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CHAPTER I

 
Most people would take a gray cloud cover that spanned from horizon to horizon as a bad omen, especially if they were on their way into dangerous territory.
Victor Wolfe, however, took it as a great sign.
Good things seemed to happen to him when rain was coming. The distant thunder that had awoken him an hour ago at his small campsite felt like a great way to start off the day. He’d been tempted to lay around for a while longer in his tent and enjoy the atmosphere after he’d poked his head out and found a cool breeze whispering through the small woodland he’d found to bed down in last night.
But he was so close to the Hinterlands that he’d instead packed up his gear, ate a small and quick breakfast, and hit the road once more.
The land ahead of him rose up into a gentle hill that extended so far to the east and west that it almost looked like a horizon. Victor had never been this far north before, despite his fairly consistent interest in the Hinterlands, but he knew that there was some contention over whether or not the hill was natural.
In either case, it was a good demarcation line.
Because not far beyond it lay the Hinterlands themselves, and on and on that went for miles and miles until finally they ran out somewhere in the frozen north.
Lots of stories about what lay deeper into the Hinter, but always secondhand.
It was one of those ‘people who go here tend not to come back’ kind of places.
But Victor felt good about his odds, both of survival, and the real reason he was here. Because he didn’t intend to go all that deep into the wilderness.
He looked behind him as he walked up the hill. The path, ahead and behind, was surprisingly bare. He thought more people would be coming and going from Hearth Haven, or at least coming, but in a way, this was what he’d been hoping for. The Hinterlands covered a massive swath of land and there were a lot of ways into it. He had chosen this particular settlement because it was in a quiet, out of the way region.
A lot of people went to these lands for a lot of different reasons.
Fame. Fortune. Glory. Battle.
Victor had something a bit different in mind.
Something that he intended to keep to himself.
At last, he crested the hill and for a moment, his breath caught. He had seen drawings and paintings of the Hinterlands as seen from standing atop this hill. He’d heard it described to him by a dozen different adventurers. Read books about it. But not once had he actually seen it with his own eyes, and none of it had prepared him for the true grandeur of it. Like the hill he’d been staring at for the past hour, slowly approaching it, the Hinter stretched as far as the eye could see in either direction, only it was far more beautiful.
Technically speaking, it was just a massive forest. But even from here, it seemed like so much more than that. It was a huge, intricate marvel of trees and plants and, though they were rare, structures. People did try to build things in the forest, and sometimes they succeeded, but from what Victor had heard, it rarely lasted.
That wasn’t why he was here though. As he finished taking in the view, settled his sights on the small settlement that sat at the edge of the forest, and started heading for it, Victor began mentally reviewing the things he needed to do in the township.
His dagger was just about ruined at this point. He could probably sell it for scrap.
His sword needed a serious sharpening, which he could do once he replaced his whetstone. (He still had no idea where that had ended up but it was long gone by now.)
He needed a mending kit to fix his traveling clothes, both sets of them.
And finally there was his bow that he’d broken yesterday.
Plus, he probably should be replacing the leather armor he’d been using with something a bit sturdier.
That was another reason why he was in such a good mood: his run of bad luck. Victor had been adventuring across his land for almost a decade now, and he’d learned that there were certain patterns to life. Or, at least, his life.
And one of the more prominent patterns was that runs of bad luck were followed by runs of good luck. And he’d been grateful to get his bad luck out of the way now, before heading into the Hinterlands and having this particular adventure.
There had certainly been a string of it on the way here. And there tended to be a correlation between amount.
Given how much he’d had, Victor was feeling good about his odds.
He passed by a few travelers and a merchant in a horse-drawn cart on the way into town and got a feel for the place as he walked through it. It was about what he’d expected when he’d viewed it from a distance: a small, simple place. Maybe a hundred, a hundred and fifty people. Hunters, traders, innkeepers and bakers and guards. Just like most of the other villages and towns he’d passed through during his travels.
As he located the blacksmith, Victor felt several eyes on him and noticed a few people were giving him the stare. The one that said ‘oh you poor bastard’. He’d gotten that stare before, as he imagined a lot of adventurers and bounty hunters and warriors and mercenaries who came through this town and headed into the dangerous north did as well. In his case, he got those looks when he was off to investigate some particularly dangerous castle or catacomb.
Which he took as a decent sign. It meant that the locals didn’t venture into the area all that often themselves, and that there’d be more for him.
Also, fewer people around to have to hide his real goals from.
The interior of the blacksmith was dim and a bit smoky. He could hear the sound that was most associated with blacksmiths coming from a room beyond the main entryway: someone banging away at something metal. He walked up to the front counter and found a stone that had been set there for attention getting.
Picking it up, he banged on the counter a few times and waited.
The noises from the back stopped and a moment later, a large, bald man covered in soot stepped out. “Welcome to Boot’s Blacksmith,” he said. Already he was appraising Victor, no doubt sizing him up for just how successful of an adventurer he was. “What can I do for you?”
“I need a sturdy dagger, a whetstone, and, if you have any, a new bow,” Victor replied.
“You’ve come to the right place then. Wait right here,” he said, and headed into the back again. Victor looked around at the merchandise that was on display. A few maces, a huge battle ax, a couple of broadswords, armor, both platemail and chainmail. Just the armor tempted him. He’d always been a fairly simple man when it came to fighting. He liked his sword, he liked to shoot an arrow sometimes, and he liked having a dagger for emergencies. His leather armor was good enough for now, but he knew he’d probably need to go earn some coin and upgrade to chainmail if the area was as dangerous as people made it out to be.
The shop owner returned a few moments later with the items Victor had asked for.
“I do actually have a bow, someone sold it to me coming out of the Hinter,” he said, setting the items down on the counter.
Victor spent the next few minutes inspecting them. The bow was used, but it was of a good make and in good condition. The dagger looked new and solid. And the whetstone seemed to be what he needed. They haggled for a bit and the shopkeeper tried to get him to buy a few more things, but he declined and walked out with his new gear, promising to come back when he had some coin for the chainmail.
After that, it was through the township, hitting a few other shops for things he knew he should get. It was difficult not to just rush along or skip some of them, partially because he was so eager to get into the woods, but also because he’d never been suited to town life. Even a hundred people were too many for him, and the buildings all sometimes seemed to be closing in on him. It just wasn’t the same in a forest, the trees felt freeing.
And the longer he spent in Hearth Haven, the more he felt the call of the wilderness.
After almost two hours, he ended up on the other side of town, finally locating the last shop he needed to visit: the magic shop. He was going to be lucky if he could get a single health potion given how little coin he had left after buying food, arrows, some flint and steel, a sewing kit, a few books, and some other odds and ends.
The magic shop sat near the edge of town, practically right up against the wall they had erected for protection. It looked old, likely one of the oldest buildings in the settlement, a two-story stonework structure with a puffing chimney and covered windows. Walking inside, he was immediately immersed in the unique atmosphere that all magic shops seemed to share. Dusty, dim in some places, bright in others, the smell of old books and ancient knowledge and the unique blend of all the various plants and animals (or parts of animals, really), necessary to make potions. He walked slowly down the central aisle of the store, between two shelves packed with magical objects. Jewelry here, potions there. An old stick that thrummed with strange energy.
Enchanted weapons, enchanted armor. Special stones and dangerous tomes.
The woman who was waiting for him behind the counter definitely looked like the kind of woman who would run a magic shop in a town bordering a dangerous territory. She was middle-aged, but that wasn’t immediately apparent, as a lot of her was covered in tattoos. She had blue spirals going up her right arm and green vines sporting red flowers going up her left. Flames had been done above her breasts, which were pleasantly sized and being shown off in a tight, low-cut shirt. Her skin was pale and her hair was short and blood red.
Her eyes had a faint glow to them.
“Welcome to my shop,” she said. Her voice was smoky, and a bit husky. She favored him with a smile. He wondered how obvious his instant infatuation with her was. “I’m Hazel.”
“Victor,” he replied.
“What can I do for you Victor? You heading into the Hinterlands?”
“I am, is it that obvious?”
“A lot of adventurers come through here, looking to make coin in the Hinter…” She fixed him with an intense stare, her smile becoming a little more devious. “But what are you looking for out there?”
“Why should I be looking for anything more than coin?” he replied.
Witchy women were definitely a double-edged sword for him. He was as drawn to them as he was intimidated by them. He could never quite tell if he was just easy to read, or if they were particularly apt at reading him. There were a lot of stories about witches and magical women in general, mostly bad ones, but…
The times he’d talked one into his bed, or himself into theirs, he had discovered that witches were, unerringly, amazing at sex.
Hazel seemed no different.
“People come looking for all sorts of things, for all sorts of reasons. Some of them stranger than others,” she replied.
“Is being strange so bad?” he asked.
She laughed. “Look who you’re talking to. Of course not. Coin is boring, strange is fascinating. And sometimes very fun.”
“Fun is, uh, good,” he replied. Victor cleared his throat. “I’m heading into the Hinter to have...experiences. Adventures.”
“Adventures, huh?”
“Of a sort.”
“What sort might that be?”
“Well...if I make it back here, I’ll let you know.”
“Hmm.” She continued staring at him for a moment, then something in her seemed to shift. When she spoke again she was less flirty and more business. “So, what kind of magical items do you think might help you out there?”
“I just need a health potion,” he replied.
“Really? No rings of protection or amulets of power? There’s a lot of dangerous things out there,” she said, growing more serious.
“I’m afraid that when it comes to adventuring, I’m a bit boring.” He reconsidered that. “When it comes to traditional adventuring.”
“What about nontraditional adventuring?” she asked, some of her previous deviousness returning.
“I, you know, keep an open mind.”
“I see.” She reached down beneath the counter and her hand came back up with a glass vial. “All right then. One health potion. Thirty gold.” She set it on the counter between them. It was made well. Victor had gotten so that he could tell by the color and quality of the glow. It wasn’t so rare to find knockoffs or watered-down potions or outright wrong mixes, done either intentionally or accidentally. But Hazel knew her stuff.
“Damn,” he muttered, feeling real irritation as he grabbed his coinpouch. “I’ve been shopping today and all I’ve got left are twenty two gold.” He set it down and emptied it onto the counter. Hazel quickly countered through it.
“Hmm, twenty two. I don’t suppose you’ve got anything else?” she asked, leaning forward onto the counter a little more.
It was very hard not to look down her shirt.
“Nothing I’d like to part with, unfortunately,” he replied.
“I see...how about a kiss?” she asked.
“I would gladly give you one of those.”
Victor felt a flush of excitement go running through his body as he leaned forward, this time taking a look down her low-cut shirt at her full, pale breasts. She met him halfway and their lips came together. Hazel let out a quiet sound of pleasure, something that was just shy of being a moan, and tilted her head a little to deepen the kiss after a few seconds. He felt his heart flutter in further excitement as she slipped her tongue smoothly into his mouth. Moving his own forwardly eagerly, they met and began twisting together.
She tasted wonderful, like honey, but a bit sweeter.
He wanted more in that moment, much, much more.
He had met women like Hazel before and knew there was a good chance she was in that irritating predicament magical women tended to find themselves in: too many people were scared of her. Scared enough not to fuck with her...but also too scared to fuck her. They were worried she would do something dangerous or even deadly to them, using sex as a trap. But so far, out of the dozen or so witches that Victor had enjoyed a roll in the hay with, not one of them had been after anything but fun, good, carefree sex.
Consequently, he was extremely tempted to delay his journey for maybe just a few hours more…
Hazel laughed softly as she broke the kiss. “No, no, young man,” she murmured, straightening back up and adjusting her shirt. “Not today, I’m afraid. As fun as it would be to take you upstairs and ride you, it’s a very busy day for me.”
“But another day?” he asked.
“I’m not so busy on other days,” she replied, favoring him with a sultry smirk.
“Then I will definitely be back.”
“Good. I’ll be waiting.”
He collected his health potion, secured it, and began heading for the door.
“One more thing,” Hazel said.
“Yeah?” he replied, glancing back over his shoulder.
“Watch out for girls with horns out there.”
“Are they particularly dangerous?”
“No, not unless you’re evil or stupid. Watch out for them because...they really know how to have a good time. For the right person.”
“You think I’m the right person?”
“Definitely...and keep an eye out for girls with tails, too.”
“I most certainly will. See you again, Hazel.”
“See you again, Victor.”
He walked out of her shop and back into the gray light of day, and as he headed for the town’s edge, he again found himself wondering if he was just that transparent, or if witches had some special ability to see desires and motivations.
Because Hazel had absolutely figured out what he was on his way into the Hinterlands to do…
Bang monster girls.




