glowed bright orange, like a porthole into Hades.

      Picking Blivet up by the belt and collar, Dan shoved the wizard’s head through the door and into the furnace.

      This brought the unconscious sorcerer around, and for several seconds, he struggled fruitlessly in Dan’s grasp, shrieking into the hot coals until his body jerked straight as an iron rod, vibrated, and went slack.

      Dan dropped him and turned to the duke, who fell to his knees, sobbing for mercy. “Please spare me!” the Duke of Harrisburg begged. “I’ll pay you. I’m richer than the governor, richer than the king. Spare me and name your price. Every man has his price!”

      Dan crouched down, bringing his face level with the duke’s, and grinned. “You invaded my territory, attacked my home, killed my people, and tried to kill my family. My wives. My unborn son,” Dan said. He reached out, took the man’s chin in his hand, and lifted his face. “Look into my eyes, Duke, and you’ll see my price.”

      The Duke of Harrisburg cried out and looked away.

      Still gripping the man’s jaw, Dan stood, dragging the duke to his feet. “Look,” he said. “Look into my eyes!”

      “No,” the duke whimpered. “I can’t. It’s too terrible! Please, have mercy!”

      “I’ll give you the same mercy you gave the men you abandoned,” Dan said, shoving the duke gently backwards against the wall. “The same mercy you were prepared to give my wives and son. No mercy at all.”

      Dan lifted Talon and fired the outer blade.

      The duke squealed and grabbed reflexively for the blade, which had taken him through the crotch, pinning him to the iron wall. The razor edges sliced the man’s fingers, which fell like so many stubby sausage links to the floor, and the duke screamed again, yanking his hands away, then wobbled back and forth moaning and pleading and bleeding.

      Dan raised his sword.

      “Wait!” the duke shrieked. “You can’t. I’m the Duke of Harrisburg, the wealthiest man east of the Mississippi, the future governor, the future king!” A change had come over the man. Panic and desperation had twisted into outraged bewilderment. More than anything else, he sounded morally offended. “You can’t do this. It’s absurd. You’re just the Warlord of the Wildervast!”

      “That’s where you’re wrong,” Dan said, reaching out to finger the collar of bright, heart-shaped lava stones encircling Illandria’s throat.

      Illandria shivered at the touch of his bloody fingers, then took one of them into her luscious mouth and started sucking.

      “I’m not just the Warlord of the Wildervast,” Dan said.  “I’m the fucking king.”

      He pulled his finger free of Illandria’s hot, greedy mouth, mashed his lips against hers in a frenzied kiss, and then, without bothering to look, gave a quick flick of the wrist and split the duke’s skull in half.
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            Cock Block Buddy Fucker!

          

        

      

    

    
      Trumpet blasted, and Dan broke his kiss with Illandria, who, like the rest of the surrounding world, had frozen in time.

      There weren’t many things in the world Dan wouldn’t mind interrupting a kiss with Illandria, but leveling up was one of them. Besides, this would give him an opportunity to fuck with his old pal, former sword, and crotchety so-called mentor, Wulfgar.

      “Phew,” Wulfgar’s voice said. “Wasn’t sure that was going to work.”

      “What do you mean?” Dan asked. “Didn’t I level up?”

      “Yeah, you leveled up. Congratu-fuckin-lations, by the way, you lucky bastard. But I didn’t know if a time freeze would work with her. She’s powerful. When she stopped time, I couldn’t even see you guys. Speaking of which, what the fuck, dude? You get a succubus wife, all of the sudden you’re too cool to let your invisible buddy watch now?”

      “That’s kind of weird, man. You’re basically a disembodied creeper. A peeping Wulfgar.”

      “It was bullshit. You’re over here, nailing a succubus queen, and I got nothing. Cock block buddy fucker! How did you do it?”

      “Well, first we took off our clothes.”

      “Very funny, ass knuckle. You know what I mean. You didn’t just break a succubus. You broke the succubus queen. Pardon the implied lack of faith, but how the fuck did you pull that off?”

      Dan shrugged. “We spent a long time together. And I gave her something different.”

      Illandria remained fascinated by his otherness and the notion of his old world.

      Once, during the long span they spent getting to know each other outside the boundaries of time, as they were strolling the wilderness between epic fuck sessions, Illandria had snapped her fingers and created a pair of burnished silver doors in the side of a rock outcropping.

      “Want to go back to your old world?” she asked. He had told her everything about his life in both worlds. “This elevator opens in a building on campus. We can go back right now if you want.”

      Dan didn’t have to mull it over. “No,” he said. “In fact, Hades no.”

      “Why not?” Illandria pouted. “I’ll create a backpack of money for you. You’ll even keep your strength and abilities. And I’ll come with you.” She smiled playfully. “Don’t you want to see my schoolgirl outfit?”

      Dan imagined what life would be like back in the old world, strolling campus with a super hot girlfriend on his arm.

      “I’ll still have my magical powers, of course,” Illandria said. “You can have anything you want. Money, women, power.”

      Dan chuckled at her offer. Gold, girls, and glory.

      “And I’ll make myself look human,” Illandria said. “What do you want me to be? A cheerleader? A geek? I’ll be any girl—or all girls—whoever you want, doing whatever you want, whenever you want.”

      “And what about my other wives?”

      “They would remain here, suspended in time, alive and none the wiser. That last second would stretch on forever. It would be kind of you, really, like granting them immortality.”

      “No,” he said. “Thanks, but they would spend eternity locked in the thought that I was too far away to help them, that I had failed them. I couldn’t live with that. Besides, I love them too much to go on without them.”

      “You wouldn’t have to go on without them. I’m a succubus. We could seduce their real-world counterparts.”

      “No,” he said again. “I don’t want women that look like them. Even similar women. I want my wives.”

      “Love,” Illandria laughed. “A tool for me, a sickness for mortals. I’ll never understand it.”

      “Don’t be so sure,” he said, and bent her over.