CHAPTER II

 
The gloomy gray skies persisted as Victor walked slowly into the Hinter.
With that kiss, (Hazel was a very good kisser), he felt like his luck was not just turning around, but now headed firmly into the positive territory again.
Although now he had an uncomfortable level of arousal to deal with and no real release.
So, for the moment, he focused on his surroundings. The path from Hearth Haven to the Hinterlands was a direct one, clear as day from the point where it began at the city limits, right up to the part where it disappeared into the tangle of trees and vegetation that sat a short walk away. As he drew closer, the spectacle of the immense forest seemed somehow more impressive. Most of the trees reached higher than any of the buildings in the town he’d just passed through, and there was a great variety of them.
As he made his final approach on the treeline, he checked over his weaponry to make sure it could be accessed in an instant. His sword was good, dagger was easy to draw, and the bow and arrows felt good where they were.
Victor had stayed alive for as long as he had for several reasons, but quick reflexes certainly were closer to the top of the list.
And then he was there, right at the threshold.
Pausing, Victor took a look around. There was life ahead of him in the forest, he could sure hear enough of it: bird calls, insects humming and buzzing, something let out a roar deeper in and something else bleated in response. He couldn’t see any of it at present, though. He wondered how many of the animals and dangerous monsters roaming the woods had learned to stay away from the boundary this close to the settlement.
No people, either, but he figured that would probably change soon enough. There was enough evidence of people coming and going along this route, and recently too. Somewhere in the far distance, thunder echoed. Victor glanced up, then around. Rain still seemed a ways off, but he was almost certain it was coming.
Looking up at the trees, it occurred to him that he’d been wanting to do this for a very long time. Years.
“No time like the present,” he muttered, and walked in.
A strange sensation began as he walked the path through the trees. Forests, let alone this one in particular, were dangerous places. Anything could be hiding out there. Thieves, werewolves, giant spiders, even just bears could kill an unwary adventurer. His senses heightened in response to this knowledge, but mixed in was a feeling of relief. He had left his ‘home’ over a decade ago and had been wandering ever since.
Sometimes he lived in towns, sometimes he traveled with merchants, sometimes he lived in mercenary camps. They all had their ups and downs, but he never really felt as comfortable as when he was among the trees. Even wandering the open fields wasn’t the same. He’d felt that way for as long as he could remember.
He knew at least some of the reason for that, as miserable at it was, but he was grateful for it. He’d acquired enough skills and knowledge to live his life how he saw fit. It left him with more scars than the average person, but so far the pain had been more than worth everything else that came from leading the life of a wandering adventurer.
As he headed deeper into the Hinter, for now sticking to the main path while keeping an eye out for smaller branching ones that might be interesting, he thought about his true motivations for being here.
Monster girls.
In a world where humans lived and worked alongside elves and the varied kin, the lizard-like gekon, the goat-like faun, the fox-like vix, or the cat-like corat, friendship and even romance wasn’t exactly uncommon between the various races. In his twelve years of wandering the world, Victor had seen pretty much every permutation of couples between the races, even if for the most part they tended to settle down with their own. Certainly there were some towns that were all humans or all elves or all gekon, and they liked to keep it that way, but those were fewer and farther between than he initially believed them to be.
It was just that he was unlucky enough to grow up in a town pretty much exclusively populated with humans. And not particularly kind humans, at that.
But even in the beginning, when it started occurring to him that women were attractive in a very specific kind of way, Victor found himself fantasizing more about non-humans that he saw pass through town every now and then more than his fellow humans. A lot more. Enough that it was a not-insignificant reason why he’d made the decision to just get the fuck out of his home village even if it was crazy dangerous out in the world.
The more time he spent out there, the more interesting women he’d encountered. Usually fellow adventurers, but sometimes merchants or hunters, sometimes travelers. He’d had a handful of thrilling but short-lived encounters with some of the girls in his village, and a few attractive maidens he’d come across in his first few years of adventuring, and then…
He’d met Sadie.
She had been a savagely beautiful faun who was a decade older than he was, had a vicious sword arm, and had been adventuring for a lot longer than he had. They had met at the base of a mountain on the other side of the continent, both of them going after the same bounty: a particularly vicious bear that was mauling people from the nearby small village. Even though he’d been doing dangerous things for two years at that point, Victor knew now that he was still pretty green. If he hadn’t been entranced by her, he probably would’ve fought her for the bounty when she insisted it was hers. He was very glad he hadn’t, because she would’ve kicked his ass.
They’d both been stubborn enough that they’d ultimately agreed to work together and somewhere in that little journey, for a reason he’d never really been able to guess at, she’d become attracted enough to him that they had spent the night together in her tent and fucked like he’d never fucked before. It had been rough and intense, lasting over half the night, and he’d been sore from the workout for a few days afterward.
She had been his first non-human sexual interaction and had blown away all his fantasies and hopes and dreams about such an encounter.
After that, he’d started looking for more non-human partners, and he’d often found them in the form of adventuresses who enjoyed sexual exploration as much as they enjoyed exploring old ruins or caves.
But it wasn’t until several weeks ago that he’d finally experienced sex with what most people would call a ‘monster’.
And it had been absolutely incredible.
Victor paused as he heard something familiar: voices. He honed in on their location. It sounded like a few people arguing. Not particularly angrily, but they sounded stressed. They were coming from his right and up ahead he saw a smaller path branching off from the main one. He took it, moving carefully and listening as he drew closer, trying to get a feel for what they were arguing about. He heard a few distinct voices.
“...need more people, it’s too dangerous.”
“We can handle this, and more people just means less gold.”
“Gold you can’t spend if you’re dead, Edwin.”
“We’re not going to die, there’s three of us and-wait, I hear something.”
They all fell silent as Victor approached, making sure he didn’t sneak up on them.
“Who’s there?” one of them called.
“I’m an adventurer. My name’s Victor. I mean no harm,” Victor replied. He stepped off the path and into a small clearing a trio of people were standing in. Two human men and a gekon woman outfitted in matching chainmail armor studied him closely. He was basically gambling here, but he’d gotten a lot of jobs this way. They were clearly in a mercenary or adventurer company of some kind, which meant they’d be more reluctant to work with someone from outside the company. There were rules about that, but the type of person to join such a company also tended to be the type of person who bent the occasional rule for the sake of convenience.
“What do you want?” the gekon woman asked. Her tone was reasonable enough, even if her stance was slightly defensive.
“I could use some coin and I’m a good fighter,” Victor replied. “I overheard some of your discussion.”
“It’d be better than going all the way back, and temporary conscription in the field isn’t forbidden,” one of the men said after a moment.
“Will this shut you up, Nyra?” the other, who had to be Edwin, asked.
Nyra, the gekon woman, sighed. “Yes, fine.”
“What’s the job, exactly?” Victor asked.
“Some giant ticks have drained a few hunters. Hearth Haven wants the nest found and destroyed, and all the ticks with it,” Nyra explained. “We’ve found the nest. It’s in a cave near here...you think you can handle that?”
“I can handle it,” Victor replied.
She pursed her lips, scrutinizing him, then finally gave a small nod. “Very well then. Payout is a hundred gold.”
“He’s not in the company,” Edwin said.
“He’s helping us, it’s only fair,” Nyra replied.
“He’s not in the company, it’s not the standard.”
Nyra began to respond but Victor held up a hand. “What do you propose then?”
“Fifty coin payout.”
“How about seventy? I’m guessing it’s a hundred coin a head, so you each get an extra ten.”
Nyra and the other guy looked at Edwin, who finally sighed. “Fine then. Just make sure you can walk the walk. Come on.”
He set off, the other guy following after him, into the woods. Victor and Nyra fell in step behind them. “Thank you, for offering to help, and take a smaller cut,” she said.
“It’s fine. I hate ticks, and I like helping people,” Victor replied.
“I feel the same way...I’m Nyra. The one in charge is Edwin, and the other man is William. We’re from the Redwood Company. Our camp is about two thirds of a mile east of here.”
“He doesn’t need our fucking life story,” Edwin growled.
“Piss off,” Nyra snapped.
“We’re getting close,” William said. “We should be quiet.”
“Yes, we should,” Edwin agreed.
Nyra sighed in frustration but otherwise remained silent. Victor sympathized with her. He was willing to bet most of the Redwood Company was human, and when a group of people got together like this, it felt like, inevitably, they’d start fucking with whoever wasn’t human. He’d been on the receiving end of it himself, when he joined up with a group of adventurers or mercenaries who were mostly one group that wasn’t human.
It felt like everyone had grievances or bitterness or just plain hatred for something they’d seen or done or had done to them in the past. Just some people were better about keeping it from spilling out of themselves than others.
As they approached, he caught her eye and offered her a smile. She tentatively gave one back, and he noticed her gaze lingered a bit.
There was definitely some mutual attraction there.
But there was no time for that right now.
The cave was ahead of them.
The four warriors stepped up to the opening. The stench of death wafted out and Victor thought he heard some kind of movement deeper in. There were a few random things scattered about the area: shredded articles of clothing, a rusty dagger, a few mugs and some silverware. It was the nest for something at least.
“We all ready?” Edwin asked.
Each of them confirmed that they were ready to enter the cave, drawing their weapons. They all had blades out and ready, but as they walked inside, he saw Nyra cast a spell of light, creating a ball of white illumination that hovered overhead, near the cave’s roof. It gave them a good ten foot view as they walked into the cave and left the gray sunlight behind.
Victor had been piecing together an idea of how they might fare as they’d moved through the forest and now made their way deeper into the earth. Edwin and William seemed decently competent, William more than Edwin. Their stances and movements suggested experience, though Edwin seemed more partial to bravado than actual skill. Victor had met enough adventurers and mercenaries with that attitude, and had seen a fair number of them meet their doom as they often bit off more than they could chew, and you couldn’t save everyone.
And in some of those cases, they’d done such a shit job making friends or even instilling any kind of sense of compassion that no one actually wanted to save them.
Victor usually at least tried.
Usually.
Some of them were just pieces of shit and the world was better without them.
Nyra, on the other hand, looked like she knew what she was doing. She moved with a fluid grace and a stoic confidence. She was alert without being anxious, and her stance, the way she held her blade, all of it spoke of experience, a lot of it.
She was the kind of person he wanted to have at his back.
And in his bedroll. In the pale magical light, she looked even more alluring. She seemed to sense his eyes on her as they moved deeper into the cave and flicked her gaze briefly to him. He caught her eyes for just a second, smiling, and then refocused.
Just before he looked away, he saw a little smile touch the corners of her mouth.
Maybe, when this was over and they’d cashed in this job…
But that could wait.
He adjusted his grip on his blade as he kept a lookout for signs of life. Victor had fought giant ticks before. They were horrible, hideous things, and dangerous. They were fast and eager to stick you with their teeth and drain all the blood they could. Fighting one or two of them usually wasn’t that much of a problem, even alone, if you were quick enough. But a whole nest of them? He could see why Nyra wanted backup.
“Wait,” Edwin said, stopping. Everyone stopped with him. It was as silent as a tomb in the cave. They had been following it for a ways now, stopping occasionally to check out a side passage or investigate the occasional small cavern they came to. All they found were more signs of the dead, people and animals that had been taken back here and drained dry. Mostly they found dead deer and discarded objects, but twice they’d found corpses paler than fresh fallen snow. Poor hunters or other travelers who’d been caught.
“What?” Nyra asked finally.
“Thought I heard something,” Edwin replied, and started walking again, this time more warily.
As they kept pushing farther into the cave, Victor started to hear the sounds. Shifting, movement, a strange, wet clicking noise that set him on edge.
Definitely ticks.
He reminded himself that he could handle this. He had backup that he mostly trusted to watch his back and to get the job done, and his own skills were as sharp as ever. His sword was a bit blunter than he would have liked, (he hadn’t had time to put that whetstone to use), but it would get the job done. Still though, it was a frightening environment.
They kept going though, and he didn’t hesitate, even when they found the nest.
The tunnel gave way to a large cavern and the smell of death hit them full force. The light pushed back the darkness, though not enough to show the whole thing. It revealed several corpses, animal and otherwise, scattered along the rocky ground.
Nyra cast the spell again, with more power this time, and now the shadows vanished, the whole cave revealed to them.
The giant ticks waited for them along the edges of the hollow, a dozen of them, giant and dark, their shiny skin twinkling in the magical light. The wet clicking increased dramatically and then the ticks came for them.
Victor responded immediately, rushing forward to meet them so that he’d have some space behind him to fall back on. Nyra was at his side, hurling a throwing dagger through the air, burying it in the monstrous face of one of the huge insects. Victor dashed forward the last few paces, drawing back his blade, and then plunged it into the nearest giant tick. It punched right through one of its large, dark eyes, a gush of strange red-black blood bursting out. It shrieked for a brief moment before stiffening up and then twitching violently as he ripped the blade back out.
Falling back a step as another tick leaped at him, Victor pivoted towards it and chopped down sharply. His blade was still sharp enough to take its head off cleanly, much more of the blood splashing across the cavern floor.
He could hear the others fighting on the other side, hacking away at the huge insects. He saw Nyra cleave her own blade into one of the ticks and then let go of her sword with one hand as another tick came for her. She gestured sharply at it, palm flat, while grunting fiercely, and a solid ball of fire launched, hitting the thing in the face and sending it scurrying away, shrieking awfully as it tried to put out the fire.
They worked briskly and efficiently as the rest of the ticks came at them, trying to kill them. He and Nyra fell into step with each other with ease. From experience, Victor knew that sometimes it was just like that: you found someone who you could read on an almost subconscious level. Fighting against a common foe with someone like that was an experience all its own. They watched each other’s blind spots, attacked at the same time, or one after the other, driving the ticks back until they landed the killing blow and eliminating them.
In the end, the four of them stood in the cavern, breathing heavily, blood and bodies everywhere. Waiting to see if anything else was going to come at them, if any of the ticks had survived or if something else had been drawn in by the fighting.
When it became evident that they were alone, each of them drew their daggers and got to chopping off antenna for evidence of their kills.




CHAPTER III

 
An hour later, Victor was seventy coins richer and walking back into the Hinter with Nyra after parting ways with Edwin and William, who seemed happy enough to head back to the mercenary encampment on their own.
“What brings you to the Hinterlands?” she asked as they walked slowly along the main path.
“Oh, you know, same thing as everyone else, I guess,” he replied.
“Coin?”
“Adventure.”
“Ah, so not quite the same thing as most others. Most of the people I’ve encountered here are all after gold and nothing more. Some of them are hunters and want the thrill of killing something big and dangerous.”
“What are you here for?” he asked.
“Coin, but not just for myself,” she replied. “I came out here to earn enough coin to help my family. I grew up in a little fishing village to the southeast, about a week’s travel from here. My mother and my sister live there.”
“That’s a nice thing to do.”
“Yeah...I feel a little obligated. I walked away a few years ago, tired of small-village life after hunting and fishing for so long. It’s all my family wanted to do. I wanted more. Plus, my dad was pretty absent from our lives. It...worked. Sort of. And then I come home to find that he skipped out on us and left a sizable gambling debt in my mother’s name. I tried to help deal with it and we got it taken care of but it basically left them impoverished and I wasn’t going to have that...what about you? Any family to speak of?” she asked, glancing at him.
“No. I...we didn’t get along. Just me,” he replied.
“Oh. I’m sorry to hear that.” She paused, then he felt her brush the back of his leg with her tail. Something that could easily be shrugged off as a casual accident, even though he could tell from her small smile that it wasn’t. “Anyone else in your life right now?”
“Nope, no one else,” he replied.
“Hmm.” She slowed and then stopped at a side path farther into the forest than the initial one he’d taken when he’d first heard them. “I was going to leave today. That coin was the last that I really needed, but...the right man could convince me to delay for another day...and another night,” she said, not quite looking at him now.
“What would it take to convince you?” Victor asked.
She toyed with her belt. “All he’d have to do is ask.”
“I see…” He considered it, briefly. She was pretty much opening the front door for him. All he had to do was step in. He looked at her as she kept fiddling with her belt, that same small smile on her face.
Nyra was very attractive in a rugged, stark kind of way. She was almost as tall as he was and made of lean, firm muscle. Her green-scaled skin looked smooth and beautiful, and her hips were pleasantly pronounced for someone so slim.
He really wanted to see her naked, hear her crying out in ecstasy, get inside of her…
“Would you stay for a night, with me?” he asked.
“Yes,” she said, looking up at him, meeting his eyes now. “I will.”
He smiled at her. “Thank you.”
She looked briefly like she was considering what to say, her smile becoming a little awkward, and then she just nodded. Clearing her throat, she started walking down the side path. “My camp is this way.”
“I thought you said the mercenary camp was farther on,” Victor replied, following.
“It is. I decided not to stay there with them. I made my own camp.”
“Truly? That’s brave in a place like this.”
“I know a few tricks to keep the beasts at bay while I sleep, and I’m a light sleeper as it is. And it was better than...well, you saw how Edwin was. He isn’t the only one.”
“Is there a reason or is it as obvious at it seems?”
She sighed. “It’s as obvious as it seems. Redwood is almost exclusively a human company. I went to them because they came highly recommended for making fast coin and they’re fairly embedded in the area. I only got in after I beat one of their more senior members in hand-to-hand combat, agreed to take a pay cut and to only be here for a month.”
“Oh, wow. That’s…”
“Yes. Miserable. But it’s over now. My month is up today. I’ve got the coin I wanted. After I enjoy some time with you, I’m going home.”
“Sure you won’t be bored?” he asked.
She seemed to consider it for a moment as they walked through the trees. “Probably sometimes,” Nyra admitted. “But mostly? I’ve had fun. I was gone for two years. I wandered all over the place. Fought monsters and people, sometimes monstrous people, got to see absolutely amazing places, plunder old ruins, killed a few demons, managed to be part of an expedition into the Hinter far to the west of here to recover a lost medallion of great power. Met a lot of interesting people. And as fun and exhilarating as everything was...I miss my home. I miss my family. I miss waking up to the sound of the ocean, hunting in the wooded hills just outside town, seeing the familiar landmarks and faces. Walking the familiar paths…”
She smiled, this one of a different sort. “There’s a place I found, up on the side of a hill. A little secluded grove. At its edge, you can see most of the village and so much of the ocean and the shoreline. I used to go up there and just sit and look, seeing ships come and go, people walking along the docks, or just the waves and the birds wheeling overhead. Sometimes I’d lay in the sun and read for hours when I needed to just be alone.”
“That sounds really nice,” Victor replied.
She brushed his leg again with her tail. “I don’t tell that to almost anyone out here,” she murmured.
“Why not?”
“That’s not a thing Nyra the Adventuress shares. I guess partially because it’s a private thing, but also because, I feel like a lot of adventurers and mercenaries and bounty hunters wouldn’t understand. Or, more likely, maybe they would but wouldn’t like to admit it.”
“Why did you feel like you could tell me that?” he asked.
“I’m not sure, I just...trust you. That’s rare. And I’m lonely. And intimacy, even the temporary kind, really helps with that loneliness.”
“I understand that loneliness,” Victor replied. He offered her his hand. She looked at it for a second, then took it, her smile more sweet and less seductive now.
“Thank you,” she murmured.
“You’re welcome, Nyra.”
He knew that to some people, mostly those who lived in townships and villages and were used to the slower lifestyle, the speed with which they had gone from strangers to soon-to-be lovers was insane. But they didn’t know. They didn’t know the life of a wanderer of the wilds. They didn’t know that because it was so easy to die out here, you had to take fun, pleasure, and even intimacy where you could find it.
With the help of magic, most adventurers could have fun, safe sex without worrying about catching something or pregnancy.
Well, mostly safe.
It wasn’t impossible that you might be hooking up with a crazy killer or someone who wasn’t above robbing you blind while you slept.
But you tended to develop skills helping you weed out people like that.
Or at least Victor had.
So far, his impression of Nyra was that he was dealing with an honest, competent, somewhat socially awkward adventuress who was looking for a good time.
And for a reason he could not quite parse out, he felt a connection with her. Nothing life-altering, no ‘love at first sight’, but definitely something that made even just holding her hand feel extra good. They followed the path to its end, coming to a small encampment. A leather tent was set up in front of what looked to be a small cave at the base of a hill. She’d defined the edge of the camp with logs. A campfire with a spit over it and a pair of stumps were set up not far from the entrance to the tent, which held a bedroll and a small collection of belongings.
She noticed him looking at the pair of stumps. “That was more for hope than anything else. I haven’t had any real company since coming to this place.”
“Really? No one?” he replied, honestly surprised. Usually people talked the talk when it came to claiming they weren’t attracted to someone from another race, but it was rare they all walked the walk, instead opting to try and sleep with whoever the odd one out was, just without anyone else finding out. Especially when they looked like Nyra did.
“No one,” she said.
“I’m sorry, that is lonely.” He took off his traveling pack and set it down just inside the tent, then did the same with his weapons, then faced her. “How do you want to do this?”
She looked amused. “You’re asking me?”
“Seems fair. It’s your camp, you offered, and I’ve found that the guessing game of ‘does she want me to just say nothing and take control?’ is a very thin line to walk.”
“It would be,” Nyra replied, laughing softly.
“And I didn’t get that vibe from you.”
“No, I’m more of a...I enjoy splitting control, letting it flow. And I appreciate the ask. Hmm...how about we strip down to our underclothes, lay around, get to know each other a bit more, and see what happens?” she suggested.
“That’s fine by me,” he replied.
They both studied the other as they stripped off their armor and then their clothing, moving to stand under the tent. It was getting chillier as the storm drew closer. He really liked what he saw as her clothes came off. She was in excellent shape, a woman made of lean, compact muscle, her scaly green skin marred by a few different scars. He saw two distinct notches that meant an arrowhead had punched into her skin, and several slashes.
Magic healed a lot, but sometimes it left a scar. He had a few himself, but knew that by now he’d be covered in them if magical healing didn’t have such a high success rate. Soon he was down to his shorts and she was down to her bra and underwear. They stared at each other for a bit longer, and then laid down on her bedding, facing each other. It was surprisingly comfortable, and he saw that she’d had the time and inclination to bulk it up with animal skins and plants, making it much softer and more pliable.
And comfortable for fun activities.
They stared at each other for a few moments. Her eyes were wonderfully green and she was graced with a savage kind of beauty.
“What do you want to talk about?” he asked.
“Hmm...where do you come from?” she replied.
“Nowhere significant,” he answered. “A small farming village a ways southwest of here. Plainveiw.”
“You don’t sound happy about it.”
He sighed. “Eh, you know...my parents weren’t good parents. My father was a guard, mother was a baker. I was an only child. A lot of-you know, there’s just a lot of bad memories. I left when I was seventeen. Never looked back.”
“I’m sorry.”
“It’s in the past.”
“All right. Different topic...hmm. Am I your first gekon bedded?”
He resisted the urge to laugh. “Oh, no. No, you are not.”
She smirked. “I didn’t think so. I bet you’ve had a lot of gekon women...when did you know?” she asked.
“That I’m into gekon women or that I’m into women from different races?”
“Both.”
“I’ve known that I’ve been into women from other races for a long time. Pretty much for as long as I’ve been into women. As for gekon women...there was a merchant who’d come through our town every now and then. She always had nice gemstones. Rubies, emeralds, sapphires. Mostly they were useful to the few magical people in my town, but the upper class wanted them, too. I think she liked making them barter with her. I come from a small human-only village. I...liked her. A lot. I thought about her a lot.”
“What did she look like?”
“She was kind of short, and had beautiful orange eyes, and she was very gifted in the, uh, chest area.”
She laughed. “Well I’m afraid you won’t really be getting that with me.”
“I don’t mind. You are really attractive,” he replied.
“Mmm...thank you. So are you.”
She shifted a little closer, close enough that one of her trim, fit thighs pressed against his erection, which was straining against his undershorts.
Victor reached out and laid a hand on her arm. When she didn’t try to shrug it off but instead leaned a little closer, he began moving it slowly up and down, enjoying the sensation of touching her. She shivered slightly and closed her eyes.
“It’s been a long time since I’ve been touched,” she murmured.
“How about I correct that?” he asked, shifting closer to her, his face now almost touching hers.
“You should do that,” she replied.
He kissed her. She responded with an immediate passion and a quiet moan. Victor felt lust rushing through his body as his desire for this beautiful adventuress began to overtake him. He kissed her more deeply, enjoying the unique sensation of kissing a gekon. It had been a bit since he had hooked up with one. He enjoyed her taste, her smooth lips, the unique shape of her tongue as it slipped into his mouth and began to twist and dance with his own. He pulled up her bra, freeing her firm, perky breasts, cupping one of them in hand.
“Absolutely fantastic breasts,” he murmured between kisses, and she laughed merrily.
“Good to hear,” she replied, then let out a small gasp as he ran his thumb across one nipple. They continued kissing, the passion growing between them, and as they fell into a steady rhythm of making out, he knew this was going to be a good encounter.
Sometimes it took a while to get that rhythm going, and sometimes it never quite matched up, but with good encounters, it came right away.
They were in tune with each other. He got her bra off of her and tossed it aside, then slipped his hand down into her underwear and ran a finger slowly between the taut, smooth lips of her pussy. She shuddered, then outright moaned, breaking the kiss, as his fingertip found the flat, smooth nub of her clit. She began to say something but it became lost as he started to massage it, making slow circles, keeping the pressure relatively light.
“Ohhhhh, yes,” she moaned, laying on her back and staring up at her tent with wide eyes. “Oh right there. Right...ah yes! Right there!” she groaned, muscles twitching as he pleasured her.
“You like that, hmm?” he replied, kissing the side of her neck.
She gasped and moaned and writhed. “Yes! It has been too long since I’ve been touched, but even longer than that since I’ve been touched by someone with skill. Ah! Tell-tell me about the last woman you were intimate with.”
“Really?” he asked.
“Yes, I want to hear it. I like hearing it,” she whispered, closing her eyes.
“All right then. It was a threesome.”
“Ooh.”
“Yeah. I was really lucky. I met an adventuress on my way here, a really attractive corat with bright yellow fur and a great body named Lila. Tall, like you.”
“Mmm...you like tall woman? Ah! Ohh...don’t stop…” she moaned.
“I love tall woman,” he replied.
“Good for-mmm!-me.”
“Very good for me, too.”
“Did she have big breasts?”
“She did, in fact. We did a job together and after cashing in the bounty, we hit an inn to celebrate. And there we met Iona…”
“Who was-oh Gods!” she cried as he slipped a finger inside of her just then, stimulating her even more. She shuddered violently. “Who was Iona?” Nyra managed.
“A beautiful blonde human woman who helped run the inn. Lila was flirting with her shamelessly and I couldn’t help but join in. Iona was very cute in that small village girl kind of way. She wasn’t exactly inexperienced, but she’d never been with a man and a woman at the same time, let alone two adventurers, and one of them being a sexy cat-girl.”
He switched back to rubbing her clit, going more vigorously this time.
“What did you do with her?” Nyra asked, slipping her hand into his underwear now, wrapping her fingers around his erection.
“We talked her into bringing us to a cabin her family owned out in the woods outside the village and then we fucked her all night. We blew her mind.”
Nyra started to ask another question and then lost it completely as she began to orgasm. She kissed him again as she came against his fingers, still working her sweet pussy as her sex juices leaked out of her, staining her panties.
He kissed her and continued pleasuring her through the orgasm, feeling it run wild through her lean body. When she was finished, she hastily shed the last of her clothing and then grabbed his underwear and took them off as well. She mounted him without hesitation, as eager and horny as ever. A lusty fire in her eyes, she reached down between them and gripped his rock hard cock, then guided him into her wet depths.
Both of them moaned in pure pleasure as he penetrated her, sliding smoothly into her welcoming, slick, hot pussy. Victor grabbed her firm hips as she got herself settled and she quickly began to ride him, taking him aggressively. Nyra started grunting as she grabbed his wrists and, after a moment, brought his hands up to her breasts. He groped them, enjoying the feel of her nude body, of being inside of her, of how tight and amazingly slick she was inside. Her voice, the sexual sounds she was making as they fucked.
He slid one hand back down, going lower until he got his thumb between them, found her clit, and began rubbing it.
Nyra let out a startled cry of rapture and began going even faster, her movements becoming more aggressive. Before long she was grunting, fucking herself harder with his erection.
“Oh y-yes! Right there! Right there! DON’T STOP! AH!” she cried, and degenerated into incoherent bliss as she began to enjoy a second orgasm.
Victor enjoyed it as well, being deep inside of her he felt it as her inner muscles began to contract and convulse, massaging his cock as a gush of feminine sex juices began coming out of her, making her that much hotter and wetter inside as she lost herself in the orgasm. At some point she fell against him and he hugged her tightly, then flipped them over so that he was atop of her. She let out a startled sound and then immediately cried out as he started driving into her.
“OH YES! YES! FUCK! DON’T STOP!” she begged, writhing in ecstasy as she continued coming and he kept fucking her orgasming pussy.
Victor kept at it for as long as he could manage, propping himself up on both arms and staring down at her wondrously fit, nude body, but lost it as he caught sight of himself disappearing again and again into that sweet, hot gekon pussy.
He felt his whole body respond as the orgasm kicked into existence and a huge burst of his seed blasted out of him, spraying into her. He immediately began to fill her up, his seed coming out in furious spurts, hot total bliss running through his body as he came deep inside of her. It was an intense, full-bodied orgasm that came into being on the aftershocks of her own and he felt her shift and wrap her legs around him, holding him closer to her. He gave in, laying down against her, and they embraced, kissing deeply as he climaxed within her. She held him with her arms and legs until he had finished.
And then they laid there like that for a time, not saying anything, basking in the afterglow of their shared bliss.




CHAPTER IV

 
“So, Victor...what are you really here for?”
He looked at Nyra. They were laying on the bedroll again, he on his back, her lying against him, his arm around her. She looked up at him.
It had been a good day. A relaxing day.
After sex, they had washed in a waterfall and then hunted until they found and killed a few rabbits, then had them for lunch. After that, they had spent a leisurely day at her campsite, talking to each other, telling stories, and, twice more, making love.
It had begun to rain at some point around twilight, and after they’d had that third round of vigorous sex (as awkward as she was sometimes when talking, she had no difficulty being aggressive during a roll in the hay, he was learning), they were laying there listening to the rain. It was a light rain, nothing that threatened to flood them out.
“Why do you ask it like that?” he replied, but he had figured something like this was coming.
“I’ve poked and you’ve never given a proper answer beyond something vague about what drew you here. I can tell something drew you to the Hinter, and I think you’re shy about it.” She paused. “If you are, you don’t have to tell me. I won’t insist. I’m just...curious. I know we aren’t in love and we’re parting ways after sunrise, but I have felt like we’ve connected better than most adventurers enjoying a tryst do. Unless I’m wrong about that.”
“No,” he replied, relenting, “you aren’t wrong. It’s just...most people don’t react well to the real reason I’m out here.”
“What is it? Is it...immoral?” she asked.
He laughed. “No, it isn’t. Though most people would have you believe it is.”
“Now I’m very curious.” She sat up and looked down at him, her gaze intense.
“All right, I’ll tell you. I’m here...because I want to have sex with monster girls.”
She opened her mouth, then closed it. Blinked a few times. “That isn’t what I expected to hear,” she said finally.
“What did you expect to hear?”
“Maybe something related to drugs? Or maybe robbing rich assholes? Not that.”
“Do you regret having sex with me now?” he asked.
“No, I don’t. I just…” She laughed suddenly. “I guess I’ve never known someone who went so far for sex…”
“Really? I’m pretty sure most guys who are out here are out here for sex. Not all, but most.”
“Most guys are out here for coin. Or to kill big, bad monsters. Or to recover old artifacts…”
“And why do they want those things?” Victor asked.
She thought about it. “Power? Respect?”
“And why do they want those things?” he asked.
She pursed her lips, then sighed. “To convince women to have sex with them, I suppose.”
“Exactly.”
“Is that why you do all the things that you do?” she asked.
“No, it isn’t. But it’s a not-insignificant reason.”
“Hmm.” She shifted a bit, studying him. “Fine then. But why monster girls? I hope you don’t mean me.”
“Do you think I mean you?” he asked.
“...no. I don’t.”
“You’re correct. You aren’t a monster, Nyra. And to be honest, that word isn’t very accurate. I’m just using it because it gets the point across. Not everything that people call monsters are actually monsters.”
“True...but what brought this on?”
“I had an encounter.”
She smiled then and he saw her eyes flash. Sometimes it took him time to pinpoint what someone’s fetish was. With Nyra, it was already obvious.
“What kind of an encounter? With who?”
“A sexual kind. With a dryad,” he replied.
“Tell me about it.”
Victor shifted a bit. “How about we trade?”
“What do you want?” she asked, glancing down at his crotch. He was beginning to get erect again. She reached down and ran a fingertip along his length.
“I’m sure you can think of something I’d like,” he replied.
Her smile became more mischievous. “I’m sure I can.”
She shifted around until she was laying flat on her stomach between his legs. Opening her mouth, she stuck out her tongue and dragged it up the base of his shaft, which was well on its way to full erection again.
There were a lot of men out there who thought that gekon women couldn’t give blowjobs.
They were wrong.
“A month ago, I was further to the south. In a forest, not far from the sea. I was hunting a dangerous creature. And the more I hunted it, the more I realized that I, myself, was being hunted. Or at least followed.”
He reached down and settled his hand over the back of her head, and hot pleasure began to burn into him as she licked across his head.
“Ah...yeah. That’s...very good, Nyra,” he murmured.
“Don’t stop,” she replied.
“Right. So. I found the monster, and fought it. And it proved to be a bit too much for me. But as luck would have it, I was being followed by a dryad. She leaped in and saved me, and we killed the monster. At that point...well, I’d heard stories my whole life about how dangerous dryads are, how monstrous they can be, and I never fully believed it…” He lost his focus as he watched Nyra’s head bobbing up and down, his dick disappearing into her wonderfully skilled mouth. She looked up at him, annoyed.
“Sorry,” he said, “you’re just really good at that. This dryad and I got to talking. She was friendly. And so attractive. She was beautiful in a way I had never really seen before. And naked. Dryads don’t wear clothes. And they very much have, uh, everything. She was really voluptuous. Her hips were truly a sight to behold. She asked me questions about myself and wanted to show me interesting parts of the forest and I went along with her. And then she took me to a secluded area with a nice hot spring and we fucked. And it was...the best sex of my life.”
He thought of what it had been like with Skye, the dryad who had shown him exactly how good sex could be with a ‘monster’.
Remembered how skillfully she used her mouth. What it was like to grope her huge breasts. What it was like to fuck her in the hot spring, feeling her soft, curvaceous body against his own. What it was like to release his seed into her…
“Ah! Nyra!” he groaned.
She let out a moan, now working his shaft with her lips and her hand, as he started to unload into her mouth. A hot burst of his seed spurted out of him once, twice, three times in rapid succession, and she kept on sucking, taking it all.
Nyra sucked him dry, then sat up. “I’ve heard stories,” she said, grabbing a bottle of wine she had stashed nearby and drinking from it, “of people who have had sex with monsters. Dryads. Demons. Harpies. Even vipers. About half of them end in ‘and then she killed the poor sap who she’d lured into her lair’ and I’ve never fully believed them.”
“Neither did I,” Victor replied. He took a deep breath and let it out, shifting and popping his neck. Nyra took another drink, then laid back down against him. “I talked about many things with Skye. She told me how she used to live here, in the Hinterland. She said there were many, many monster girls like her. ‘Dangerous’ beings who lived in nature who weren’t so dangerous. Who were, in fact, quite willing to have sex with the right village-dweller. And she told me I would almost certainly be the right one, if I wanted more.”
“And you did,” she murmured, then yawned.
“I did, indeed. And that’s why I’m here.”
“Do you want more dryad pussy, or are you looking for something else?”
“I want it all,” he replied.
Nyra laughed. “Well, I wish you luck in your endeavor.” She yawned again. “I am going to sleep. I have a long walk ahead of me tomorrow.”
“All right. Good night, Nyra...I’m really glad we met.”
She smiled as she pulled the blanket over them. “So am I. Goodnight, Victor.”
They fell asleep to the sound of rain and the forest around them.
…
It was a good day.
After waking up to a very horny Nyra and making sweet love one last time before parting ways, he’d shared breakfast with her and then helped her break down her camp. After that, they kissed once more, and then parted ways.
Victor was feeling pretty good about the whole thing. She seemed satisfied with the sex, he sure was, and he felt like they really connected. It was nice to be able to find someone who you could really talk to, and who would truly listen to you, and hear you. Even if it was just for a night or a few hours. A lot of adventurers wanted to keep things very surface level, and too many of them were into posturing, and a lot of them weren’t great at social interaction.
So it was hard to find a real connection, to enjoy that intimacy.
But when he did manage to find it, Victor cherished it.
After parting ways with Nyra, he walked north, following the main path for an hour until he spotted an old stone tower just above the treeline off to the northeast. Then he began moving towards it, his curiosity piqued. Old ruins and abandoned buildings dotted the landscape of his homeland. He’d had a lot of interesting encounters in them, and often it started with something as simple as noticing it in the distance and walking to it.
Usually there was something inside: a monster to fight, a valuable item, or an attractive adventuress looking for the same thing.
He made sure his sword was ready to be drawn as he pushed through the trees and foliage. Getting closer, Victor began to get a feel for the structure. It looked like it might once have been a church of some kind. Why anyone would build a church out in the Hinterlands was a mystery, but he had come across some very bizarre buildings in some very strange locations. People did all sorts of crazy things.
Like him, and his current quest.
But he was, at least, very honest with himself about it.
Finally, he broke through the treeline and came to stand in the overgrown clearing the structure had been built into at some point in the past. It looked years old, maybe even older than he was. Which meant that, combined with the fact that it was this close to the edge of the Hinter, there was a good chance it had been looted clean.
But it might not be.
And as it was, he could see evidence of someone, or something, having come through recently. He spent a moment studying the disturbed grass. Instead of footprints, it was one broad path, maybe a foot across, almost like a giant…
“Snake,” he muttered, looking up at the front entrance to the large, stonework building. The main door was ajar.
Was there a viper in there?
Victor had only ever seen the snakelike vipers from afar, and just a handful of times. He’d seen drawings and heard descriptions. They were supposed to be fast, strong, and dangerous. And magical. He knew they lived among forests and tended to act as guardians of nature. The general consensus among adventurers was: if you leave them alone and don’t fuck with nature, they’ll leave you alone. And so far this had been true.
Interestingly, a viper had been the first depiction of a monster he’d ever seen that had made him think: I would like to have sex with her.
Like dryads, vipers tended to go around naked.
While he stood there considering the situation, how best to make himself known without freaking out whoever might be within, he heard a woman shout somewhere inside. Something heavy got knocked over, crashing and breaking, and then something roared.
“Aw crap,” Victor muttered, drawing his sword.
If it was a viper, they should be able to handle themselves, but if it wasn’t...he heard more commotion going on inside.
Didn’t matter. He should offer his help.
It was kind of an unspoken rule that if you were adventuring in the wild and you came across someone being attacked, be they fellow adventurer, city guard, merchant, or just a regular person out for a walk, you should help.
Victor charged forward, bashing the door open with his shoulder, blade out and ready.
What he saw made him hesitate, though only briefly.
The interior of the main room did indeed resemble a church, though one that had been long abandoned and pilfered. Remnants of benches lay scattered about, and evidence of several campfires was visible.
In the midst of all this debris, he saw a viper woman fighting with a troll. The dark-green, musclebound brute had a good two feet on the snake-woman and for whatever reason she wasn’t using any magic. She cried out and ducked as it swung a large piece of masonry at her, then delivered a punch that sent the thing stumbling back a few steps. It quickly recovered and swung at her again, this time connecting with her shoulder and forcing her to the floor.
Victor reacted on instinct, raising his sword up over his head and racing towards the troll. It was towering over the viper woman now, who was clearly injured, trying to back away. The troll had its back to him. He leaped at the last second, sailed through the air, and drove his blade into the back of the huge beast.
The troll roared and twisted away from the viper, reaching back for him to try and tear him off of itself.
“Look out!” he called as, holding onto his blade with one hand, he used the other to draw his new dagger and plunge it into the troll’s neck. He pulled it out in a gush of blood and repeated the action twice more while dodging the troll’s reaching hands.
The huge thing collapsed with a resounding crash that drove dust from the walls and ceiling and knocked a few things over. Victor grunted as he was thrown off of it, landing on his back next to the viper woman, who had just managed to get out of the way.
He groaned as he got back to his feet, then pulled his blades from the dead troll and started cleaning them.
“Please, don’t hurt me,” the woman said when he looked at her.
She was still on the floor, gripping her shoulder, which was bleeding.
“I won’t hurt you,” Victor replied, putting his dagger and sword back in their sheaths. “My name’s Victor Wolfe.”
“Fiona,” she said.
A few seconds went by. “Are you...going to heal yourself?” he asked.
“I...can’t,” she admitted quietly.
“Oh.” He began shrugging out of his pack. “Here, I have a healing potion you can use.”
“Thank you,” she replied. He pulled one of the two vials out of his pack and handed it to her. She pulled the cork out, sniffed it, then drank it. Passing it back to him, she breathed a sigh of relief as the healing magic went to work on her injured arm.
“Are you okay?” he asked.
“Yes, I’m feeling better,” she replied. She still seemed cautious. If anything, she seemed more cautious of him than he was of her.
Victor took a step back to give her some space and she got back to her...well, feet wasn’t accurate. Tail? She went back to being upright. And upright she was about as tall as he was. Although he wasn’t sure if she was...crouching? Making herself his height for his benefit. He wasn’t really familiar with viper mannerisms or physiology, as so much of what he had read was just hearsay or secondhand ‘knowledge’.
For a few seconds, both simply looked at each other.
“Thank you. For helping me,” she said finally.
“Not a problem. I’m glad I could help,” he replied.
It was hard not to stare. She was naked, and she was a full-figured snake-woman. Her breasts were quite large and full and amazing to behold, and the area where a woman with legs would have hips swelled in pretty much the same shape as to suggest hips. He could even see her pussy, hidden slightly in a recessed niche.
“Why aren’t you scared of me?” Fiona asked.
“Well, you don’t seem threatening,” he replied. It occurred to Victor that he hadn’t ever arrived at a conclusion on how he would actually approach a monster girl for sex.
Or at all.
The troll took care of the approaching part, but now that he was here and talking to her...he wasn’t sure what to say.
“I’m not sure how to feel about that,” she admitted. “I mean, I’m not threatening you, and I don’t intend to, but usually adventurers are scared of me.”
“Would you like me to be?” he asked.
“No. I...would like to repay you, for helping me. Honestly I’m not sure I would’ve survived that if you hadn’t come in when you did,” she replied, smiling awkwardly. “What would you like?”
“Well…” He considered asking her about sex right then and there, but rejected the idea. He was okay with transactional sex, so long as it was consensual and fair, but it didn’t feel right here. He wanted it to be more natural, if it was going to happen at all. “Maybe you could show me some interesting areas around the forest? And a good place to camp for the night?”
“I could do that,” she replied, perking up. She looked around, briefly, seeming a little disappointed, but then regained her smile and started heading for the exit. “Follow me.”