      How long they spent together in that timeless world, he couldn’t say for sure, but it was more than days, more than weeks. There was no day or night, no dawn or dusk, only the perpetual late afternoon frozen around them. They needed no sleep, no food, no drink. Nothing. And yet they often partook of these primal pleasures for the simple fun of it, breaking up their endless days of walking, talking, and fucking.

      During their long time together, Illandria had fallen for Dan and he for her, but he had never forgotten his wives, his home, his people, or the vengeance that he wanted so badly to unleash on his enemies.

      Now, with that vengeance complete, he wanted to see the results. “You going to show me my stats or what?”

      The giant scroll appeared in midair and drew down, displaying his character sheet.

      

      Name: Dan the Barbarian

      Strength: 19

      Intelligence: 9

      Wisdom: 8

      Dexterity: 19

      Constitution: 19

      Charisma: 19

      

      Strength bonuses: + 3 attacking / +7 damage

      Dexterity: +10 armor rating, unless bulky armor is worn; +4 initiative, reaction, and missile attacks

      Constitution: +10 hit points per level

      

      “Holy shit!” Dan said. “Talk about leveling up. Ha! Look at those stats. 19 is superhuman. Godlike, even!”

      “You, a god?” Wulfgar snorted. “The God of Stupidity, maybe. Check out your intelligence and wisdom scores, hotshot. You’re still dumber than a fucking sledgehammer.”

      Dan made a half-hearted jerk-off motion. “If you’re strong, rich, and hung like a warhorse, you don’t need brains. Besides, it’s like I’ve always said: thinking kills action!”

      

      Class: Barbarian

      Level: 10

      Hit points: 204

      Alignment: Chaotic good

      Experience: 1,000,001

      

      “Ha!” Dan roared. “I jumped two levels again?”

      “Cheater,” Wulfgar cough-said.

      “Cheater? I just wiped out two armies. 45,000 enemies. How is that—”

      “Delusions of grandeur,” Wulfgar interrupted. “You didn’t kill them. Your people killed them.”

      “Technicalities,” Dan said. “I killed the duke, Blivet, and Razah. Blivet was a high-level spellcaster, and the black panther was one tough son of a bitch. Where’s the breakdown, anyway?”

      “There is no breakdown. Wham, bam, thank you, super-hot, scary-ass succubus queen. Illandria boosted you to tenth level.”

      “Nice!”

      “Yeah, I figured you’d like that. What with your low intelligence and all, it probably would’ve been tough for you, otherwise, having to read the experience point breakdown.”

      “Big comedy,” Dan said. “But hey, how’s seventh level treating you, buddy?”

      “Suck my balls,” Wulfgar said. “Besides, lest we forget, OP characters are boring as fuck. If you were a fictional character, the author would do well to cap the series right now.”

      Dan laughed. “Are you kidding? A story about me? Nobody would ever believe all the shit that’s happened to me. An author would have to be an idiot to even try writing my story.”

      “I don’t know,” Wulfgar said, sounding thoughtful. “On one hand, an author would definitely be an idiot to use you—you, of all people—as his main character. But on the other hand, he would also have created me, so he might be a fucking genius.”

      “You said ‘on one hand’ and ‘on the other hand,’” Dan laughed, “and you don’t have hands!”

      “Laugh away, fucknose,” Wulfgar said, sounding disgusted. “And your lame-ass joke decides it. If anybody ever wrote a book about you, he would definitely, 100%, without a doubt be a total fucking moron. And hey, before you start dancing around all giddy, know this: to reach 11th level, you’re going to need another half-million points.”

      “Okay,” Dan said dismissively. This was awesome. He was tenth level, and his stats were through the roof.

      “No,” Wulfgar said, “not okay. You’re going to have to work your ass off to earn that much xp. And now you have your fancy castle and your hot wives, including a broken succubus queen, for fuck’s sake. Don’t get distracted. Don’t be a buddy fucker. You need to keep leveling up for my sake if not for yours. Non-existence blows dead goblins.”

      Dan went back to scanning his character sheet.

      

      Harem members: Holly (wife), Nadia (wife), Thelia (wife), Ula (wife), Zamora (bound), Chloe (wife), Clarissa (wife), Petronia (wife), Illandria (bound)

      

      Dan beamed at the list. His wives were everything to him. Soon, he would consummate things with Chloe and Clarissa. Then he planned to add a few more wives. Four, to be precise, if they were willing.

      

      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

      Leadership V

      

      “Leadership V, huh?” Dan said. “What does that do for me?”

      “Not much,” Wulfgar said. “It’s like one of those title-only promotions jackass bosses use back in your old world to motivate people without actually paying them more. You’re a king now, so you get a bump in leadership level.”

      “Huh,” Dan said, already reading on.

      

      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

      Sexual Stamina IV

      Sexual Stamina V

      

      “Hey, hey, hey,” Dan said with a grin. “I hopped two levels in Sexual Stamina!”

      “Yeah,” Wulfgar said. “Guess that’s one of the benefits of banging a succubus queen. She boosts your skills because she wants your sorry ass to be able to perform.”

      “Oh, I can perform,” Dan said.

      “I wouldn’t know, since somebody blocked me the fuck out during playtime with the sex demon.”

      “That’s it,” Dan said. “Let it all out. Share your feelings, buddy. Don’t keep them bottled up. Tell us how you feel. And hey, you know what? Maybe if you let go of your bitterness, you’ll have better luck leveling up.”

      “You want to know how I feel, being stuck with you? I feel like an enflamed hemorrhoid on the world’s biggest asshole.”

      

      Native territory: The Endless Mountains

      

      Weapons of proficiency:

      Hand axe

      Spear

      Knife

      Two-handed sword

      Battle Axe

      Short bow

      Bastard sword

      Fist of Fury

      Talon

      

      2 attacks per round with melee weapons

      3 arrows fired every 2 rounds

      4 daggers thrown per round

      

      His new weapon of proficiency category was kind of limited, but he was happy to have it. Besides, as Agatha’s one true forge, Talon would last forever.