CHAPTER V

 
It was mesmerizing, watching her move.
Not just because she was remarkably beautiful, (her face was exotic and alluring, closer to human than snake, and she had chestnut brown hair, short and messy and sexy, and her skin an almost glowing light green color), but simply because her actual movements were so smooth and strange. The way she slithered across the landscape while half of her remained upright…
He imagined the effect might be somehow intentional. It would be a good way to distract predators, and prey.
For the first while, as they left the old church and moved west, neither spoke. He had the idea that she felt just as awkward and out of sorts as he did. For years now, over a decade, he’d wanted to be romantically, or at least sexually involved with a viper, but now that he was actually here, in the company of one, he wasn’t sure how to proceed.
He did have questions, though.
“Uh, Fiona…” he began.
“Yes?” she replied.
“What were you doing in that church?”
“Oh. Um...I was looking for supplies.”
“What kind of supplies?” he asked. What could there be in an old church that a viper might want?
“Just supplies for...a project. That I’m working on.” All right, so she didn’t want to share the details of it. He could respect that.
He wasn’t incredibly eager to spill the fact that he wanted to fuck her.
“Okay. Uh…” He was silent for a few seconds. “I’m sorry, you’re the first viper I’ve ever talked to. Or actually really interacted with in any way.”
“Pretty much the same for me, actually,” she replied. “I keep my distance from adventurers. Um...no offense intended.”
“No, I understand. There’s lot of stories about how dangerous vipers are and how you should just stay away from them.”
Fiona laughed, and she seemed to relax a little. “It’s the same thing on my end, too. Stay away from adventurers, they might try to kill you for glory or gold. Honestly, my people make your people out to be...well, monsters.”
“Same with my people.”
“You didn’t answer my question...I think. Why are you comfortable talking to me? Traveling with me? I suppose I can understand why you’d save me. I’ve helped adventurers in the past, although usually without them knowing...I’m too nervous to really reveal myself or talk to them.”
“Well, you aren’t too nervous now.”
“I suppose, but you were the one to ask.”
He nodded. “Yeah, that’s a fair point. As for why...I came to the Hinter because, well, I wanted to meet some, uh, ‘monsters’. Sorry, I don’t really know a better term…”
“I’ve heard us called dwellers of the Hinter.”
“Heard from who?” he asked.
“Adventurers. Travelers. I keep my distance, but I listen sometimes. Some of your more open-minded people call us those: the ‘monsters’ who aren’t mindless creatures, who are as smart, or smarter, than you and your kind,” she replied.
“I guess both our peoples were wrong.”
She laughed. “I guess so.”
“To answer your question, I had an encounter with a dryad, in another forest. We became, uh, friendly. And it was a rewarding experience. I realized I wanted to meet more like her, more dwellers of the forests, and she said I would be able to do so here in the Hinter. So I took her advice and made my way up north and here I am.”
“That’s so...strange,” she murmured. “Not in a bad way. Just...that’s strange. All my experience has taught me that those who dwell in the villages avoid us as much as possible.”
“I’m a strange person,” he replied.
She smiled. “That makes two of us, then.”
They kept moving through the forest.
…
“It’s up here, just beyond these trees,” Fiona said.
They had been moving through the forest for an hour or so now, heading further and further away from the main path. After the initial awkwardness had passed, she had started asking him questions. She seemed enthused to learn about him and his life, his culture. It was interesting, though. Normally when he talked with people he traveled the wilderness with, they wanted to hear about his experiences with dangerous monsters, old relics, abandoned buildings.
Fiona wanted to hear about the opposite. What life was like in villages and towns. The significance of gold. How society functioned. Simpler stories he had of interactions between himself and townspeople or other adventurers.
“I had another question,” she said as they pressed on.
“I’m ready,” he replied.
“Why do you always wear clothing? I’ve come to understand that when your people come into the wilderness it’s for protection, but I’ve managed to get a look at Hearth Haven and the people wear clothes in the streets and in buildings.”
“Well...for some of us it’s also for protection from other things. Like temperature. We get cold. And protection from our jobs. Working around very hot things that spit sparks, or food that spits grease, it protects it from getting onto our skin. But mostly it’s because not wearing clothes makes us feel, uh...uncomfortable.”
“Physically? Is it-does it have something to do with the sensation of the material against your skin or fur?” she asked.
“No. I mean, uncomfortable emotionally. Uh...vulnerable. And it’s a, um...huh, how do I explain this?” he muttered. “I’ve never had to explain this before.” He thought about it. “You know what embarrassment is, I assume?”
“Yes,” she replied, sounding abruptly unhappy, “I know what that is.”
“We feel embarrassed, on both ends. We tend to feel embarrassed if we are seen without our clothes, and we feel embarrassed if we see someone without their clothes.”
“Why?”
“I’m not sure...and it’s not universal. Not everyone feels this way. And certainly there are enough people who would like to see people without their clothes on...I guess because nudity is normally reserved for either times when you are completely alone, or for when you are being, ah, intimate with someone else.”
“Intimate? In what way, exactly?” she asked.
“Sexually,” he replied.
“Oh.” She thought about it for a few seconds. “Oh! I’ve seen that! And it-that kind of makes sense.”
“You’ve seen people having sex?” he asked.
“Yes...mmm. I was hoping it wasn’t, uh, a wrong thing to do. But maybe it was…” She looked at him suddenly. “Does my lack of clothing embarrass you?”
“Uh, no. Not embarrass. It’s-I’m fine with it,” he replied.
“Are you sure?”
“I’m positive. It’s, uh...nice. You’re very nice to look at,” he replied, then hesitated. “Sorry if that was weird.”
“No, I don’t mind,” she replied. “It’s, uh...I like that you feel that way.”
“Oh. Good.”
“Uh, we’re here,” she said, pushing aside some branches.
Victor’s response vanished as he saw what it was she had brought him up here to see. They had been working their up a path that was a bit steep, but not too bad to navigate. The natural trail they had been following, barely visible even to his trained eyes, let out onto a small plateau where a creek became a waterfall. A collection of vividly blue and red flowers grew in sprays around the small area, swaying in the gentle breeze. It was all fringed by a collection of trees in full bloom. The running water was a soothing sound.
And the view was fantastic.
He could see a lot of the immediate area, and even just make out Hearth Haven beyond the Hinter’s edge farther to the southeast. There were some trails that were obvious, the church where he had first found Fiona in, its tower visible above the treeline, and a few other structures.
“This is amazing,” he murmured.
“I’m glad you like it,” she replied. “I come up here sometimes to relax and be alone. Although sometimes I wish I had friends to share it with.”
“You have no one you’d want to share this with?” he asked, looking over at her.
“Well, not no one. I...don’t get along with my people. And a lot of the denizens of the Hinter. There’s a few I do. I have some friends, but they are often busy. Really there’s just one friend of mine that I bring up here.”
“I appreciate you sharing this with me,” Victor replied. “This view really is incredible…” Something had been bugging him almost since they met. The same thing she had been questioning him about, actually. “So, Fiona...I was curious about something else.”
“Yes?” she replied.
“Why are you so comfortable talking with me? I mean, I’m certainly happy about the time we’re spending together, but…”
“I suppose for the same reason you gave. I’m curious about people different from me. I’ve never really had the opportunity to talk with someone who comes from the villages. Just listen to them, hear the things they talk about.”
Victor looked at her more closely as she spoke. He wasn’t sure, because certainly viper social cues were different from humans, but he thought she was holding something back. It didn’t seem like she was hiding something from him, more like she was embarrassed about something. What could that be? Maybe there was a completely different reason she was socializing with him. Then again, was it any of his business? He was probably giving off some awkward vibes too, given the fact that he was hoping to have sex with her.
And he still hadn’t really thought of a way to bring it up.
It still felt too early.
“I have other things to show you, if you want,” she said.
“I would like that a lot,” he replied.
“Okay. Come on.”
She led him back down the hill and deeper into the forest.
…
As far as days in dangerous locations went, it was a fun one.
They made slow, meandering progress through the Hinterlands, heading vaguely northwest for a good portion of the day, and then north.
He got to know her more, and she him.
Fiona was shy, a bit awkward, and very sharp. She seemed to know a great deal. She knew just about every plant they came across, and what it did. Although they didn’t see much given distance and danger, she knew of a lot of places. An abandoned prison. Several derelict houses and hunting cabins. An old mine. A cursed gorge and a cursed valley, both completely different from the other. And apparently a lot of graveyards and tombs and catacombs and mausoleums. He was honestly shocked by how many people had successfully built things in the Hinter, although it seemed like none of them actually held onto them.
And, as the day wore on, he became more and more convinced that this whole encounter was going in the direction he wanted it to.
He noticed her drifting slowly closer to him the farther they went, and more than once she brushed or bumped him with her tail. She apologized each time and although the first time it seemed like a real accident, the second and third times more seemed like her testing the waters. And then he knew it after one particular exchange.
“Oh...sorry, I’m not used to traveling with someone else,” she murmured after her tail had been brushing up against his leg for an extended period of time as they moved along a narrow path.
“It’s fine, Fiona. I really don’t mind,” he replied.
She pursed her lips and looked at him, as though preparing herself for something. “It really doesn’t bother you?” she asked after a moment.
“No...why?”
“It’s just...I thought it would. Humans and elves, village-dwellers really, seem very averse to being touched by...beings of the wild.”
“I think that has something to do with the fact that a lot of that touching is painful and violent.”
“I suppose, but I’ve heard...stories. From my, uh, friends. Peaceful contact has been attempted with adventurers before and they tell me it never goes well.”
“Never?”
“Never.”
“That seems odd. I guess my people had said similar things...but I really don’t mind. Honestly…” he hesitated.
“Honestly what?” she asked.
“Your skin feels, uh, nice, when it brushes against my own.”
She smiled and looked away briefly. “Oh.” He couldn’t tell if she was blushing or not, and suddenly wondered if vipers could blush. “Well...I wouldn’t mind if you touched me. I mean, that is, if you wanted to.”
“All right.”
She held up her arm and he placed his hand on her forearm. She shivered slightly and began focusing intently on him as he ran his hand slowly up and down her smooth, scaly skin. She was dryer than he was used to, but her skin was so very smooth and soft. There was a unique texture there from the scales.
For a moment, he considered taking it a little further. One look at her told him that she was very much into being touched, and definitely in that way.
This was foreplay, it was just that neither of them had openly admitted to it yet.
But foreplay could be more fun if it was extended.
He let go. “Thank you,” he said, “you have such beautiful skin, and you’re very soft.”
She seemed a little frustrated as he stopped touching her, but composed herself. “Thank you,” she replied. “Your skin feels, uh, you feel nice too. Um. Come on. There’s a really beautiful grove not far from here,” she said, turning away and slithering off.
He followed after her, liking where this was going.
And so they continued, breaking for lunch not much later.
She teased his legs with the end of her tail, and he just smiled but didn’t acknowledge it much more than that.
As the hours wore on and the sun began to dip towards the horizon, she grew bolder.
And finally she asked him something that wasn’t so surface level.
“Victor…” she said. They were heading up towards a campsite she knew of, a secluded area that, from what she described, was not all that dissimilar to the one he’d just spent the night in with Nyra. “I had another question. This one is a little more, uh...personal.”
“I’ll probably answer it,” he replied.
“You won’t be offended?”
“Probably not. We’re getting along finely, you’d have to ask something very offensive to offend me at this point.”
“All right. Based on what I’ve heard, and also some of the things I’ve come across, it seems as if adventurers and adventuresses are very, uh...they have rather active sex lives...do you?”
He laughed. “Why would you want to know about that?”
“I just...do. I mean, sex is interesting, right? It’s interesting for you and it’s interesting for us,” she said, fumbling awkwardly a few times, then clearing her throat. “I mean if you don’t want to answer–”
“I don’t mind,” he replied. “Yes. I’d call it active.”
“Have you had sex since coming to the Hinter?” she asked.
“Yes.”
“With who?”
“An adventuress. A gekon.”
“Was it...fun?” she asked.
“Very.”
She was silent for a few seconds as they kept on up the trail. “Why do you do it? From what I’ve gathered and what you’ve told me, it’s very different than those who live in villages. They seem more...they have sex with one person.”
“Well, most of them claim to,” he replied.
“What do you mean?”
“In most of the villages I go to, well, you get so you can pick up on things. Between people. The way they talk to each other. The way they act around each other. The way they look at each other. That, paired with the rumors and some of my own personal experiences...well, let’s say that a lot of people who claim to be having sex with just one of person, usually the person they are married to, they’re lying in some capacity.”
“Oh.”
“It’s, uh...it’s a whole thing. It would take some time to explain, and I don’t even understand all of it. But it’s a mess. But as for why I do it? It’s fun. And it’s...meaningful. Even if only temporarily. It’s a connection, a very intimate, close, personal connection. Not every time. Some times it just feels good and that’s all. But sometimes you make a connection, and you understand someone on some unspoken level, and they understand you too, and that feels...no gold can buy that. No magic can reproduce it. No artifact can capture it. This feeling of intimacy, of souls touching, it’s...honestly, I’d say it’s the whole reason I’m out here. Plus, on a more practical level, the life of an adventurer is far more dangerous than the life of a villager. And if you’re going to be risking your life in the company of many attractive strangers, why not enjoy pleasurable sex with them?”
“That...makes sense,” Fiona replied.
“Is it the same for you?” he asked.
“It’s, um...different,” she said after a long moment. “Definitely different. A little more complicated. Oh! That rock means we’re almost there,” she said. Suddenly, she grabbed his hand. “Come on!”
He let her lead him up the trail, his heart hammering in his chest from the excitement of touching her again, (there was definitely something special about her, and it wasn’t just that she was a viper). They came to the trailhead and found a small glade with a rock face that had a small cave, just big enough for one human and one viper to lay in together, and a little waterfall. And like the first place she had shown him, through the trees that surrounded it, off to the east, you could see for quite a ways given the elevation.
“Oh, sorry, I should have asked,” she murmured, letting go of his hand.
“I don’t mind,” he replied.
She smiled at him. “You don’t seem to mind people touching you.”
“I don’t mind you touching me, Fiona,” he replied.
“Oh.” She giggled suddenly, then cleared her throat. “Um. Mmm. Uh, we should set up camp. Night is coming...oh my.” A look of realization came across her face. “I guess, um, I should have asked, if you mind if I stay at the camp with you. It’s dangerous, in the forest. And most things, from people to real monsters that attack mindlessly, know to stay away from a viper. I could protect you. Uh-not that I think you need protecting, exactly, I’m just saying, it could be easier–”
“Fiona,” he said, “I don’t mind sharing a camp with you for the night.”
“Really?”
“Really. I would much enjoy your continued company.”
She giggled again, and he had the idea it was something she wasn’t doing on purpose, but that it was being drawn out of her, an involuntarily reaction.
It was a cute one.
“All right. Good. We can, uh, begin. We can make dinner.”
“Let’s make dinner,” he agreed.
They set to work.