      “Well, that’s that,” Wulfgar said. “You lucked out again.”

      “Lucked out?” Dan said incredulously. “I fought my ass off.” He pointed to his shredded cheek. “Look at my face.”

      “Uglier than ever,” Wulfgar said. “But don’t you worry, pansy. I’m sure Illandria will patch you up. But what about your other wives? I mean, Illandria’s a succubus queen. They gonna be all right?”

      “Illandria will do what I say,” Dan said. “She’s bound to me now, which make her my wife. Nothing more, nothing less. And part of that will be respecting her sister-wives.”

      Wulfgar roared with laughter. “This is going to be one Hades of a show. That horny elf of yours acts all regal and shit, but she is one seriously twisted lady. Can you imagine the things she’ll do as first wife with a succubus beneath her?”
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            Sexual Stamina V

          

        

      

    

    
      “Make your first wife cum again, you filthy succubus,” Holly panted. “But this time, no magic.” She sat naked and beautiful atop the gigantic futon, leaned back against the wall, facing Dan. Her thighs were very white in contrast with the blue flesh and black hair of Illandria, who obeyed Holly and dove between the grey elf’s widespread legs, slurping greedily.

      From Dan’s vantage point across the futon, Holly and Illandria looked incredibly hot. The succubus queen’s tail twitched back and forth in time with her shapely, wiggling ass. Illandria’s glistening slit was pointed at him, swollen with lust, an unbelievably tempting invitation—but one Dan would put off for now. He had his hands—and mouth—full already.

      Turning to the side, Holly called, “Agatha, is that little slut doing a good job?”

      Agatha lay on her back, moaning and squirming, though it would be impossible to say what was giving her more pleasure: Thelia, whose bright red body looked very small between the huge, powerful, pink thighs of the cyclops; or Petronia, who, in true gargoyle form, was perched atop Agatha’s face, grinning with demonic delight as she ground her sex into the cyclops’s questing mouth and tongue.

      Agatha pulled her mouth away from Petronia’s loins with a deep gasp. “Oh yes, Holly,” she moaned. “Thelia is doing a wonderful job. She—mmph!” And she was happily cut off as the gargoyle thrust her dripping mound once more into Agatha’s mouth.

      Dan had welcomed Agatha into his harem the night of the battle, making good on his promise to make her first time special. Agatha had appreciated his gentleness and thoughtful attention, as well as the soft silk sheets and privacy the pair initially shared. But the very next day, Agatha had disposed of any and all timidity, jumping voraciously into the mix with the other wives.

      Chloe and Clarissa had also transitioned smoothly from consummation into fully embracing the harem.

      Presently, Chloe was beside Dan, whimpering as she scissored with Ula, the two of them sharing occasional kisses as they ground their clits together. Chloe had Ula’s fur bikini bottoms clenched in her small, white teeth.

      Chloe still wore her fishnet stockings and heels, but she’d lost her lacey skirt, and Ula had torn open the top of Chloe’s maid uniform to expose her small, shapely breasts. Chloe’s feathery tail swept back and forth as if attempting to clean the futon, which was already soaked in the juices of Dan’s eleven wives.

      Eleven gorgeous wives, Dan thought. And soon to be twelve.

      His newest wife lay beneath him in missionary position now, panting at the crossroads of pain and pleasure despite his short, shallow strokes and gentle ministrations. She bit her lip, grunting softly, her pretty half-elven face shining with perspiration. Her light blue eyes stared, full of wonder, up at Dan—and occasionally stared through him as Freckles inched closer to the crumbling edge of ecstasy.

      Dan loved the feel of her athletic body; the quivering tension building in her; the almost painful snugness of her tight channel, which he had entered only once before; and the presence of Nadia, who cradled Freckles’ head in her lap, stroking the young girl’s sandy hair and coaching her through the experience of nearly being split in half by Dan’s huge member, which had grown again with the attainment of Sexual Stamina IV and Sexual Stamina V.

      But his new abilities did a lot more for him than just giving him a massive rod.

      As evidenced when he reached out absentmindedly to touch Chloe’s bare shoulder. Chloe jerked as if he had shocked her, and then—the woman constantly on the edge of climax, he had come to realize—screamed out, “Mon dieu!” and bucked hard, grinding her gushing sex against Ula’s wet mound, cumming hard.

      Dan knew it was hard because he felt it, sharing her climax without allowing himself to orgasm. Her pleasure flooded into him, just as his wives’ orgasms always did. Warm waves of euphoric bliss crashed within him in time with Chloe’s screams of pleasure. Each wave made his balls swell and throb, but Dan held back, saving his own explosion for something special.

      Rather than holding onto Chloe’s ecstasy, he released it into his wives, rocking all of them simultaneously. The climax rushed through them. One after another, they popped off, cumming again. Even the women who weren’t being touched cried out with orgasm, flooding Dan with a tsunami of rapture—but still he resisted his own completion.

      Today, his release was spoken for.

      Before him, Nadia, who had been sitting cross-legged and bare-chested, holding Freckles’ head in her lap, groaned with climax. Her head rolled back as she arched her back, thrusting her amazing breasts toward Dan.

      He leaned forward to lick and suck their perfection as Nadia shuddered and whimpered.

      This time, rather than rebounding the wave of collective pleasure back into his wives, he showed mercy and instead stored the orgasmic energy within himself. This pushed him closer to the edge and served to further swell his aching balls, which Zamora, swirling behind him and between his legs, was now squeezing and teasing.

      Then the playful wind sylph whipped away and, unable to resist the temptation of her sister-wives’ gushing loins, raced through the room, feverishly licking at each exposed slit.

      Freckles grimaced with climax, her quivering channel stretched to the max and twitching with release. Her pleasure poured into Dan like an explosion of angelic light, but he held onto Freckles’ smooth, bucking hips and did not allow himself to climax, instead absorbing the waves of blinding pleasure, adding it to his glowing reservoir of bliss.