CHAPTER VI

 
They made camp.
He got a fire going while she found a rock with a relatively flat surface for him to sit on and rolled it over to the campfire. After he got it going and set the remains of their lunch to cook, he began gathering up some plants to help make the sleeping arrangements more comfortable. He noticed she didn’t say anything as she begin helping him do this, and again wondered exactly how far she was prepared to go.
The time was approaching where he was going to have to ask her directly.
There were a couple of different ways to go about it, and he’d had enough practice at it over the past decade or so. The dance of lust was an interesting one. It could be extremely uncomplicated and straightforward, like what he’d enjoyed with Nyra the night before, or it could be a confusing mess, where it seemed like things were headed in a positive direction, but turn out that they, in fact, were not. At all.
No one was happy during those times.
And then there were some women he’d encountered who clearly were, at some level, addicted to the drama caused by misinterpreted signals, to the point where they would intentionally lead him on, feign annoyance or anger when he pursued the situation, then would go back to leading him on, being fun and flirty and touchy, and then get mad again when he asked if they were sure they weren’t interested in some fun.
Then they’d get pissed when he ignored their advances after that.
The first time it had happened, he was a confused nineteen year old adventurer, still relatively fresh to the life, and an elf merchant his group was traveling with had been flirting with and then rejecting him all day.
He’d had no fucking idea what was happening.
It had turned into a very good night, though. After two days of this, another veteran adventurer, a scarred and attractive redheaded human woman, got fed up with the display. She’d pulled him aside that night and explained to him what was happening: that the elf was just teasing him and looking for an excuse to get pissed and, in an even more complicated and, in his opinion, downright cruel twist, she wanted him to want to fuck her, and her alone, while having absolutely no intention of actually allowing it to happen.
The redhead, Audrey had been her name, had a particular disdain for people like that elf and had helped Victor get some admittedly petty revenge by having really loud sex with him every night for the rest of their trip.
That had been a very irritating trip that had turned into a very, very good one.
The look on that elf’s face the morning after the first night of loud sex had been...interesting. To say the least.
Victor was happy that she proved to be the exception, not the rule. He’d run into very, very few women like her since then, and had learned to not engage in the game they wanted to play.
There were, of course, other situations. Genuine misunderstandings or times when someone thought they would be down for a roll in the hay but, when it actually came time, changed their mind for whatever reason. Which he understood, and always respected. Consequently, he’d gotten good at reading situations.
Fiona struck him as someone who was inexperienced but horny, and working herself up to the encounter. Which meant he was going to have to lead. Something he had no problem with. He just hoped he’d done and was doing a good enough job at making her comfortable.
He had to admit, it was getting very difficult to stay focused on most things given her nudity. She was very beautiful and she had very enticing, large breasts.
As they made camp, however, something that had been bugging him since they’d first met came back. For a bit, he couldn’t quite put his finger on it. And then, as they finished preparing the bedding and sat down beside the fire to eat, it finally came to him.
“Fiona…” he said between bites of rabbit.
“Yes?” she replied.
“I was curious...that fight with the troll, and after. Why didn’t you use any magic in combat, or to heal yourself? I was under the impression that vipers had magical abilities.”
He saw her features fall and she looked away, and immediately regretted the question. “There is a reason for that,” she murmured, frowning deeply. “I...have no magical capabilities.”
That was it, he realized abruptly as he looked at her. Her eyes didn’t glow. It was something he’d been picking up on all day without really realizing it but now that it was basically nightfall, it was even more obvious.
Everyone who had strong magical capabilities had glowing eyes.
“I’m sorry, Fiona,” he said, “I didn’t know. I shouldn’t have asked.”
“No,” she replied, facing him again with the kind of determination that came from a lot of having to put up with a particularly sensitive subject, “it’s a fair question. We’re learning about each other and this was not an unreasonable question. But yes, traditionally vipers are rather magical. I was born without any magical connection. It’s rare but it happens. Usually the vipers who are born that way don’t survive, but my parents were determined and I learned ways to stay alive.” She shifted uncomfortably. “Sorry, you came here looking for interesting times with a real viper and what you ended up with was me.”
“You are a real viper, Fiona,” he replied firmly. “And I’ve had a wonderful day with you. It doesn’t bother me that you aren’t magical.”
“Are you sure?”
“I’m completely sure. Today has been a really good day. We’ve had great conversations, you’ve been very kind to me and spent all day showing me things, telling me stories, answering questions,” he replied. “I really enjoy your company. I like you.”
She regained her awkward smile and looked down at the fire, not able to meet his eyes. “I like you too,” she murmured. “I’ve had a really good time, too.”
They went back to eating their meal after that, neither seeming to know what to say. He felt bad for her. A viper without the ability to do magic...from the way she talked about it, he imagined she might be viewed by her people the same as someone missing a limb, or someone stricken with blindness or deafness.
After they finished eating, Victor stood up. “It looks like the moon’s coming out. Do you want to look out over the Hinter?”
“Yes,” she replied, “I’d like that.”
There was a log not far from the edge of the little plateau that offered an excellent view. They moved over and sat down on it. He was still getting used to seeing how she moved and rested, and found that a snake-woman could in fact sit on a log beside him.
After sitting together for a moment in silence, he reached out and took her hand. Prepared to back off if she didn’t want that, he was happy to find her embrace the act. She laced their fingers together and scooted closer to him.
For several long moments, they sat together and looked out over the vast forest. There were several campfires and bonfires in the forest. Parties of adventurers, mercenary camps, maybe traveling merchants or hunters of rarer beasts. The clouds had drifted away over the course of the day and now the pale moonlight bathed the forest in shimmering luminosity. It seemed particularly strong and had a strange edge to it.
“The quality of the light…” he murmured as it became more obvious.
“The Hinterlands are a magical place. Both naturally and due to the number of acts that have occurred and artifacts that have been made or brought or lost here. Magic accumulates in the air. The light from the moon interacts with it,” Fiona replied.
“It’s beautiful.”
“It is. I’ve only ever really shared the sight with another person, a friend of mine. One of my few real friends. She comes from another realm that’s different from this one, so things that are common to most others aren’t to her.” Before he could ask about this other person, she shifted suddenly, glancing back over her shoulder at their cave. “We never really discussed sleeping arrangements.”
“What would you be most comfortable with?” he asked.
She looked at him, opened her mouth, then closed it and looked away. “What would you be most comfortable with?”
Yeah, he was definitely going to have to take the lead. “Well, Fiona,” he replied, “if you’re all right with it, I would be comfortable sharing the cave and the bedding with you. Specifically, with you very close by.”
She began breathing a bit more heavily and he noticed a shiver ripple through her long, sinuous body. “How close?” she whispered, still not looking at him.
Victor put his other hand on her tail, high up on where her thigh would be if she had legs, and she shivered again, harder. “As close as you’d like.”
“Are you sure?” she asked. Now she looked at him. There was desire in her eyes, a sexual hunger, but also a kind of desperation, a loneliness.
Victor took her hands now, looking her in the eye. “I’m sure.”
She swallowed, looking excited and nervous. “Come to the waterfall with me.”
“All right.”
They both got up and she led him to small waterfall not far from their campsite. He had already taken off his armor and boots, now he began shedding his traveling clothes. He noticed she was staring at him intently as he disrobed.
“I imagine you’ve seen naked humans before,” he said, tossing his shirt aside and then beginning to undo his belt.
“Never this close,” she replied. “It’s so strange. You always wear clothes and armor. I mean, I understand why, it’s just...different. Like a mystery, you’re always covered up.”
“You’ve been eager to see me without my clothes?” he asked, dropping his pants.
“Yes.” She hesitated. “Is that, uh, rude? Or strange?”
“No,” he replied with a laugh. “It’s appreciated.”
“I’ve noticed your eyes wandering across my body several times today.”
“Yes, you are very...distracting,” he replied.
“I thought it made sense, given you’ve never seen a viper up close, but now I think…” She hesitated as his undershorts came off and she looked down at his erection. “You are aroused,” she murmured. “By me.”
“I am,” he replied, stepping closer to her. They got under the waterfall. The water was at least lukewarm still.
“Because of my lack of clothing?” she asked.
“Partially. Mostly because of your beauty.”
She let out another nervous laugh, shifting beneath the water. “I find it hard to believe you find me that beautiful...most village-dwellers I overhear talking about those of us who dwell in the Hinter say we are ugly and frightening.”
“They’re wrong,” he replied, standing before her, looking her up and down. He settled his hands on her ‘hips’ and leaned closer. When she didn’t pull away, he kissed her. Fiona hesitated only briefly, and then she wrapped him in her arms and hugged him tightly against her big, soft breasts as she kissed him back.
She moaned, deepening the kiss immediately. Her tongue was strange as it slipped into his mouth. Thinner and smaller than he was used to, and longer, but not bad. It made the experience that much more thrilling.
Victor reached up between them after a moment of making out and did what he had been wanting to do all day long: cupped her huge breasts in his grasp and enjoyed the extremely pleasing sensation of them. They felt amazing, huge and soft and wonderful. Touching them sent a wave of pure lust snapping through him. He massaged them, enjoying every second of contact with her big tits that he got. And as the water cascaded down their nude bodies, he slid one hand lower, down along her smooth, scaly skin to the curve of her ‘hip’.
And then he shifted to her front, his fingertip finding the niche of her viper pussy, and as he began exploring her inner depths, he quickly learned that pleasuring a viper was the same as pleasuring any of the other women he’d enjoyed time with.
Fiona moaned and writhed as he found her clit and began rubbing it.
“Oh my goodness, I-mmm! Have you, ah! Have you been with a woman of the forest before?” she whispered, panting, seeming to have a lot of difficulty controlling herself.
“Just once,” he replied.
“Really? Another viper?” she asked, then moaned loudly.
“No, a dryad, about a month ago.” He kissed her again and then slipped his finger inside of her, finding her most sensitive spot and pressing into it.
“AH! Oh that’s incredible!” she moaned. “You seem very, very good at pleasure and-oh!” she cried. He got two fingers into her and started fucking her with them. Inside, she was incredibly slick and her texture was strange, smooth like her skin and so very silken, slicker than any other woman he had been inside of.
She stopped talking, instead leaning against the rock face behind the waterfall, moaning in desperate bliss as he finger-fucked her and began sucking on one of her big breasts. It wasn’t long before he made her climax.
Fiona was very loud when she came, and the orgasm was full-bodied and wonderful. Her tail slapped against the small creek the waterfall created, splashing water all around, and she gripped him tightly. It was a struggle to stay upright, as she was stronger and larger than he was, but he managed it. He kept pleasuring her throughout it all.
“I need sex,” she gasped.
“You want to lay down or–”
“No,” she replied, pulling him closer to her and wrapping her fingers around his erection. “Here. Now.”
“Against the rock?” he asked, surprised and now actually a little intimidated by her strength and sudden desperate need.
“Yes,” she replied. “Please.”
He responded by kissing her and groping one of her big breasts. She moaned, kissing him back, and guided him to her opening.
And then he slipped inside of her.
That slickness within her felt even better than he’d imaged it would. And the tightness of her, the way her inner muscles closed in around his erection as he pressed all the way into her was immediately, overwhelmingly pleasurable. It was a somewhat unusual position, as typically the only times he tended to be standing up while fucking usually involved the woman laying on her back on a bed or a table or some counterspace or a convenient rock they’d found or the back of a cart or...just about anything that was waist-high, he supposed.
Or, rarely, if there was a surface that was soft enough to support it, he’d bang a woman up against something with her legs wrapped around him.
But with Fiona, this position worked. Rather well, actually.
She moaned into the kiss as he began driving into, burying himself within her wet depths over and over again, and he joined, sounds of pure mindless bliss pulled from him as he fucked his first viper pussy and immediately fell in love with the sensation. He could feel something on his leg and glanced down briefly.
She was wrapping the tip of her tail slowly around his calf. She didn’t seem to be aware of it. It was kind of hot. And then he caught sight of himself disappearing into her again and again and knew he wasn’t going to last much longer. The encounter was too arousing, too pleasuring, too much to bear. He groaned, pushing deep within her, feeling her writhe against him.
“I’m going to…” He hesitated, unsure of how to put it in terms she’d get. He still didn’t know the cultural differences, what she might call a climax.
“Release your seed?” she asked, smiling at him unabashedly now, her green eyes wide, hair wet and sexy, water running down her beautiful face and her buxom body.
“Yes!”
“Do it,” she replied immediately. “Release it inside of me.”
That was all he needed to hear. Both in terms of letting it happen, and in terms of it being triggered. The moment she said that his orgasm popped into existence and a burst of raw pink ecstasy ruptured, rushing outward from the core of his being and filling him. It was like being consumed by a tidal wave of pure bliss. Victor groaned loudly, hugging her against himself and being hugged by her as he orgasmed into her, filling her pussy with his seed in hard spurts and furious contractions. Each twitch of his climaxing cock release a new, savagely powerful pulse of overpowering rapture. It was a pure, perfect experience.
He seemed to float back to himself, drifting through the shoals of post-orgasmic bliss, still inside of her, still wrapped around her.
Or, more accurately, she was still wrapped around him.
He realized that she’d curled her tail around most of his leg during that.
“Oh...sorry,” she murmured, sounding dazed as her gaze followed his own. She slowly uncoiled her tail from around his leg.
“You don’t have to apologize,” he replied, looking back up. He kissed her on the mouth. “I really do like it when you touch me.”
She giggled again, a mild glaze to her eyes that he was sure matched his own. Both of them were swimming in post-orgasmic bliss.
“Now what?” she asked after a moment.
He slowly pulled out of her. “Now we should wash up and bed down.”




CHAPTER VII

 
“Are you all right?” Victor asked.
They had finished putting together the bedding after cleaning up, and now both of them were laying on it, naked, looking out of the little cave they were in. Fiona had grown a little quiet and distant since they had finished washing up. At first he’d taken it as feeling relaxed after the sex, but now he wasn’t sure.
“Yes, I’m all right,” she replied, “just…”
“What?”
“I feel strange, I guess.”
“Strange how? Was it anything I did?”
“No,” she said, now looking at him. She smiled. “Everything you did was good. Really good. I’ve just, uh, it’s that I’ve never been with anyone from a village before. Honestly...I don’t have much experience with...that.”
“Truly?” he asked.
“Truly,” she murmured. “I...there’s a story behind it. A sad one.”
“You don’t have to tell it if you don’t want to.”
“I want to,” she replied.
“Then I’ll listen.”
She smiled and kissed him. “I really appreciate that.” Fiona closed her eyes for a moment, losing the smile. When she opened them again, she looked much more focused, and unhappy. “My people are not known for their sexuality. We are of the forest. We live to serve the forest. To protect it, to help it, to defend it if need be. We work with the dryads, and the nymphs, and the harpies, and elementals, and some others. It is our purpose and fulfilling it is satisfying. But...this purpose is largely served through magic. And I have no magical abilities at all. So...in a way, I have often felt like I have no real purpose. And to my own people...mostly they are kind, or they try to be. And they have tried to help me find purpose over the years…”
She hesitated, then blinked a few times. Reaching up, she brushed some tears away. “I am sorry,” she whispered.
“It’s okay,” he replied quietly.
“To make matters worse,” she continued after clearing her throat, “I am...I have, that is to say, I have sexual desires. And this is considered to be...perverse, among my people. But it’s worse than that. Because my desires have gone on to extend beyond my own kind. For a long time, I tried to ignore them. My urges. But they grew, and it became more difficult. I was convinced I was cursed, somehow. No magic, perverse, an embarrassment to my people. The pursuit of sexual gratification is considered humiliating, and the pursuit of sex outside of our own people is considered...well, very, very bad. I felt like I was going crazy…
“And then I met Daisy. She was a dryad. This was a few years ago. She was passing through. She found me much as you did: in trouble, needing help. I’m more of a fighter than I used to be back then. She saved me, and we got to talking, and became fast friends. She stuck around for a little while. She really liked me and she...finally convinced me that there was nothing wrong with sex. And there was nothing wrong with sex between a viper and a dryad. And we had fun. Then she had to continue on her journey. I...experimented a bit more, when I could find the time and the privacy, but it wasn’t that often. And so, this was a new experience, but it was...different. In a way I didn’t expect.”
“What way?” he asked.
“I...am not sure how you will feel about it,” she murmured, not meeting his eyes again.
“I’m feeling very relaxed and open right now. I promise, it’ll be hard to upset me,” Victor replied. “And even if you do, the worst that could happen is we’ll part company.”
“I don’t want that to happen,” she said quietly.
“I don’t think it will.”
She sighed softly. “It was...I’ve never felt like that before. There was...um, there were...emotions. That were more powerful than any other I’ve felt during my, uh, sexual encounters. It was very intense, and good...amazing. And I don’t think it’s just because you are a village-dweller. But I don’t really know why, beyond the fact that I really, really like you.”
“I like you a lot too, Fiona,” Victor replied. He hugged her and she hugged him back tightly. He felt her tail wrapping around his leg again.
“This feels really important,” she said. “I’m so scared I’m going to wake up and find that you’ve left.”
“I won’t do that,” he replied.
“Do you promise?”
“Yes, I promise,” he said.
She started to say something else, but instead started crying. Victor held her, rubbing her back. He hadn’t exactly expected the night to take this turn, but it also wasn’t uncommon. The life of an adventurer was a hard one, and a lot of adventurers, if not all of them, either came from some tragic emotional hardship, or endured one, or several, during their travels. For the most part, they all kept their stronger emotions to themselves. Both out of a sense of practicality, and a sense of pride. Often times you’d get yourself killed if you couldn’t store those emotions away in the heat of battle or some other dangerous situation.
But they couldn’t stayed stowed forever.
Usually they came out when you were alone, often at night, and sometimes during encounters like these.
Sex could be pretty emotional, depending on who you were and who you’d hooked up with. When you were swimming in emotions after such an encounter, it was a prime time for that stuff you’d been holding back to come bursting out.
He’d been on both sides of this before, and he knew crying, almost every time, was a thing that needed to run its course, and the only thing he could really do during was console them. So that’s what he did.
Fiona cried for a while, burying her face in his chest. It didn’t seem like uncontrollable sobbing, but it was fairly intense, and he also thought it spoke to how much she trusted him. She wouldn’t have done this if she didn’t.
When the crying tapered off, she slowly disengaged herself from him.
“I’m really sorry,” she said, rubbing at her eyes.
“You don’t have to apologize,” he replied.
“I...just haven’t really had almost anyone I could talk to about this stuff.”
“I understand.” He kissed her forehead, then grabbed a bottle of water from his pack and a washrag. “Here.”
She looked at the items for a moment, then thanked him and accepted them. First she drank from the bottle, then put some on the washrag and washed her face, then handed them back to him. He replaced the items and looked at her.
“You seem like you’ve done this before,” she said, a small smile coming onto her face now.
“I have. Many times. Both sides,” he replied.
“You have things to cry about?”
He nodded. “I do.”
“I’m sorry.”
“So am I, but it can’t be undone.”
She paused for a moment, seemed to collect her thoughts. “Do you want to talk about it? Sorry, my thoughts are kind of scattered right now…”
“No, it’s okay,” he replied. “Unless you want to talk more, I think we should both get some sleep. You’ll feel better and more clearheaded in the morning.”
She thought about it for a moment, then nodded. “I guess you’d know. And I am really tired. That sex really took it out of me.” She paused for a moment longer, thinking of something, then smiled. “I can safely say that was the best sex of my life.”
He laughed. “That’s good to hear.”
They shared one more kiss, then spent a moment getting comfortable on the bedding. She ended up on her side, and he ended up on his, curled up against her. Victor put an arm around her and she settled into his embrace.
It felt good, and natural.
As he drifted off to sleep, oddly, it almost felt like they had been doing this for months.
…
When Victor came awake again, it was morning, and something was off.
He felt something on his legs. He tried moving, but was constricted by something. For a few seconds, he tried to piece together what was happening. Given the situation, he felt like he should be panicking, but something in his mind told him it wasn’t a threat.
And then he finally got his eyes open and looked down.
Fiona had wrapped her tail around both of his legs from the waist down.
“Fiona,” he said, reaching down and running his hand along her smooth scales.
“Mmm...sorry,” she replied. He looked up at her. She was lying on her side, head propped on one hand, staring at him with a small smirk.
“You don’t seem very sorry.”
“...maybe I’m not. I don’t know why, I just like doing this,” she murmured. “Is it weird for you?”
“Kind of, but not in a bad way...you want to have sex?” he asked.
“Yes,” she replied immediately, and started uncoiling her tail. “I can already tell how you feel about sex.” She reached down and poked his erection.
“I always wake up with one of these,” he replied, getting free of her. “On your back.”
“All right,” she said, her smile broadening.
“Do you like being told what to do?” he asked as he got on top of her, straddling her midsection. It was still a little strange, getting used to her anatomy.
“I’m discovering that I do...if it’s you,” she replied demurely.
“Good to know.”
He adjusted himself and slid smoothly into her, and the intensity of pleasure felt extraordinarily powerful. Both of them moaned loudly as he worked his way deeper into her. Morning sex had always been a true pleasure in life, but this was beyond that. Victor very quickly lost himself in her and soon was grunting as he furiously drove into her. He rested on his hands and knees, driving deep into her, feeling that slick perfection, her inner muscles clenching and twitching in response to the sex, both of them being driven wild with ecstasy.
“Yes! Yes! THIS IS SO GOOD!” Fiona screamed, gripping his biceps and squeezing, her eyes wide and staring as she became incoherent with bliss.
The session didn’t last long but what it lacked in length it more than made up for in intensity. They were both orgasming not much later and the climaxes seemed to go on and on and on, the pleasure consuming them, locking them together in a shared union of rapture. He released another huge load of his seed into her, and when he was finished, he carefully pulled out of her and got to his feet. He began stretching, popping a few joints as he went.
“How are you feeling?” he asked.
“A lot better,” she replied, smiling up at him. “Really, a lot better than I have in a very long time. A very long time.”
“Good. I’m glad. You deserve it.”
“Why do you say that?” she asked.
“You’re a good person.”
“How can you tell?” she replied. “What if I’m a bad person?”
“I don’t think you are...I’ve gotten to know a lot of people. I can usually tell and my instincts are pretty rarely wrong. I get good feelings about you, and...well, I really like you. That might admittedly be clouding my judgment, but I guess time will tell.”
“Does that mean you want to spend more time with me?” she asked, sitting up.
“Yes, definitely.”
Her smile widened. “Good! I want to spend more time with you. What are we doing first?”
“First, we’re going to wash up, then get some breakfast, then I have some things I need to tend to before we go anywhere else,” he replied.
“All right.”
She got up and joined him after he finished stretching and headed out of their cave. It was sunnier today, and the golden rays of light shone brilliantly over the canopy beneath them. For a moment, he simply stood at the edge of their little plateau with her and looked. There was a lot of activity. People and creatures and wildlife all going about their varied agendas, driven by their surprisingly similar motivations.
After taking in the view, the two of them went back to the waterfall and washed.
“I’ve never used a rag before,” she murmured as he passed her one and began using his own. “Normally I just wash with my hands.”
“It’s useful, and it feels good. Here, turn around,” he replied.
She did and then she shuddered and let out a small sound of pleasure as he began washing her back, running his rag across it. “Oh my...you’re right. That’s very nice.”
He kept going until he ended up reaching around to her front and cupping both of her large breasts in his hands.
She giggled. “You like these a lot.”
“I do,” he agreed. “They’re very nice. To look at, to touch, to lick and suck on…”
“That was, um...very nice.”
“I’m glad you liked it.”
He gave them one more gentle squeeze and then released them.
“Here, let me wash you,” she said.
He turned around and presented his back to her, and she ran her own rag across it. It did feel very nice. Washing his lover in a waterfall or hot spring or bath was something he had grown to enjoy greatly. It was practical but also wonderfully intimate.
After a moment she reached out in front of him and wrapped her hands around his shaft. He was semi erect again from groping her big breasts and being so close to her. She seemed to bring out an incredible lust in him with ease.
“You like touching that, huh?” he asked.
“Yes. I had the impression that you liked me touching it,” she murmured, slowly massaging it.
“Oh, I do.”
“Good. It’s just...almost all my experience is with other women.”
“Really?”
“Yes.”
“Interesting.”
“How do you feel about that?” she asked. “I...overheard a fight once between two adventurers. A man and a woman. They had slipped off somewhere to be intimate. They got to talking. She mentioned that it had been a long time since she’d had been with a guy, her past few lovers had been women...he became angry, they started arguing, he didn’t like that she’d been with other women. They walked away from each other.”
“Some people have, uh...difficulty, with some things. I don’t really have much difficulty in that regard. I have no difficulty at all that you’ve been with other women,” he replied.
“Oh, good.”
She let go of him after another moment and they went back to washing. When they were finished, she brought him to a nearby stream populated with fish and displayed her speed and aptitude at catching them by grabbing a pair. They brought them back, gutted them, and cooked them for breakfast.
Once he had eaten his portion, Victor set about completing the tasks he’d been meaning to get out of the way ever since coming to the Hinterlands. The first thing he did was grab his sword and whetstone, sit down, and start sharpening it.
“I’ve got a question, if you don’t mind,” he said as he worked.
“I don’t mind,” Fiona replied.
“What were you doing in that church?”
“Oh. That. Well…” She hesitated for a moment, seemed to consider something, then pressed on. “I was looking for supplies.”
“What kind of supplies?”
“Weapons, and also building materials.”
“What for?” he asked, his curiosity immediately caught.
Again, she hesitated. “I’m attempting to do something,” she said finally.
“If you don’t want to tell me–”
“I just don’t want you to think it’s stupid,” she murmured.
“I won’t,” he replied.
“How can you know that if you don’t know what it is?”
“Because I respect you.” She stared at him a moment longer. He sighed and briefly set aside his work. “I’m not saying there are no stupid goals or tasks in the whole of the world, but a lot of what people say is stupid isn’t necessarily. It’s just that they don’t respect the person or their goals. Whatever it is you’re doing, I imagine you care about it, yes?”
“Yes, I do,” she replied. “I care about it a lot.”
“Then it isn’t stupid, because it’s important to you.”
“Oh…” She smiled shyly. “Um, thank you.”
“You’re welcome. Now tell me about it,” he replied, resuming his work.
“I want to open an inn,” she said.
Now his curiosity was at full attention. “Tell me more.”




CHAPTER VIII

 
“Like I was saying last night, I’ve struggled for a long time to find meaning in my life. And then I came up with an idea after learning more about your culture. A few years ago I came to the conclusion that I wanted there to be more...contact, if not unity, between forest-dwellers and village-dwellers. For a long time, this became me helping traveling adventurers and merchants and hunters where I could. But that was always from the shadows. I wanted something more direct. When I learned about the idea of an inn, a place people could come and rest and be safe and eat and relax, just for a little while, I thought: what if I could run one of those in the Hinter? People have tried it before, but it always fails,” Fiona explained.
“Do you know why they always fail?” Victor asked.
“It’s difficult to say, but I think whatever it is might come from the fact that these places are being controlled by village-dwellers, and not forest-dwellers. But no forest-dwellers want to. Except I do. I thought maybe I could find a place and make it my own and perhaps find others like me, from both sides, and we could run it together. At the very least, I could help travelers more directly.” She sighed suddenly. “But it’s...difficult. I’m not completely sure what I’m doing, or what it would entail. And I’m pretty much doing it alone. I have one friend who says she will help me, but she has been away for a while now…”
“And I take it you’ve found a suitable location?” he asked, examining this in his mind, considering the various things associated with trying to complete such a task.
“Yes, I believe so,” she replied. “So that’s what I was doing in that church. Looking for building supplies. But also weapons. Because there are undead in the building.”
“Hmm.” He was silent a moment longer. “I want to help with this.”
“Really?”
“Yes.” He laughed suddenly. “See? I told you you were a good person. You want to help people, unite people, do nice things. That’s something I want to help with.”
“Thank you! I’d really appreciate it. I’m kind of lost, to be completely honest.”
“Well, let me finish preparing my gear, and then how about you take me to this place you’ve found, and we can clear out the undead, and start to get an idea of what needs doing?”
…
Victor had to admit, he was very intrigued.
He’d heard of ideas before, even helped a couple of times, of opening up inns or trading posts in particularly dangerous areas in the wilderness. It was tough work. More specifically, it was consistent tough work. In that you had to keep up with it more than a regular inn or outpost. But he thought that Fiona might be onto something.
So far, the only thing that had come near her was that troll, and it seemed more that she’d wandered into its territory than the other way around.
Maybe having her, and her friend, and one or two other monster girls with similar goals, around the place would repel the stuff that normally resulted in an outpost’s failure.
“I have another question,” Victor said as they moved through the woods together.
“Yes?” she replied.
“Are you involved with anyone else? Sexually?”
“No...well, I mean I could be. I mean...the only other person I’ve been with, or might realistically expect to do things with, is the one I mentioned earlier. Her name is Jezzy. She’s the one who said she would be willing to help me with this idea, if I ever got it off the ground. Why do you ask?”
“I’m wondering about our current relationship. I wasn’t going to ask, it being so soon after we’ve met and had sex, but I imagine this project will take time, days, weeks, months? And I also imagine that we’re going to want to keep having sex with each other while working on it…”
“Yes, that is how I feel,” she agreed.
“So I thought it would make sense to establish how we want the relationship to proceed. What would you like?” he asked.
“Well...if you would be okay with it, I would like Jezzy to be involved in our sex. It would make her very happy, and I imagine she would make you very happy. She’s always said she wants to be with me and a village-dweller.”
“What’s she like?” he asked.
“She is very outgoing and flirtatious and fun. I’d say she is hedonistic, but that’s to be expected given what she is.”
“What is she?”
“She is a succubus.”
“I...oh. Wow. I’ve only ever heard of succubi, I’ve never actually seen one,” he murmured, considering that. “Is she...I mean, would it be dangerous?”
“No, no,” Fiona replied. “I have heard stories, too. She doesn’t steal souls, or life energy, or anything really. Knowing her, she would very much like to have fun with you and submit to you, if she felt you were right for her.”
“Submit to me?”
“Like me,” Fiona murmured, smiling demurely at him. “It’s a little different among forest-dwellers, I think. But, if you want to establish the relationship, how about for now, it will be just you and me, and if Jezzy wants to be involved, which I imagine she will once she gets back, we involve her, and if we want to do things with anyone else, we talk about it?” she suggested.
“That sounds good,” he replied. “When do you think she’ll be back?”
Fiona giggled. “Eager to meet her?”
“Yes. I imagine that if she does end up having sex with us it’s going to be quite enjoyable.” He glanced at her. “That is to say, it’s been very enjoyable so far.”
“It has,” she agreed. “...why did you it like that?”
“Like what?”
“I don’t know, you added that on almost like you were nervous.”
“I didn’t want to offend you.”
“Why would I be offended?” she asked.
“I didn’t want you to think I was looking forward to sex with Jezzy more than I was with you,” he replied.
“But that would make sense, you’ve already had sex with me, and you haven’t with her.”
He considered it. “I guess, more to the point, I didn’t want to make it seem like I thought I would enjoy sex with her more than you.”
“You probably will though, she’s better at it. She is a succubus.” Fiona glanced at him. “Would it bother you if I said those things?” she asked.
“A little, not as much as it’d used to,” he admitted.
“Why?” she asked.
“I’m...not sure, to be completely honest. Sex is a sensitive topic. Or it can be.”
“I’m confused, why would it be bad if you found having sex with Jezzy a more enjoyable experience than having sex with me?” she asked, stopping now and looking at him.
He stopped along with her. “Well...I guess because it can be a delicate topic. Most people would react poorly to that.” He considered it a moment longer. “It would be an insult.”
“Why? You wouldn’t be saying I’m bad at it, just that Jezzy is better at it.”
He shrugged, a little helplessly. “To be honest, I’m not so sure myself. I think it’s just an emotional response, not necessarily a logical one. It’s just...a thing people have trouble with.”
“How do you feel about it? I don’t want to offend you.”
“Don’t worry, you won’t offend me,” he replied.
She looked uncertain. “I still feel like there’s a lot I don’t understand about your culture…”
“How about this: if we say or do anything that upsets the other, we’ll just say that we’re upset and explain why and sort it out? That’s how I’ve dealt with this in the past. I’ve traveled with many people from different cultures and this was often the quickest, easiest way to handle misunderstandings,” he replied.
Fiona smiled in relief. “That works for me.” They began progressing through the forest again. “In truth, I’m very interested to see you and Jezzy...together.”
“Together as in meeting or together as in being intimate?” he replied.
“Both,” she murmured.
“Oh really?”
“Yes. I must admit that it has become something of a desire of mine to watch people being intimate together. I’ve enjoyed, uh, watching.”
“Interesting.”
“Why is that interesting?” she asked.
“First, because the last woman I became intimate with had a similar desire. She very much enjoyed hearing about sexual encounters I’d had with other women. And secondly...is it not considered rude to watch people being intimate together without their knowledge?”
“It’s...yes,” she murmured, not looking at him. “But it is not a victimless transgression?”
“I...don’t know,” he admitted, “but you probably shouldn’t be doing it.”
She sighed. “I know.” She smiled suddenly and brushed the back of his legs with her tail. “Maybe you can help.”
“Help how?”
“Perhaps you can be intimate with other women and let me watch?”
Victor felt a surge of lust as he said that. He’d had girlfriends, or friends with benefits, before who had this particular kink, and happily introduced him to their usually attractive in one way or another friends so that they could watch the ensuing sex.
“I...yes, I would be interested in that.”
“I thought so. If I still understand what you told me yesterday about why you are here, you would enjoy it very much if I were to introduce you to some of my ‘monster girl’ friends and they let you fuck them,” she said.
He laughed awkwardly. “Yes...what kind of friends do you have, anyway?”
“So, not that many. I know Jezzy, she is my closest friend, but she often travels the Hinter, looking for adventures. And then there’s Velena. She’s a harpy. She’s...grumpy. But also nice if you catch her in the right mood. And then there’s Fauna, she’s a dryad. She’s...I guess, mysterious? We talk and I’d call her a friend, but she’s always off doing forest things. Those are my three real friends, but they all know other monster girls, too, so...we might have a lot of luck...okay, we’re almost there. We should probably focus,” she said.
He nodded, drawing his blade. It was a lot sharper now, and he felt confident he could handle some undead.
Although…
There were many types of undead.
“So what exactly are we facing?” he asked.
“I’m not completely sure. I know for a fact there are zombies in there. But I heard things above and below, and I don’t really know what they were. I’m also realizing that I’ve been so distracted by sex with you that I forgot to find a weapon,” she murmured.
“You want to use my sword?” he asked.
“What will you use?” she replied.
“I’ve got a dagger, fresh brought and sharp. And I’ve got as much experience fighting with a dagger as I do with a sword. And undead are usually slow,” he replied, passing her the sword handle-first.
“If you’re sure,” she said, accepting it.
“I am...do you have any experience fighting with a sword?” he asked.
“I do, actually. I wouldn’t call myself an expert, but I know what to do. And I’m pretty strong,” she replied.
He studied her as she took a few experimental swings with the sword and the way she held it, and determined that she was right, she knew enough to get by, especially with some zombies. Either way, he figured they could handle it.
They came at last to the structure in question. It was built into a large, overgrown clearing that was still at least somewhat bounded by a stonework fence.
“Fence will need mending,” he murmured, seeing that it had been ruined in several different spots, and had outright collapsed in others.
“Among other things,” she agreed as they walked in past the perimeter.
The building itself was a wooden, two-story structure with a curious spire atop it, on the back left portion. Maybe a private bedroom or library for the owner. It did look like an inn. A lot of the windows were broken out, the roof and the walls would need work, and sure enough he could see some shadowy shapes shambling around inside.
“Well, let’s do this. I’ll go in first. Zombies are slow but strong, and pretty much don’t use any tactics if they’re not being controlled by a necromancer or lich. So we’re going to want to let them come to us,” he said as they approached the front door.
“Sounds good to me,” she replied.
“Okay, wait here,” he said once they were within ten feet of the door.
Fiona stopped and waited while he went up to the front door. It was still intact, though it was ajar, and when he got a closer look at it, he saw that it would need to be worked on, as it wouldn’t shut properly. He looked around for a moment, found a decent stone, then opened the door with a bang and propped it open with the stone.
There were a handful of zombies stumbling about in the main dining area and they all immediately turned to face him when they heard or saw or sensed the door opening. They began groaning and coming for him, reaching out with bony, pallid hands. He backed away to rejoin Fiona, studying them as they came, raising his dagger.
They looked to be in very poor shape, not the recently dead, and the graveyard dirt clinging to most of them spoke of corpses that had been buried and had dug their way out at some point. At a guess, he’d say there was a big graveyard, or maybe even a mass burial, or even just a battlefield littered with old corpses somewhere around, and a curse or some bad magic had gotten hold and resurrected them.
In places like the Hinter, it wasn’t all that uncommon.
“Here they come,” he said.
They came out, one at a time, one of them tripping at one point. As the first one came to him, a skeletal man in ragged clothes, his eyes cloudy, mouth full of broken teeth, his moans little more than a rasp, Victor drove the dagger into one eye and pulled it back out. The zombie dropped immediately, what little ‘life’ was sustaining it leaving the body as the brain was too damaged. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Fiona attack.
She was right: she knew what she was doing.
Her swing was solid and accurate, and she decapitated her own zombie with ease.
That was how they dealt with the undead that stumbled out of the inn, back and forth, each taking a zombie as it came for them. They stabbed and chopped and killed until they ended up with two piles of dead bodies, a baker’s dozen in total.
“That went better than expected,” Fiona murmured as she looked up at the building.
“Now we need to search the place top to bottom,” Victor replied.
“Yeah...I hope there’s nothing worse in there.”
He led the way, coming into the main room. It was immediately obvious that a lot of work would need to be done. Besides the fact that what furniture was left had been reduced to kindling, there was blood and holes everywhere. There was a bar along the back, an order window, and a door that had to lead to the kitchen tucked away in the right corner. In the left corner, across the large room, was a stairwell leading up and another door beneath it that he would guess led to the basement. It looked pretty solid and was firmly closed.
The only other door was in the left wall. He made for it now, dagger ready, though he didn’t expect to find anything.
Not that he let his guard down, though.
Always a bad idea to do that.
Victor got to the doorway, (if it had a door, it was long gone by now), and carefully checked out the room beyond. It was a corner room, maybe a third the size of the dining/drinking area, and had a floor-to-ceiling bookshelf built around a stonework fireplace. There were almost no books left, and from what he could see, a lot had been used as fuel. Something that was particularly depressing to him, given how hard they could be to find and how much he liked to read. This looked like a sitting room, a place to relax, have a smoke, read, or talk quietly into the long, dark hours of the night. Something he’d done many times, and enjoyed greatly.
There was nothing dangerous hanging around in there, so they moved on and went over to the door beneath the stairs.
“Huh, locked up tight,” he muttered after trying it.
“I might be able to break it down,” Fiona said, studying it.
“I’d rather avoid more damage. I might be able to pick it, or we might find a key somewhere in all this mess,” Victor said.
“Good point.”
They kept going, this time moving behind the bar and checking it out. They found the smashed remains of bottles and old mugs, a bit of silverware, a lot of trash. The door at the back did indeed lead to a kitchen area. It was just as messy as everything else he’d seen so far, but it didn’t seem irreparable. There was a lot of cabinet and counter space, a pair of big stoves they could use, a basin that was still intact, if bone dry. There was a door to the back which was wide open. He poked his head out and saw just more overgrown vegetation.
The only other door was at the far left side of the room. Investigating it showed a storeroom that had been totally cleared out and another door, which led to what might have once been someone’s private bedroom. All that remained was debris and part of a bed frame. Once they were sure it was empty, he and Fiona headed back.
“Upstairs?” she asked.
“Yep,” he replied.
“I hope it can support my weight,” she murmured.
“Everything in here looks a bit bigger than typical village-dweller proportions,” he said, looking around, “I think this might have been built with larger beings in mind as well, so even if it’s not in great condition, it’s probably built solid.”
“Here’s hoping,” she replied.
He went first and when he got to the top, she tentatively followed him up. The stairs creaked, but no more than usual. They came out into a hallway that ran the length of the second story, ending not far to their left in a closed door.
“Must be a big room behind here,” he murmured, doing some rough calculations based off what he’d seen of the outside structure and where they were now. The room behind that door would take up about a fifth of the structure up here. “Maybe a grand suite or something. Or maybe this is where the owner would live…”
Victor considered how to proceed next as he studied the rest of the hallway. All along the left side were ten doors, and along the right there were six.
“Let’s check the smaller rooms first,” he said, heading for the nearest one, deciding to leave the biggest room for last.
They worked their way slowly from room to room, finding almost all of them emptied out. The place had been looted multiple times, of that he had no doubt. It seemed that the ten rooms along the left side were all meant to hold individual people. There wasn’t much room in each for more than a small bed, a dresser, a little table, and a pair of chairs. Five of the six rooms along the right side were roughly double the size, meant for couples, and the final room at the end of the right wall looked like it might be the only one meant for a group or a family.
There were a handful of zombies locked behind some of these doors, and Victor put each of them down fast and hard, knowing that the miserable task of disposing of the bodies would soon be upon them.
But not yet.
After that, they came back to the door at the end of the hallway and opened it up. Inside, they found a relatively intact room that was quite large. As he studied it, Victor thought that it might have been meant as a small house. Though it was all one big room now, it seemed as though there had once been simple walls dividing the area up. In one corner was a stove, a basin, and some counters and cabinets, and in another corner was a big mattress and a pile of blankets and pillows. Leftover from whoever had last called the place home however many weeks or even months ago. They looked pretty undisturbed.
And would make for a great place for him and Fiona to sleep.
The last thing of interest was a ladder leading up to a hatch in the far right corner. His mental map of the place told him that would lead to the spire at the top.
“Okay, let’s check this out. I want to see what they had up here,” he said.
“Describe it to me, because there’s no way I’m getting up there,” Fiona replied.
He nodded in agreement. The stairs had held her well enough, but the ladder wouldn’t. He stowed his dagger and climbed up it. As he reached the hatch, Victor waited and listened, trying to get an idea of if anything was waiting for him.
He heard nothing.
Well, there was only one way to find out. He pushed the hatch open. It wasn’t dark, like he’d thought it would be. Climbing up, he found a spiral staircase with what had once been storage space beneath it. There were a few empty barrels and crates still there. Drawing his dagger again, Victor slowly made his way up the staircase. He was reminded vaguely of a few lighthouses that he’d visited during his travels along coasts.
Reaching the top, he found a surprisingly spacious room. It had a few windows, but most of the light was coming from a large set of doors that were ajar. They led out onto a small balcony that overlooked the forest and gave a very nice view.
Why had this been built?
He had the notion that it was almost meant to be accessed via this balcony, but there was no way to get up here, not even climbing a nearby tree, as the nearest one was too far to jump, safely or unsafely, and it’d be a huge pain in the ass to climb up the side of the building.
The only way to really access it easily was if you could fly…
He wondered, all at once, if someone had been carrying on an affair with someone who could fly. A harpy, maybe?
No...it seemed pretty unlikely that they’d go to the trouble of building this whole spire for that purpose alone.
But now that he was going to be hanging around here, perhaps he could have such a relationship, if things with Fiona’s harpy friend went smoothly.
He’d always wondered what it would be like to fuck a harpy…
“Are you okay up there?!” Fiona called.
“Fine! Nothing really up here,” he called back, coming back down. “Might have been another bedroom, and there’s a balcony, and a spiral staircase and some old crates, but nothing else.” He climbed back down the ladder.
“Now we check the basement?” she asked as they headed back downstairs.
“Now we check the basement,” Victor confirmed.