      Standing beside him, trying as always to be cool, Tatiana did her best to muffle her own climax. After a life of masking emotions and training in the martial arts, the beautiful panther lady had incredible control over her body, but she couldn’t fool Dan, who felt her stiffen and shiver beside him, and felt the pleasure pulsing out of her and into him.

      Just to fuck with her, he reached over, pulled her lips down to his, and shoved his tongue into her mouth, at the same time grabbing her firm, furry breast and giving it a good squeeze.

      For Tatiana, who had proved to be a most interesting addition to the harem, his abrupt assault was too much. A second wave hit her, and she came again, even harder this time, and she was so surprised and so rocked that this climax exposed her. She cried out in a most undignified manner, leaning into him, grabbing onto his head and shoulders as she convulsed with abandon.

      “Bastard,” she sighed when her voice returned faintly to her.

      “Princess,” Dan laughed.

      Tatiana cuffed him playfully. “Don’t call me that!” And then, before he could speak, she headed him off, saying, “And don’t call me Tati, either!”

      Freckles pulled Dan’s face down and kissed him deeply. “You’re amazing,” she sighed. Then she whispered, “Thanks for being gentle,” and shimmied free of his rock-hard girth. Freckles rolled onto her side, drew her legs up, and clutched her still pulsing sex as she planted soft kisses on the inside of Nadia’s thigh.

      Dan reached out to Nadia. “Come here, my love.”

      Nadia’s emerald green eyes twinkled with happiness. She came to him, wrapping her arms around his shoulders and kissing him passionately, her bare breasts warm and firm against his naked chest.

      “Are you ready?” he asked.

      His wolf-wife nodded.

      “Ready for all of me?” he said. “For everything? Forever?”

      Nadia smiled, nodding harder, and wiped a tear from her eye. “You know I am.”

      “Why are you crying?” Dan said. “Are you sure you want this? We can wait.”

      Nadia punched his arm. “No we can’t. This is my time, and I don’t want to wait another second. I’m ready. I’ve never been readier for anything in my whole life. It’s just—” she sniffed, and for a second seemed to have a hard time meeting his eyes. “I’m just so happy. I never thought that I would be this happy, that I even deserved to be so happy.”

      “You deserve everything,” he said.

      Nadia got into position before him, kneeling on all fours. She called to Holly.

      Holly smiled warmly, pushing Illandria’s head aside. “You wait here,” Holly said, pointing to the futon.

      “Yes, first wife,” Illandria said, licking the juices from her wicked smile. The succubus queen, enslaved now to love, did as she was told, kneeling down submissively on the futon and waiting for further orders.

      Holly joined Dan and Nadia, kissing them both before positioning herself in front of Nadia, where she hugged her sister-wife’s head to her bare bosom. “I love you both so much,” Holly said.

      Dan and Nadia echoed the sentiment, and Dan got into position behind his waiting wife.

      Clarissa slipped in beside him, her inhumanly perfect breasts straining against her silver bikini top right at his eye level. “Now, husband?”

      Dan smiled at his lovely naga. “Not quite yet,” he said. He gave her a quick kiss, then pulled down one side of her top to suckle her small, stiff nipple.

      Clarissa hissed with pleasure, so overstimulated that she nearly came again.

      No, Dan thought. Not yet. No more distractions.

      He shuffled forward until he was kneeling between Nadia’s legs. Hefting his thick erection in one hand, he slapped it playfully off her A+ ass, which he had been practically worshipping since her old-world counterpart had stolen his wallet what seemed like a billion years ago.

      Nadia pressed back into him, wet and swollen with desire. “Don’t make me wait another second. I want to be a mother.”

      Dan pushed forward, entering her slowly.

      “Yes,” Nadia growled as his huge manhood plunged into her enflamed sex. Her growl soon twisted into a whimper as they found their rhythm.

      Dan gripped her waist and pushed into her again and again, not hard, not soft, but firmly, burying himself to the hilt with each thrust. He wouldn’t tease her this time, wouldn’t pound her, or flip her through a variety of positions. This time, their lovemaking had a point, and he wouldn’t fuck around.

      But he did have one little surprise for her.

      Well, maybe little wasn’t the right word for it.

      Reaching out, he drew Clarissa’s beautiful face down to his. He gave the serpent woman a quick kiss, then pushed her head down to his chest. “Now,” he said.

      For several seconds, Clarissa’s long tongue licked his chest. As his skin began to tingle, Dan focused on Nadia, who whimpered as he continued his rhythmic thrusting.

      His swollen balls swung back and forth, throbbing now, aching for release.

      He barely felt Clarissa’s slender fangs pierce the thick muscle of his chest. Then her head was bobbing up and down as she pumped him full of venom.

      Nadia pushed back in perfect time, meeting each of his thrusts, making their flesh slap crisply together.

      Warmth flooded his chest muscle and spread through him, setting fire to his entire circulatory system. Pleasant heat filled his lungs. His breathing quickened, his heart started hammering, and pressure began to build in his skull.

      Dan smiled grimly, ready to unveil his surprise to Nadia, who was too lost to passion to notice what was happening.

      His spine was vibrating now, lighting up his nervous system with sizzling energy. A fringe of bright light framed his field of vision, which he locked on the perfect ass, shapely back, and chestnut locks of the gorgeous werewolf before him.

      Moaning passionately, Clarissa mouthed him, pumping him full of venom.

      And her bite worked its magic.

      His already massive erection grew rapidly, spreading Nadia’s slick channel to its limits and stretching deep into her uterus.

      “Oh, fuuuuuuuck!” Nadia half-laughed, half-screamed—and cried out in orgasm.

      And Dan let go.

      His balls exploded, pumping seed deep into her womb as her walls tightened in pulsing contractions, milking him.

      As they came together, he shared the moment, releasing the mutual orgasm in a pulse that rocked the other women, who instantly bucked and writhed, seized by earth-shattering orgasms.