CHAPTER IX

 
The basement remained unchecked, even two hours later.
After trying to get it open and failing, both to pick the lock and to find a key, Fiona had said that Jezzy might be able to open it.
Apparently, she was a succubus of many talents.
The more he heard about her, the more Victor wanted to meet her. He’d never heard of a succubus actually living in this realm.
Usually they just visited to do dirty deeds.
After giving up on the door, they had spent a long, miserable stretch of time dealing with the dead. The way the zombies were dressed seemed pretty random, so Victor figured they almost certainly hadn’t come from a formal graveyard. Which meant they were random dead and basically free to loot, although they didn’t have a whole lot on them.
He made sure to thoroughly search all of them before he or Fiona dragged them off the property, to a nearby clearing where he intended to dig a pit, burn them all, and bury the ashes. Usually, if a body had become tainted enough by dark magic to resurrect, it was a good idea to just burn it after you killed it. Once they were all gathered, he and Fiona left the old inn.
“So, how will you know if Jezzy is back, or how to find her?” Victor asked as they headed east.
“Although I’m without magic, I do have certain senses, and my sense of smell can be very, very good when I want it to be. Jezzy is, as far as I know, the only succubus around here. She has a distinct smell and I can pick up on it from a good distance. And I can smell it now,” Fiona replied.
“What does she smell like?”
“Sort of like...burning honey.”
“Oh. That must be strange,” he said, trying to imagine it.
“It’s a very good smell, I really love it. I imagine you will, too.”
“Do you really think she’ll have sex with me?” he asked.
“Oh yes, definitely. She’s a succubus. She’s also a sexually frustrated succubus.”
“How can she possibly be sexually frustrated?” he asked.
“Very few people trust a succubus. And you know how it is with a lot of peoples and demons. They all say demons are evil, especially succubi. And if you already don’t trust succubi, and one approaches you for sex, your immediately thought is going to be: how is she trying to use me? What will happen to me if I actually sleep with her? You know?”
“I get that, but can’t succubi shapeshift?” he replied.
“Jezzy can’t.”
“Oh.”
“Yes, it’s...complicated. She’ll tell you about it if you ask. But yes, she will be very, very happy to have sex with you and I will be very, very happy to watch...and then to join in.” Fiona hesitated. “Is it a problem, that we are intimate?”
“No, not a problem,” Victor replied.
“Oh. Good.”
“There’s something that’s got me curious, though.”
“What?”
“You told me the first time we had sex that it was the best of your life.”
“Yes.”
“But you’ve also had sex with a succubus, and you also talked about how good she was.”
“Oh. Yes, I suppose that makes sense if it’s confusing. Well...Jezzy is very good at what she does, but I’ve never experienced anything like that with her that I did with you, and it made the sex better in a way I’ve never really encountered. I’m not sure what it is, exactly,” she murmured, not looking at him. He studied her, getting the impression she might be holding back. Although about what he wasn’t sure.
“You aren’t sure?” he asked.
“Not really,” she replied awkwardly.
“You sure you aren’t sure?”
She laughed and reached up, played with her hair a little. “It was really intense. It’s hard to, you know, sort through everything. I am sure it was the best. And I’m really looking forward to more. That bed upstairs looked perfect.”
“It did,” he agreed, deciding to let it drop. Whatever she was having difficulty with, it was her business.
It suddenly occurred to him that maybe she was having trouble figuring out how she felt. He was her first non-forest-dweller to be intimate with. He’d been a bit confused and uncertain of things the first time he’d slept with Skye. Spending your entire life surrounded by people and a society who reinforced the notion that having sex with a monster girl was an irredeemable sin, even if you knew it was total horseshit, did some damage.
There had been, not really thoughts, but wordless emotions.
Anxiety, guilt, fear.
The worst of them had passed before too long, mostly when he realized that he was just experiencing meaningless societal guilt and there was nothing actually wrong with fucking a dryad. All it had been was people trying to find ways to group things into ‘right’ and ‘wrong’ and fucking it all up. So maybe she was feeling some of that.
Or it could be something else.
Either way, it didn’t seem to be bothering her too much. She seemed happy enough otherwise. If she was still bugged by whatever it was by the night, he told himself, he’d try talking with her about it. It was weird. They’d met yesterday, but even now, in some ways, she felt comfortable and even a little familiar.
It was a nice feeling, a nice connection.
“We’re getting closer,” Fiona said. “I can definitely smell her.”
“Could it be another succubus?” he asked.
“No. It’s her. It isn’t just burned honey, it’s something else. She has a unique scent. Although…” She paused, sniffing the air as they moved on, passing by a collection of huge redwood trees. He looked around as she figured it out. It seemed like everywhere they went, it was a place that could be in a painting. Everywhere in the Hinter was beautiful in some way. A nearby stream bubbled quietly as it meandered through a collection of berry bushes, through a sunlit clearing, and on past more trees, the whole scene alive with wildlife.
Even as he was looking, a large blue dragonfly flitted by, pausing directly in front of him, hovering there with its gossamer wings, staring at him with multifaceted eyes that resembled tiny rubies, and then it was gone again.
“I smell faun, too. Hmm.” Fiona started up again.
“Faun, huh?” Victor asked. “Guy or girl?”
“Why?” she asked, a small smile on her face.
“You know why.”
“Do you have a taste for faun ladies as well as monster girls?”
“I have a taste for all the women,” he replied.
“Interesting.” She brushed him again with her tail. “I think we’re going to have a lot of fun together.”
“I agree.”
As they walked on, Fiona paused suddenly, stiffening up. She tilted her head, listening intently for a moment. “Someone’s attacking,” she said, and took off.
Victor marveled at her speed. In an instant, he was struggling to keep up. She moved like water, slipping through the trees and the plants with a shocking ease. As he ran after her, he started to hear the sounds of combat. Someone was indeed fighting, though the nearer he drew, the more it sounded like they were panicking.
“I warned you!” he heard a feminine voice yell.
“Die demon bitch!” someone snarled in return, and that declaration was followed immediately by someone screaming in pain as something snapped.
Fiona got to the site before he did. He saw her disappear up ahead through a thicket and as she came out on the other side there were several startled screams.
“Shit, now there’s a fucking viper!”
“We can take them!”
Victor stepped through the vegetation and found out exactly what was happening. He’d gotten good at picking out bandits, marauders, thieves from adventurers and mercenaries. There were four of them, and he imagined they had tried to jump the faun woman currently standing not far away from a very tall succubus wearing an exceptionally revealing dress. As sexy as she was, though, she was also fiercely intimidating. Her eyes flared a bright pink and her stance spoke of imminent violence. Fiona was now adopting a similar stance, facing the four men, one of whom was holding his arm, which was bent at an ugly angle.
“You! Help us!” one of the men, presumably the leader, yelled as soon as he saw Victor step out onto the path.
Victor laughed and drew his blade. “I am not here to help you,” he replied.
“If you don’t leave right now,” the demon girl growled, “I am going to tear your head clean off your body. And believe me, I can do it.”
“Fuck this!” the lead bandit shouted.
He turned and bolted. The other three men lingered only a few seconds before turning around racing off after their leader, cursing in frightened fear.
Once the four men were gone and the path had again grown silent, Victor replaced his sword and faced the two new people. The faun woman, who, from her gear and clothing seemed to be a traveling merchant, looked wary but calm now.
The succubus was grinning, looking at Fiona.
“Hello, Jezzy,” she said.
“Fiona! You found me again,” she said, walking over and giving her a hug.
Seeing her move was kind of unreal. She was quite tall. Probably somewhere shy of six and a half feet. Her pink skin looked marvelous, and a pair of dark black horns grew out of her head, which was covered in blood red hair, both accentuating a dauntingly beautiful face. He shared a look with the faun, who still seemed to be recovering from the whole incident.
“I see you’ve got a man with you,” Jezzy murmured, looking at him.
“I’m Victor,” he replied.
“Jezzy the Succubus,” she replied, then turned to face the faun. “Sorry if I startled you.”
“Me too,” Fiona said.
“Absolutely no need to apologize,” she replied, slowly replacing the short sword she held. “Thank you, for helping. All of you. I can fight, I might have been able to do enough damage to force them off, but the odds weren’t looking good.” She looked at them awkwardly for a moment, no doubt still trying to find a grip on the situation again. Having a succubus and viper abruptly show up, while someone was threatening your life, was no doubt a brain-scrambling situations. “My name is Ilyse,” she said finally.
They each introduced themselves and Jezzy, who seemed as calm and cool as ever, stepped to the center of their mismatched group. “That was a rather trying situation,” she said, “if you’d like, I know of a hot spring nearby we could take a break in?”
“Um…” Ilyse looked around, then composed herself, “yes. I’d like that, actually.”
“This way,” Jezzy said, and walked off into the forest.
Ilyse followed after her.
Victor glanced at Fiona, who just smiled at him and began following as well. With a shrug, he did the same, joining Fiona.
He was having a hard time focusing on anything but Jezzy. Even when she was facing the other way, leading them. She had a very...well-proportioned backside.
So did Ilyse, actually.
Both women filled out their clothes very nicely.
“So what actually happened back there?” Fiona asked.
“I was walking along when I heard those bastards threatening Ilyse and decided I should step in and help out a fellow traveler of the Hinter,” Jezzy replied.
“Thank you again for that, all of you. As for me, I’m a merchant of rare goods, on my way back from an expedition into the Hinter. I know a great deal about old elven artifacts and I was hired to come along and verify their authenticity. Which meant traveling deep into the Hinter. I verified, got paid, and I wanted to go to Hearth Haven while everyone else was headed farther east. I figured I was close enough that I should be able to handle any trouble I might run into,” Ilyse explained. She glanced back at Fiona and Victor. “How do you fit into this? Sorry, my brain is a little...I’m still coming down from the fight-or-flight. You’re...Fiona, right?” Fiona nodded. “You and Jezzy are friends?”
“That we are,” Fiona replied. “We’ve known each other for a while. I was looking for her, tracking her, and just happened to find her when she found you.”
“What I’m most curious about is your new friend, Fiona,” Jezzy said. “Because you two...smell of each other. In that way.”
Fiona sighed heavily and almost knocked Victor over as her tail thrashed. “Jezzy! Oh, sorry!” she said as he stumbled.
“It’s fine,” he replied.
Jezzy laughed loudly. “Oh my, you’d only get this embarrassed if–”
“Jezzy!”
“I’m a succubus, love.”
“That doesn’t give you the right to talk about my...private business in front of a stranger!”
Jezzy relented with a sigh. “Fair enough, I apologize if I made it uncomfortable.”
“It’s...you know, I spent a lot of time traveling in the company of the kind of people who frequent the wilderness. It takes a lot to make me uncomfortable,” Ilyse replied. “But if I’m going to be absolutely candid here...I’m very curious to know about the two of you and if you are a couple. So please do not hold back on my account.”
“I knew there was a reason I was attracted to you,” Jezzy murmured. “Besides the obvious.”
“Oh…” Ilyse replied. She giggled, then cleared her throat. “Ah. Thank you. I’m...quite attracted to you as well.”
“I was going to say that you seem very receptive to a literal demon. Most of the people I rescue panic and flee, or try to attack me,” Jezzy replied.
“That’s very rude,” Victor said.
“I agree.” She glanced back again. “So…?”
“Very well,” Fiona said with a huff. “Yes, we fucked.”
“Several times,” Victor added, unable to keep from smiling.
“That’s...so very arousing,” Ilyse murmured.
“How did this happen? I’ve never met a human willing to get down and dirty with a monster girl,” Jezzy said, “let alone admit to it.”
“We met yesterday,” Fiona replied. “I was having some difficulty in an old church and he happened to be nearby. He helped me out, we realized that we didn’t mind each other’s company, spent the day together…”
“And then commenced the filthy, filthy fucking?” Jezzy asked.
“Yes,” Fiona said.
They broke through the forest once more and this time came into a secluded copse where the air was steamy and there was indeed a bubbling hot spring of crystal clear water.
“This is one of my favorite places,” Jezzy said.
“It’s beautiful,” Ilyse replied, taking off her pack and setting it down, then stretching and popping her neck.
“So, I’m just gonna throw this out there:” Jezzy said, facing the three of them, “is anyone down for some sex? Because I could really go for some sex and all three of you are very attractive.”
“I’m definitely down for that,” Victor replied.
Jezzy looked at Ilyse. “No pressure.”
“I haven’t had sex in weeks, and there is no way I’m turning down the opportunity to have sex with a handsome adventurer, a sexy viper, and a succubus,” Ilyse replied, growing increasingly eager as she spoke.
“I’m content to watch, actually,” Fiona said.
“I knew you’d say that,” Jezzy replied with a smirk. “Okay then! Threesome in the hot spring!” She began taking her dress off.




CHAPTER X

 
Jezzy was a monument to pure seductive, lusty desire.
She was the most beautiful woman Victor had ever seen in his entire life, which made enough sense, given she was a living incarnation of sexual craving.
He found himself marveling over every bit of her, every lurid detail, as her dress came off.
She was wearing nothing beneath it, so she went from clothed to naked in one smooth motion. Her huge breasts tumbled out, bouncing as they settled back into place. Her skin was pink and flawless, looking so smooth and soft. Her shoulder-length red hair was down, framing her exotically beautiful face. The magic she had must be strong, because her pink eyes glowed with a stark intensity. As he looked at the curled black horns that came out of the top of her head, he couldn’t help but imagine what it would be like to grip them as he fucked her mouth.
And then there was her tail. Thin and ending in a long, triangle tip, it snaked out from behind one broad, firm, smooth hip.
When she noticed him staring at her, she grinned and waggled her tail at him.
“Come on, now. Don’t make me wait,” she said.
“Sorry,” he and Ilyse murmured at the same time. Glancing over, he realized she was just as entranced as he was.
He shrugged out of his pack and began getting his armor and clothing off as quickly as he could, desperately eager to even just touch her.
Jezzy’s thighs looked incredible and his eyes dipped lower to her cloven, polished black hooves. She was such an unreal beauty to behold.
The succubus laughed and turned around, heading for the hot spring.
Her ass.
It had an amazing thickness and heft to it, and was that perfect teardrop shape, so fantastically smooth and curved.
The desire, the need to fuck her from behind started to consume him.
He heard a soft grunt and looked over. Ilyse was having trouble getting her own dress up over her head. It was caught on one of her horns.
“Can I offer some assistance?” he asked.
“Yes, I would love some,” she replied.
He got closer and got the dress off her horn. She let out a sigh of relief. “Thank you...wow, you are very attractive,” she murmured as she dropped her traveling dress beside her and looked him up and down.
“So are you,” he replied. She wore just a pair of panties and nothing else now. She was a beautiful woman, covered in soft brown fur and, just like Jezzy, sported horns and hooves. Though her horns were a bit more curled. She stared back at him with soft brown eyes and an unselfconscious smile. Her breasts were big and soft-furred, topped with light brown nipples. Her thighs were excellently thick, her hips a bit broad. She had that fit-yet-thick physique that came from women who had a bigger build, and enjoyed large meals, but spent a lot of time walking through the wilderness. She looked down. “Maybe you could help with these, too.”
“Yeah, I could do that,” he replied, getting closer and dropping down to his knees. He pulled down her panties, exposing her pussy, rendering her completely naked.
“Maybe you could help,” he suggested, getting back up after looking for a bit.
“I could definitely help,” she said, dropping to her knees and pulling down his undershorts. He glanced briefly at the other women.
Fiona was near the hot spring now, simply watching the two of them.
Jezzy was actually in the hot spring now, half submerged, her huge breasts still plainly visible. She looked amused and aroused.
“Are you sure you’re okay with this?” he asked, looking at Fiona.
“Yes,” she replied quickly, “pretend I’m not here.”
“Uh, okay-oh wow,” he said, his attention forcibly pulled back to Ilyse as he felt a hot pleasure envelop his erection.
She had his dick in her mouth, her eyes closed, and slowly began bobbing her head.
“Wow, you are very friendly,” he murmured.
“Mmm-hmm,” she agreed, and started bobbing her head faster.
“This is exactly what I was hoping for,” Jezzy said. “You two have great sexual alchemy.”
“Do we now?” Ilyse murmured.
“Yes. As a succubus, I can tell.”
Victor couldn’t resist. He reached down and gripped Ilyse’s horns and started bobbing her head up and down. She laughed and let him do it, reaching out and steadying herself by gripping his hips. Her lips felt like hot paradise as they slipped up and down, and he could feel her tongue going over his head several times…
“Okay,” he said, releasing her. “Let’s, uh, get in the water.”
“Gladly,” Ilyse replied, standing.
“Also, thanks for that.”
She laughed. “You’re welcome.”
They walked over and joined Jezzy in the hot spring, slowly slipping down into the water. It was hot, but not unbearably so. It felt extremely comfortable after all the activity he’d been doing lately, fun and otherwise. For a moment, he was actually overtaken by the sheer hot pleasure of being submerged in a hot spring. Victor closed his eyes, relaxing, letting himself float there in the water and just enjoy the sensation.
He opened his eyes again when he felt someone settle next to him beneath the water. Looking over, he saw two bright, glowing pink eyes staring back at him.
“Hello,” Jezzy said, smiling seductively at him. She dragged the tip of her tail along his thigh, then along the bottom of his erection. “You’re really cute.”
“Hi, ah, you’re...something else,” he replied.
He’d heard about succubi. He’d seen drawings of them, paintings that showed them in their native form. Some of them were inaccurate, at least compared to what he was seeing, but some of them were pretty spot on. Even down to her elongated ears.
She reached over and wrapped her hand around his erection at about the same time he felt Ilyse settle on his other side.
“I am very horny,” Jezzy said, her voice as sultry and seductive as ever as she started stroking him. She kissed him before he could reply, and as her lips touched his own, he tasted and smelled it: burned honey.
But Fiona was right, it was more than that. Something sweet, and deeper, and almost smoky, too. He found himself enjoying it immensely alongside kissing her. Especially when her long, forked tongue slipped into his mouth and wrapped with his own. She started jacking him off more firmly as she made out with him. Her touch was like magic, the pleasure immediate and strong. He was still having trouble believing this reality.
He was actually hooking up with a succubus.
When he had come to the Hinter in search of pleasure with lusty monster girls, he’d hoped for, but not truly believed that he’d get, sex with a succubus.
A demoness of desire and pleasure.
He felt another hand come down and cup his balls, then begin to gently massage them. Jezzy broke the kiss and he looked over to his other side, where Ilyse now stood, looking almost drunk with horniness.
They kissed, and then her tongue was in his mouth.
Ilyse had her own sweet, unique taste.
Of all the non-human, but still village-dwelling women that he’d hooked up with, faun were the fewest and farthest between. Faun were rare in this land, as it was not their homeland and they seemed to prefer staying there. The ones he did meet though were always very beautiful and exceptionally good or wild in bed. Often both. Ilyse became a bit more aggressive as they made out, pushing herself against him until she ended up on his lap. As they kissed, she reached over and began groping one of Jezzy’s big, pink breasts. Unable to resist, he did the same thing.
And then Ilyse broke the kiss and instead began making out with Jezzy.
It was a wonderful thing to behold.
They were both so fantastically beautiful and exotic, and they both looked great kissing. He could feel their hands moving across him beneath the water as they kissed, and soon Jezzy passed Ilyse back to him, and they were making out again. He cupped one of her wonderful, soft-furred breasts in his grasp as their tongues twisted and danced together.
“You two should start fucking,” Jezzy murmured.
“Should we now?” Ilyse asked, breaking the kiss, smiling at him.
“Definitely,” Victor replied, gripping her firm hips, so erect now that it was almost painful. He wasn’t sure if it was being in the presence of thee absurdly hot inhuman women or maybe Jezzy’s presence, but he was nearly out of his mind with lust at this point.
“Well all right then,” Ilyse replied.
“Let me help you,” Jezzy said, reaching between them. He felt her strong fingers wrap around his erection once more and she guided him into Ilyse, who let out a gasp, then a moan as she began working her way lower, getting him inside of her.
“Oh fucking Gods yes…” he groaned loudly as that hot sheath of pure sexual rapture wrapped around him and began to consume him.
Inside of her was hot perfection.
And it immediately began getting better, hotter, more mindlessly blissful as she started to ride him, gripping his shoulders and grunting as she put her thick thighs and firm hips to good use. She moaned as she pushed him all the way inside of her, kissing him hard on the mouth, then began riding even faster.
He managed to sit down on a natural shelf beneath the waterline, and the hot water began splashing and sloshing around them as she fucked him, staring at him with wide, lust-filled eyes.
“Let me help…” Jezzy murmured again, getting behind her. She reached around and grasped her breasts. Ilyse moaned even louder as she began to play with her nipples and a soft pink light slowly began to suffuse them both.
“Oh my...oh what are you doing?” she whispered, panting. “It feels...oh!”
She began to orgasm.
“What I was born to do,” Jezzy murmured.
It was exceptionally difficult, but Victor somehow managed to keep his own climax at bay as he felt Ilyse’s inner muscles go crazy with convulsing, enthralling pleasure. Her orgasm rolled through her body as she kept fucking him furiously, and lasted a lot longer than he thought it would. When she was finally finished, she gasped, panting heavily, and stopped, falling against him.
“I need...a break…” she moaned.
“That means it’s my turn,” Jezzy said, lifting her off of him with a startling ease. “You should get out of the water or you’ll overheat.”
“Yes...thank you…” Ilyse murmured as Jezzy hefted her up out of the water and put her on the edge of the hot spring, where she flopped onto her back in the grass, panting as she stared skywards. Jezzy turned her attention back to Victor and mounted him.
“Don’t worry,” she said, smiling at him with a look of raw sexuality, “I won’t hurt you.”
He couldn’t think of anything to say to that, and it didn’t even matter as she slipped him inside of her wet depths and then…
He was lost.
Lost in a tidal wave of absolute, mind-annihilating rapture.
Being inside of a succubus was…
It was different. He’d spent a long time imagining what it would be like with a lot of different women, and had always been pleased when fantasy became reality. But he had thought a lot about what it might be like to get inside of demoness vagina, especially a succubus. Despite all the bad stories, the one clear, consistent detail that persisted through it all was it felt amazing. And it did. She was slicker and hotter and tighter than any woman he had ever been with, and the way she conformed to him, the way she articulated her body against his own…
It was unreal.
The pleasure robbed him of his senses for a moment, everything but touch, the physical sensation of fucking her, of being fucked by her, was gone. It was overwhelming. As he slowly came back to reality, he found himself looking into her glowing pink eyes and did find himself wondering, just for a moment, if she might be taking something from him.
He also truly began to understand how people were so enraptured by succubi that they could let bad things happen to them because her pussy was so good he thought that he could die happy right this very moment.
“Let’s make this more fun,” she said suddenly, and then began maneuvering around until she was sitting in his lap instead of straddling him. He had no idea how she moved so gracefully, being so tall, but she managed it. “Up!” she said, and they both stood up. Him still inside of her, he followed her over to where Ilyse laid with her legs still partially in the water, spread open, lying on her back, panting.
Their faun lover let out a loud, startled moan of pleasure as Jezzy buried her face in her crotch. “Oh my that’s-oh!” she cried, putting her hooves up in the air and spreading her legs out wider. She reached down, gripping Jezzy’s horns.
Victor gripped her big hips and began ramming her from the back, pounding in her sweet, hot pussy and barreling towards an orgasm.
He rapidly became lost in her lust again, looking down at her perfectly proportioned body, at the swell of her thick pink ass, the way her tail sprouted from her lower back and swayed back and forth, occasionally brushing against his chest. The sounds of her moans were mixing with Ilyse’s loud cries of bliss as Jezzy ate her out.
Victor lasted for as long as he could, and he had no idea how long that was because time had ceased to have meaning while he was deep inside of Jezzy, pounding her brains out. And then it happened. His orgasm exploded into being with the power of an erupting volcano, flooding her insides with his seed in hard, furious, rapid spurts. Pleasure blossomed and overwhelmed him again and he reached up under her, grabbing her huge tits as he came inside of her demon pussy, filling her up as he emptied himself out.
He came for ages, the pleasure blinding, a sexual release unlike any other he’d experienced before.
It was raw bliss, total rapture, absolute paradise.
When it finally was over, he felt his head start to swim, as if he was suddenly standing on the deck of a ship in the middle of a bad storm, and his vision began to blur and…