      Their pleasure slammed back into Dan like tidal waves battering a stony shore. He took it all in, sucked their ecstasy into the reservoir of bliss he’d been building, and then, still pumping his beautiful wife full of seed, let the dam burst, blasting his women with a flash flood of pure, sexual euphoria.

      In that instant, each woman received the full force of two dozen orgasms. As they screamed in ecstasy, cumming again and again, Dan fed each explosion into the others and linked the women in a shared loop of epic orgasms that gained speed as they went on and on in a rolling chain of thundering explosions.

      For several minutes, they came together, so lost to this pulsing, mutual orgasm that they strobed in and out of consciousness until Dan finally feathered down the pleasure and eased them into the afterglow of a million suns, all of them stretched out and panting, utterly spent and very, very happy.

      Nadia was happiest of all. She fell forward, cupping a hand over her throbbing sex, out of which had flowed a river of seed. But by her satisfied smile, Dan could tell that Nadia understood that her womb remained full of his seed, which he had infused with maximum fertility.

      He leaned over and kissed Nadia. “I love you, babe. You’re going to be a great mother.”

      Nadia smiled without opening her eyes. “Never do that again, you crazy barbarian!”

      Dan laughed.

      Then Zamora whooshed up next to him, squealing, “Seeeeed!” With her blue hair wavering overhead, she plunged her mouth forward to slurp up the lake of semen spilling from Nadia’s loins.

      “Greedy nymph,” Dan laughed. “You may clean the bed and Nadia’s thighs, but leave my seed within her womb.”

      “Yes, Master!” Zamora chimed happily between long slurps.

      “Illandria,” Holly said, somehow managing to sound at least shakily regal, “get down on your hands and knees like the lowly wife you are and clean our husband.”

      The succubus queen blushed dark blue, playing the part of the shamed submissive, but her eyes glowed eagerly. “Yes, First Wife,” Illandria whispered, feigning timidity, and shuffled forward on all fours to lick tentatively at Dan’s gigantic, envenomed erection, which was slathered in his seed and Nadia’s juices.

      “Like this, Master?” Illandria asked, smiling up mischievously at him.

      “Feels pretty good to me,” Dan said.

      “Thelia!” Holly called.

      The exhausted red elf sat up quickly, brightening at once. “Yes, First Wife?”

      “Show Illandria how to clean our husband,” Holly said. “Get down there and service him like the lust-drunk little cumslut you’ve always been.”

      “Yes, First Wife!” Thelia said, and rushed forward to join Illandria, who gave Dan a wink and sucked his full length effortlessly into her mouth.

      Much later, after he’d put his women through the paces several more times, he called a timeout on the love games. “Let’s wash up and get dressed.” Stealing a glance out the window, he confirmed his suspicions. “Guests are already arriving.”

      Holly hugged him tightly. “I’m so, so happy that you’re doing this.”

      “Me, too,” he said. “All right. Draw a bath. Time to get cleaned up. We have to hurry. We can’t be late to the wedding.”

      “I can clean us just snapping my fingers,” Illandria said. “Dress us, too.”

      “Nah,” Dan said. “Where’s the fun in that? I’d rather share a tub with my beautiful women.”
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            The King of the Wildervast

          

        

      

    

    
      “I, Dan Marshall of the Free, King of the Wildervast, promise to love you, Lily Thorn of Rothrock, through sickness and through health, as your faithful husband, until death do us part.”

      Lily beamed up at him, looking incredibly lovely in a simple green shift cinched around her narrow waist with a belt of woven wildflowers. She had scrubbed her face clean and pink, but Dan was happy to see a small twig still jutting from her unruly silver dreadlocks.

      Lily popped onto her tiptoes, meeting Dan’s lips, and they kissed long and lovingly, each of them still pressing one hand into the blue-spangled moss of the great delving tree, their marriage witnessed by Dan’s wives, Lily’s family, a circle of friends, and, via live broadcast onto jumbotrons magically and temporarily erected upon the valley floor outside the fortress, somewhere in excess of half a million guests.

      Dan and Lily turned from the tree.

      Briar and the Iron Druid bowed low and started up with some codified script, but Dan stopped them, told them to rise, and simply shook their hands, looking each man in the eyes. “I’m allergic to bullshit,” he explained. “My fortress, my rules. Here, we shake hands and look each other in the eyes.”

      Laying a hand on the shoulder of the Iron Druid, he said, “You, I will call Father.”

      The Iron Druid nodded, almost smiling. Dan’s stoic father-in-law and somewhat distant mother-in-law had changed a lot since the battle. Hard as it was to believe, they almost seemed to like him now. Which was a good thing, considering he had married both of their daughters.

      “And you,” Dan said, grasping Briar by the arm, “I will call brother.”

      Briar did smile. And it was a real smile, made more likable by the fact that the grey elf had broken his nose during the big battle—and had not bothered to straighten the bone. He now wore Vine Caster on his hip, Dan’s gift to him after Briar used the ancient blade so effectively against the duke’s cavalry, helping to defend Lily and Thelia in the process.

      The women had fought bravely beside him. Lily once again proved herself a deadly archer, and Thelia’s flames cooked dozens of cavalrymen in their armor.

      “Brother it is,” Briar said, slapping Dan’s arm in return.

      Perhaps they would never be on truly friendly terms, but they had at least reached mutual respect. Hades, even if they could quit kicking the shit out of each other, it would be an improvement.

      Dan raised his voice, speaking to everyone in the keep. “Let’s get this party started.”

      They traveled underground—and off-camera, Illandria assured them—through tunnels and up stairwells to the throne room. When they stepped out onto the balcony, the valley exploded with applause.

      With Lily on his arm and his other wives crowded around them, Dan stood at the stone railing and waved to the massive crowd. Occasionally, he glanced at the nearest jumbotron. The cameras swept over the attendees, panning close-up views of the guests, who spread across the valley, which was alive with vibrant flowers blooming in bright bunches alongside the gemstone benches that had risen from the soil, cushioned in moss.

      With Illandria’s help, the entire Wildervast had turned out to witness the happy occasion. As the jumbotron camera panned, Dan saw an insane mix of guests: Freedom Valley barbarians, including orcs, hobgoblins, and Mullet Men; the hill giants and trolls who had answered his call to arms; monster girls of every variety; a profusion of grinning demons; centaurs; several elven races, familiar and unfamiliar, including many thousands of red elves, a good number of whom had only recently arrived, and a section of unimpressed green elves muttering from where they sat, cloistered by choice, no doubt, at a far edge of the congregation; and even black-furred representatives from the Jungle Kingdom, signaling a peace Dan hadn’t even hoped to barter.

      Most of the guests sat upon stone benches. But the river practically boiled with the happy splashing of mermaids and naiads, and the air vibrated with the floating and flitting of various fairy folk and Thelia’s eagles, which wheeled in the sunny sky overhead, screaming their congratulations.

      Thunderous applause filled the valley, all the guests clapping and cheering as one.

      Then the jumbotron showed a huge, bronze-skinned man, eight feet tall and packed with muscle, seated within a wavering veil of purple mist that failed to obscure his golden turban, matching vest, or the bright, scimitar smile splitting his handsome, mustachioed face.

      Zohaz the Magnificent, Dan thought, jarred out of his elation. Here was the genie who had started everything.

      Was he here to take it all away?

      No, Dan decided, when Zohaz winked at the camera, his huge smile growing huger still, and gave Dan two thumbs up.

      Dan returned the smile and the gesture, and Zohaz disappeared.

      Dan went back to waving, which seemed to please the guests immensely. The cheering went on and on.

      This is it, Dan realized, waving his arm overhead, the happiest moment of my life.

      At least to this point.

      And perhaps this would, when he reached the end of his days—an end purely hypothetical now, his mortality very much in question, given his bond to Illandria—perhaps this would prove the happiest moment of all, the moment to which all other happy moments would from this point forward aspire, the absolute apex of life, here and now.

      The trick, he thought, is to ignore all that and just enjoy the moment.

      A chorus of female voices came to life, singing a soft, sensual song that somehow managed to drown out the roar of the massive crowd—due in some part, Dan realized, to the fact that the crowd quickly fell to murmuring, mesmerized by the music. On the jumbotron, the attendees’ faces were rapt, their eyes blank.

      And Dan could understand that.

      The singers’ voices were so beautiful, so pure, so joyous and exhilarating that they might have been angelic—if not for the faint twist of darkness within the light, the depravity simmering beneath the words.

      The longer they sang, the more pronounced the carnal nature of their voices grew. In fact, Dan realized that he was growing hard now just from the obscene quivering within those otherwise heavenly voices.

      What the Hades?

      All across the balcony—and, he realized, glancing at the screen, all across the valley—wedding guests were transfixed, eyes gleaming with lust. People were shimmying in their seats, tugging at their clothes, hungry smiles creeping onto their faces.

      When Dan turned to Illandria with a questioning look, she merely smiled, licked her full lips, and pointed to the jumbotron, where the camera had settled upon a chorus of beautiful, bare-breasted, bird women perched atop the high eyrie, filling the air with their lilting, moaning voices.

      Sirens, Dan thought, and pulled Illandria close.

      The succubus queen yelped with laughter. “Yes, Master? How may I serve you?”

      “Cut the music,” Dan commanded, as one of his wives reached around to grab his stiff member. “This is a wedding, not an orgy.”

      Illandria feigned shock, then snapped her fingers, and the sirens stopped singing, replaced at once by soothing orchestral music. As the guests shook off their temporary sexual mania, Illandria pouted. “Oh, husband, you’re no fun. What’s the harm in a little love?”

      Dan mistrusted her manipulative pouting but considered her question nonetheless. “Direct your sirens to sing softly,” he said, leaning close. “Just enough to put people in the mood without stealing their free will.”

      Illandria clapped her hands, brightening at once. “Thank you, husband!”

      Then, almost imperceptibly, the sirens’ voices joined the instrumental music.

      Dan felt a slight twitch in his jeans, nothing more—except his eyes started roaming over his wives’ curves a little more emphatically.

      Jorbin Ateel beckoned to Dan, his jovial, high-pitched voice magnified over the loudspeakers, and asked him to say a few words.

      Dan stepped forward and joined Jorbin at the battlements, aware that his image now filled the jumbotrons. “Thanks for coming, everybody,” Dan said. “Enjoy the party.”

      For a second, he searched for something else to say, but then he realized that he’d already covered everything. His speech was so short that it had already concluded. So instead of saying more, he simply smiled and waved.

      The massive crowd roared in appreciation, proving a fact that was true in both of Dan’s worlds: everyone loves a short speech.

      Illandria snapped her fingers, and the attendees gasped with delight. Before them had appeared long tables laden in gourmet food and fine wine.

      Jorbin led a toast to Dan and Lily, who kissed as the throng cheered afresh. Then the smiling gnome said, “Dig in!” and the feast began.

      After the feast, Illandria transported the wedding party from the balcony to a grassy slope overlooking the festivities. The air was unseasonably warm and filled with music and laughter. A soft breeze passed, carrying the good smells of food and flowers.

      Tables of wine and food bordered a large dance stage, which the wedding party invaded happily. Instead of dancing, however, Dan’s wives surrounded him with looks of playful excitement on their faces.

      “All right,” Dan said, grinning. “What are you up to?”

      “We have a special gift for you, husband,” Holly explained, looking fit to burst.

      “Huh?” Dan said. Everything was perfect as-is. He had everything he needed or wanted.

      From where she had been hiding it behind her back, Agatha extended a gleaming piece of perfect metalwork.

      Talon’s missing blade!

      Dan had searched to no avail for the blade, which he’d lost after it had blasted through Razah and disappeared over the edge of the speeding train.

      “Where did you find it?” Dan asked, instantly elated.

      “Near Hell’s Canyon,” Agatha explained. “Illandria helped.”

      The succubus queen gave Dan a smile and a nod.

      “Outstanding,” Dan said, accepting the blade and turning it in the afternoon sunlight so that the one true forge gleamed brilliantly. Overjoyed, he clicked the missing blade back into Talon’s pommel. “Thank you.”

      “I never could have done it without Illandria’s help,” Agatha said, beaming with pride. “And the help of Mother and my sisters.”

      Dan had noticed Agatha’s family in attendance—and was happy to see them finally treating Agatha with respect. He still couldn’t like Agatha’s mother or sisters, but Agatha was happy, and that was good enough for Dan.

      But something the pink-skinned beauty had said made no sense. “How did they help you?” he asked. “This sword is your one true forge.”

      “Oh,” Agatha said. “Yes, but—” and she hesitated, apparently struggling with how, exactly, to explain whatever she had to say to Dan.

      “What is it?” he asked.

      “It’s true that I made the blade,” Agatha said, “but—”

      “Her family and I helped with the enchantment,” Illandria said.

      “Enchantment?” Dan said. “What enchant—”

      “Guess who, jack-wad!” a deep, all-too-familiar voice boomed from Talon’s third blade.

      Agatha smiled uncomfortably. Illandria’s grin was full of mischief that only a succubus queen could muster. The other women jerked away from the bellowing blade, wide-eyed.

      “Oh, Hades,” Dan said. “Wulfgar.”

      “You’re fucking A right, it’s Wulfgar!” the sword boomed. “We’re getting the band back together!”

      Dan shook his head. “And you can all hear him?”

      His wives nodded in unison, most of them looking badly confused.

      Shit, Dan thought. Wulfgar had been a big enough pain in the ass when only Dan could hear him.

      “Oh, I’m sorry, dear,” Illandria said, but her twinkling grin made Dan suspect that she was having a good time pranking the King of the Wildervast. “When we talked, you never mentioned that others couldn’t hear Wulfgar’s voice. You only said how much you missed him.”

      “Haaaaaaaa!” Wulfgar roared triumphantly. “You missed me, huh, you old softie! I never knew you were such a sensitive guy. What a fucking pansy!”

      Reflexively, Dan reached for his hip—and frowned.

      “No sheathe this time, butt weevil!” Wulfgar laughed. “Good luck finding one to fit a three-bladed sword. Now pipe down while ol’ Wulfgar charms these ladies with his savage wit.”

      “That’s enough out of you,” Dan said, unclasping his cloak.

      “Hey,” Wulfgar said. “Don’t do it, you dirty buddy fucker!”

      Dan wrapped his cloak around Talon, muffling Wulfgar’s profane objections. Then Dan folded back one corner of the cloak and whispered into the bundle, “Chill dude, or I’ll have Illandria relocate your spirit to a toilet in the men’s barracks.”

      “You wouldn’t!” Wulfgar bellowed.

      “Oh yes, I would,” Dan said, and closed the flap, muting the ranting blade.

      “Husband,” Holly said, her purple eyes sparkling with happiness. “A few good friends wanted to see you briefly.”

      “Friends?” Dan said. “What friends?”

      Holly shrugged slyly and showed him her mischievous smile. “Don’t spoil the fun,” she said, and pointed to a meadow barely visible through a thin copse of trees. “They’ve traveled a long way to see you. Let their identities be a surprise.”

      Friends from far away? Who could it be? Dan was stumped but didn’t waste much time wondering. He was happy. And friends were always welcome.

      Meanwhile, his wives took over the dance floor, grinning and gyrating.

      “I’ll be back,” Dan told them. “I have to say hello to a few old friends.”

      Lily, stealthy as ever, appeared at his side, pulled his head down, and nipped his ear. “Hurry back, husband,” Lily said, and gave his crotch a squeeze. “I’m not much for dancing, but I’m ready to wrestle.”

      Dan kissed her again then set off across the meadow, grinning with curiosity.

      Then, passing through the trees, he almost collided with a small table, at which two friends he had never expected to see again were playing a game of chess.

      One player was kicking the other’s ass.

      Again.

      “You ungrateful, flea-bitten capuchin!” the old man in the colorful poncho squawked, shaking the shaggy head of crazy white hair that marked him as a wizard. “After all I’ve done for you, you’re going to fork me like that?”

      With a wild gleam in his oil drop eyes, the charcoal-furred monkey squealed with triumph, lifting his skinny arms in the air and pumping his tiny monkey fist overhead. Then he took a long chug off a bottle of yellow liquid, wiped a furry forearm across his salt-and-pepper muzzle, and peeled his lips back in an eager smile of bright white teeth.

      “Losing again, Zeke?” Dan said.

      The old wizard jerked in his seat, clearly surprised. His mouth curdled as if he’d taken a shot of rancid oil.

      Dan was happy to see, however, that his old friend had recovered miraculously from the last time he’d seen him.

      “This fucking monkey has no shame,” Zeke said, shaking his head. “No sense of decency or loyalty.”

      Squealing with glee, Zuggy shot to his feet and started rocking his hips side to side. Extending his long, skinny arms, he swung them rapidly back and forth, from the back of his body to the front on each side, over and over.

      Zeke growled with irritation. “And now that confounded dance!”

      That’s when Dan noticed that one of the monkey’s fists held a small toy, which flopped around indignantly as he danced.

      It was a little figurine. Something about it drew Dan’s attention.

      Zeke grinned crazily. “Recognize her?”

      Dan narrowed his eyes, staring at the figurine. “Hey,” he said, taking in the emaciated body and hateful red eyes, “is that—”

      “Griselda,” Zeke said, eyes shining with amusement.

      “Why does Zuggy have a Griselda toy?”

      The old wizard showed Dan a crazy smile. “Not a toy,” he said. “That ugly little key fob is none other than Griselda herself, frozen for eternity by the Gamemasters on the Plane of Stakes.”

      Zuggy squealed laughter and thrust out his hand so Dan could see the figurine.

      Dan crouched down, examining the horrid face. It certainly looked like the necromantic bitch. “No shit?”

      “No shit,” Zeke affirmed. “We’d been fighting her for decades—don’t look at me that way, kid; you of all people should know that time is a fickle thing—but the Gamemasters finally stepped in and mediated, pitting lich versus monkey in a chessboard deathmatch for all the bananas.” Zeke chuckled. “Well, this should go without saying, but never challenge a monkey where bananas are at stake.”

      “Wait a second,” Dan said, remembering how Zuggy had saved them against the cloud giant during Campus Quest. “Isn’t it a little weird that Zuggy solved two huge problems by playing chess?”

      “Son,” Zeke said, and for a second, he looked almost sane, perhaps even wise, “there are two types of people in the multiverse. The first type can disregard the improbable and have fun.”

      Dan nodded, waiting. When Zeke failed to elaborate, Dan said, “What about the other type?”

      “Huh?”

      “You said there are two types of people. The first type knows how to have fun, even if something seems farfetched. What’s the other type?”

      “Oh yeah, the other type,” Zeke cackled. “They’re called assholes!”

      A short while later, Dan followed Zeke’s directions toward his final mystery guest. He walked uphill, crossing the meadow toward a large hot tub, the occupants of which were obscured by steam.

      As Dan walked, he glanced over his shoulder. Over the thin hedgerow, he could see the dance floor, dominated by his beautiful wives.

      Yup, best day ever.

      Whoever this final friend was, Dan would make it quick. His whole world was out on that dance floor, waiting for him.

      Then he reached the hot tub and could see through the steam.

      “Willis!” Dan shouted with surprise.

      Dan’s former roommate and old-school TM was kicked back in a bubbling hot tub, smoking a cigar and grinning like a fiend, each of his skinny gnome arms thrown over the shoulders of a beautiful red elf. “Yeah, boyeeeee!” Willis squeaked. “Dan the man! Congratulations, dude!”

      Dan roared laughter. “How the Hades did you get here?”

      Willis shrugged. “I was playing Dullards & Drudgery, and everything just kind of stopped, and then the hottest woman I’ve ever seen walked into the kitchen.”

      “Did she have blue skin?” Dan asked. “Horns, bat wings?”

      Willis nodded. “You know her, then.”

      “You could say that,” Dan said.

      Willis rose from the hot tub, displaying a physique built on ramen and pizza and honed by countless hours of playing tabletop RPGs. Luckily, he at least wore a pair of baggy boardshorts.

      The red elf girls grabbed Willis’s legs, begging him to climb back in the hot tub.

      Willis pushed their hands gently away, chomping his cigar. “I’ll be back, ladies,” he said. “There’s plenty of Willis to go around. But I have to catch up with my boy first. Stay here.”

      The red elves promised to wait for him.

      Willis wrapped a towel around himself, tugging it up under his armpits and twisting it closed over his flat chest. “All right,” he said, shaking Dan’s hand. “You, my friend, have some explaining to do.”

      They walked.

      Dan did his best to explain everything that had happened since he’d left their apartment in this world’s version of State College. It took a while. Ultimately—and this came as a surprise—telling the story to his old roomie was cathartic.

      In true Willis style, Dan’s friend listened without interruption, then whistled. “Fuck, dude. You’ve been through the ringer. But you did it. You kicked a shit-ton of ass and look what it got you.” Willis gestured with one skinny arm, indicating everything, not only the panoramic sweep of Freedom Valley but also the fortress, the guests, and the Wildervast beyond.

      Dan nodded. When he had walked with Illandria in that world beyond time, she had offered to reconstruct his reality. He could cherry pick what he wanted, she had explained, and discard the rest. But he had refused. He wanted the life he’d built. The good, the bad, everything.

      “You remember when we first played an RPG?” Dan asked. “I had never played before. You introduced me to T&T.”

      He didn’t know if Willis would understand—in this world, his friend seemed to be obsessed with D&D, not T&T—but Willis nodded, grinning.

      “I asked you a question,” Dan said.

      “You asked a lot of questions, dude.”

      “But I asked a stupid question,” Dan clarified. “You said it was the same, stupid question everyone asked when you tried to teach them how to play.”

      “Oh,” Willis said, getting it. “You asked, ‘How do you win?’”

      Dan smiled and nodded. “Yeah, that’s it. And you said—”

      “T&T isn’t that kind of game,” Willis interrupted. “It’s not like monopoly or chess. There is no end. It goes on and on. So the point is playing, not winning. In fact, you can’t win.”

      Dan panned his gaze over the scene, taking in the valley, the fortress, and the guests before focusing in on the blissful scene of his dozen wives dancing happily together down on the main terrace. “You were wrong, dude,” Dan said. “I had to fight hard, kill a lot of assholes, and meet the right women, but I did it. I won.”
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        * * *

      

      Thank you for reading Dan the Warlord!

      

      I hope you had fun with this series. As a writer, I have two goals: write fun and write fast. More than anything, I want to entertain people who enjoy the same crazy stuff I love.

      

      I will probably return to Dan’s world and tell more stories. Meanwhile, I’m working on a new series that I think you’re going to dig. Want to be the first to hear about the new series, see cover art, and know when the next adventure is available? Join my list!

      

      If you enjoyed this book, please consider leaving a review on Amazon. I know my stories aren’t for everyone, but by sharing your opinion, you’ll help the right readers find this book. Thanks so much for your time and help—and a huge thanks to everyone who reviewed the first three books.

      

      Check out the Harem Lit Facebook group, where I enjoy talking books with other fans of the genre. Come join the discussion.

      

      I also hang out at the Harem Gamelit Facebook group and would love to interact with you there. Come on over and say hello.

      

      Thanks again for joining Dan on his crazy ride. Writing this series has been a blast, and your response has been truly humbling and amazing. Of all the glorious savages in the world, you’re the most glorious of all!

      

      Your friend,

      Hondo
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