CHAPTER XI

 
“Are you sure he’s okay?”
“Yes, he’ll be fine. He just needs to wake up.”
“What happened?”
“Ha ha, uh...he was a little overwhelmed by how fucking good my pussy was.”
Victor groaned as he came awake, his eyes opening. His whole body ached slightly, and his head still felt a little swimmy.
“What happened?” he muttered, staring up at cloudy blue skies and a canopy of treetops.
A familiar snakelike face appeared in his field of vision, looking worried. “Oh, you’re okay. Good. Um. You passed out. After releasing your seed into Jezzy,” Fiona said.
Another face appeared, a demonic one, looking a bit smug. “I take it as a compliment,” she murmured, running a hand across his chest.
“How are you feeling?” Ilyse asked from nearby.
He looked around slowly, saw her near his feet, still naked, her fur mostly dried. “Dizzy,” he replied. “How long was I out?”
“Maybe half an hour,” Jezzy replied.
“Everything aches a little,” he said.
“Ah, yes. Sorry about that. It can be intense the first time for men. Women, too, but especially for men. Here, let me help.” Jezzy placed both her hands on his chest and he suddenly felt a warmth flood his body as a pink light flared. He felt the slight ache disappear and flexed his muscles experimentally. He felt great. “How’s that?”
“Fantastic,” he replied. “I feel better than before we started, actually.” Victor sat up and they gave him some space. “Did I really pass out from sex?”
“Yes,” Jezzy said. “Sorry, I should have warned you.”
“It’s fine,” he replied. “That was, uh...wow. You weren’t kidding, she’s amazing,” he said, looking at Fiona, who was smiling.
“She is,” she agreed. “I’m glad you’re okay. That was very exhilarating to watch.”
A moment passed where no one seemed to know what to say next.
“Well,” Ilyse said finally, breaking the silence, “this is been very fun, and I am very appreciative for the rescue and the sex, and it was great meeting you all, but I do have places that I really should be getting to…”
“I understand,” Victor replied, and Jezzy nodded. “Do you want someone to walk with you to Hearth Haven?”
“I actually would appreciate it,” Ilyse replied as she began pulling her clothing back on.
“We can all go,” Jezzy said, “if you wouldn’t mind being seen in the company of a succubus and a viper.”
“Not at all,” Ilyse replied.
Victor started getting dressed.
…
“So, Fiona...we must talk about this latest development in your life,” Jezzy said with unrestrained glee as they headed north again.
After dressing, Victor had joined the three women in heading back through the Hinter until they were a stone’s throw from Hearth Haven. Ilyse had thanked each of them with a hug and a lingering kiss, (including Fiona when she indicated she wanted one), and then they’d headed back into the woodlands.
“Yes, um...I feel like this whole thing got a little away from me,” she murmured.
“That wasn’t how I was expecting our first meeting to go,” Victor said.
“I am a succubus,” Jezzy replied.
He laughed awkwardly. “Yeah. True.” Even after having sex with her, having a threesome with her and a hot faun merchant, he still felt young and awkward around her.
She was absurdly beautiful.
She was heated lust on two shapely legs.
Even clothed she was the most attractive woman he had ever laid eyes on. Her dress almost seemed like a parody of a dress, it barely covered anything.
“Well, Jezzy, this is Victor, a wandering adventurer, and he’s come to the Hinter to, uh…” Fiona looked at him. “I guess maybe you’d like to tell her?”
“Please tell me, I’m quite curious to know what exactly brought the two of you together. Fiona has often lamented how she wished she could get laid by a handsome adventurous man–”
“Oh yes, I am the one lamenting that,” Fiona replied, rolling her eyes.
Jezzy giggled and flicked his leg with her tail. “I lament it too, I freely admit it. No one trusts me that when I come looking for sex it’s all I want. Ilyse was a rarity. And you are, too. I think the Gods have finally taken pity on me: two rarities in one threesome.”
“I am a rarity,” he agreed. “I...well, I’ll just be honest, given I imagine you would understand my motivations more than most: I came here to fuck monster girls.”
The look of absolute glee that came onto her face momentarily overrode the calm, seductive composure she had adopted. “Really?” she asked, sounding genuinely astonished.
“Really,” he replied.
“So you have had fun with my good friend already?” she asked, looking at Fiona with a broad smile.
The viper sighed and looked away. “You are embarrassing me,” she murmured. Suddenly, she looked over at Victor. “Oh! I understand a bit more about what you were trying to explain, about embarrassment and sex and-nevermind. Ignore me.”
Jezzy giggled again. “Well, you two seem pretty comfortable with each other, so that’s good.” She studied him as they walked, pursing her lips and tilting her head slightly. “So...you’ve come to the Hinter for some hot monster girl pussy?”
“Yeah. It’s not the best term but–”
“I like it,” Jezzy replied. “Because we can be absolute fucking monsters when we fuck. Few village-dwellers know the pleasure, even the adventurous ones, because they are cowards.”
“That’s not the only reason,” he replied.
“Fine, but I feel like a lot of it boils down to cowardice.”
“I think that’s the way it is because so many of the forest-dwellers or beings of the Hinter prefer to either stay clear of village-dwellers or are outright hostile and violent towards them. You can’t blame them for making up stories and myths about the dangers of vipers and harpies and dryad if there have been actual instances of violence instigated by them,” Victor said.
“He’s right,” Fiona murmured. “My people...have not always been the kindest. Then again, neither have yours.”
“Also true,” he said.
“Okay, so it’s complicated, but who cares? We three are here now, enjoying each other’s company, having sex...are you sticking around? Because if you’re just here for monster pussy I can absolutely help you with that.”
“He’s agreed to stick around and help me,” Fiona said.
“Help with what?” Jezzy asked.
“Oh, right! I didn’t get a chance to tell you! I found a place for my inn!”
“Really?! Show me! I want to see it.”
“We actually need your help with a locked door and maybe undead hanging around,” Victor replied.
“I can handle a locked door, and any undead we run into,” Jezzy said.
“How did you two meet?” Victor asked.
“Yes, Fiona, why don’t you tell him how we met?” Jezzy replied with a broad grin.
Fiona sighed again. “I knew this would come up...I was-well, a few months ago, I was out in the forest, looking for people who might need help, and, um…”
“She was spying on people fucking,” Jezzy interrupted.
“It was an accident!”
“Sure it was.”
“I heard...noises. And followed them. I thought they were in trouble!”
“Sure you did.”
“Stop talking, Jezzy!”
“Make me,” the succubus replied, looking more amused with each passing second.
Fiona growled and Victor had to admit, it was amusing. He’d never seen her like this before, and even in their short time together, he could tell they were best friends. No one could quite piss you off without actually pissing you off like a best friend could.
“Anyway,” Fiona said, attempting to regain her composure, “I found the two people and they were...having sex. And I...found it difficult not to watch. And by chance, Jezzy was there as well, also watching, and we noticed each other, and she gave me this look…”
“It was my ‘I want to fuck you’ look,” Jezzy said.
“Yes. And I was, uh, rather enamored of her. So we snuck away from the people fucking and I took her to a place that I knew and we, uh, did things together.”
“All through the night,” Jezzy added.
“Yes. And then we spent the next day together and that was how we met and started becoming friends. And now we spend time together, except for when Jezzy goes off on one of her adventures,” she said.
Jezzy sighed at that. “I think I might be done with my adventures for a while.”
“Why? What do you actually do out there?” Fiona asked.
“Explore. Fight evil monsters. Help people if I can. Find neat things. But I also run into people who hate me for being a succubus. And some people even try to kill me, just for being a succubus. It’s rather...disheartening.” She smiled suddenly and wrapped her tail around his wrist. “But it makes it all the more worthwhile when I meet someone like you: an open-minded, attractive person. You fucked me without hesitation.”
“On the one hand I want to say it surprises me that that’s a rarity, but on the other hand, I know how people react to succubi and demons. I guess all I can really say is: it was an absolute pleasure and I would be very, very happy to do it again,” he replied.
She laughed. “And again after that?”
“Yes. And several more times after that.”
“I’m beginning to see what you meant about the whole ‘better at sex’ thing…” Fiona murmured.
“Don’t worry, I won’t take him away from you,” Jezzy said.
“I will also be very happy to continue having sex with you, many times, Fiona,” he replied, reaching out and running a hand down her arm.
She smiled. “That is good to hear. Now that I’ve actually made love with a human I...would rather not stop.”
“That’s how it goes,” Jezzy said.
“Apparently. Here, the inn is up here.”
They came again out of the forest and into the overgrown yard surrounding the building.
“Oh yeah...I like this place,” Jezzy murmured, putting her hands on her big hips. “Just...right away, good vibes. I mean, it needs work, and I can definitely feel an evil presence around, but I can see it, like all fixed up? It’ll be great.” She turned fully to face Victor. “So...you came here for monster pussy, but you’re going to stay to help fix up an old inn?” she asked.
He took a moment to respond. The transition in emotional states she had just undergone was so abrupt he felt like he’d missed something. She had gone from excited and kind of sultry to dead fucking serious in nothing flat.
“Yes,” he said finally.
“And you’re sure about that?” she persisted.
“Pretty sure...why?”
“Because this is important to Fiona, and Fiona is important to me.”
“Jezzy, don’t make it uncomfortable,” Fiona said.
“I’m just making sure we’re all on the same page here,” Jezzy replied, as firm as ever. “Fiona is important to me,” she repeated. “If this is casual, then fine. I just want honesty.”
“For the sake honesty: I like Fiona, I’m liking you. I like the idea of helping fix this place up. I don’t intend to just disappear, and I promise that if for whatever reason I want to leave, I will give you warning. But I can say right now with confidence: I’m committed.”
And just like that Jezzy’s intensity turned down. Or at least the stern intensity. Her sexual intensity was still there, but he wasn’t sure if she could turn it off. “Good, then we are in agreement. I just want everything to be fun and nice. There’s been...more than enough of the opposite for Fiona, and myself. And I’m tired of it.”
“I’m sorry...and I get it,” he replied.
“Then I’m sorry that you understand. It is a miserable thing to understand,” Jezzy said. She cleared her throat suddenly. “Well, let’s not let this go on for any longer. I want to this place, and what’s in the basement. I love a mystery.”
They went inside and Jezzy got a quick tour of the ground floor, second story, and the tower, as they wanted to make sure that nothing else had showed up while they were gone. As it turned out, something had. Another zombie had wandered in through the backdoor and Jezzy cracked its skull and broke its neck with one quick, solid punch to the face.
“Holy shit,” Victor muttered as the corpse dropped into a heap.
Jezzy picked it up and tossed it back outside. “Hate these things.”
“You are...very strong,” he said.
“I am,” she agreed. “Comes with the territory.”
They finished their search, found nothing, and ended up back at the basement door. Jezzy dropped into a crouch, and Victor couldn’t help but look down her dress, as her breasts were on the verge of tumbling out. She put her finger to the keyhole and there was a flash of pink light. He heard the distinct sound of a lock being undone.
“There,” she said, turning the knob and opening the door. She got to her feet and brushed off the front of her dress.
“Wait, it’s that easy? How did you do that?” Victor asked.
“Magic,” Jezzy replied with a smirk.
“Obviously.”
She laughed. “It’s a spell I picked up in my...other life. Took a long time to master. But that’s one of the benefits of being long-lived. Anyway...something’s down there,” she said, abruptly stiffening and losing her cheerful demeanor. She slowly took one step forward, pushing the door open. She waited, standing just beyond the threshold, and listened. “Something is down there and it’s not a zombie. It is undead, though.”
“Fantastic,” Victor muttered. “Do you think we can handle it?”
“Yes,” she replied, and then cast a light spell. “Follow me.”
He drew his blade and handed it to Fiona. “We need to get me my own sword,” she muttered as she accepted it. “Also, thank you.”
“Welcome,” he replied, drawing his dagger.
Jezzy led them down the dark, narrow stairwell that descended into the earth. It was just wide enough to accommodate the two monster girls. He went after Jezzy and Fiona came down after him. Victor became more aware of the basement as they descended and the light pushed back the darkness. The room at the bottom was large and roughly rectangular, and they had emerged in the lower left corner of it.
A low mist seemed to cling to the stonework floor, which was littered with debris and broken furniture and old crates. He spied four doors, three along the wall to his right, one at the far end, opposite the stairwell. All the doors were closed save for one, the door to the right that was farthest from them.
It was open, just a bit.
Something shifted in the basement.
“Fiona, stay here with the light and keep watch for us. Victor, you take that first door, I’ll take the second,” Jezzy said, raising her hand and affixing the ball of luminosity in place where it hovered near the ceiling.
“In that case, you should have your sword,” Fiona said.
“All right then,” he replied, trading her for the dagger.
He had to admit, he did feel better with it. Adjusting his grip on the blade, he approached the closed the door. Given this was a dangerous situation, he focused up, tuning his senses to his environment. There was a definite evil on the air, like a chill or an invisible gas. And it was cold down there, colder than he would expect a basement to be. He heard Jezzy’s hooves on the stones, but was surprised by how light it sounded.
How silently could she move, if she wanted to?
Victor reached the door and tried the handle. It was unlocked. Gently, he opened it. The light revealed the room beyond slowly. He saw more of what he had just seen: debris, broken furniture, kindling. There was an old wooden dummy in the corner that for a moment startled him from its silhouette, but he’d seen enough that he quickly knew it for what it was. Had this been storage, or perhaps a training room?
The feel of the room, the markings on the walls, some of the debris that resembled more training dummies, made him think that maybe it had been a training area. Well, why not? In such a dangerous place as the Hinter.
Had to keep your skills up.
He finished sweeping the area and found nothing, then closed the door firmly behind him.
“Clear,” he said.
“This one too,” Jezzy said.
They passed by the slightly ajar door, as that was the one that probably held whatever it was that was down in the basement, as they wanted to check the final door and make sure nothing else was hiding out, waiting for the perfect opportunity to attack from behind. And opening the door opposite the stairwell led to an interesting discovery.
A short hallway with four more doors, two on either side, each of which led to a bathing area.
“I can think of a lot of fun things to do in here,” Jezzy murmured as they looked around the final room.
“Same,” he agreed.
She laughed, then regained her focus. They headed to the final door. She pushed it open. A wave of cold air came out, so much so that frost immediately began appearing on the door’s frame. What could it be?
Victor had encountered many undead over the years and he knew of several that could produce this level of cold, but–
“Oh shit,” Jezzy said, and Victor just barely managed to get out of her way as she was knocked off her hooves and landed heavily on her back.
“Jezzy!” Fiona cried, coming closer.
Victor got his look at the creature in question as he heard something clacking against the stone floor. It was a skeleton, he saw, although it wasn’t just a skeleton. A resurrected skeleton was basically just a zombie that had rotted all its flesh off. This thing, however, was suffused in a blue energy so dark it was almost black, and the cold radiating off of it was intense.
“Ow,” Jezzy groaned.
“I got it!” Victor said, charging for it and bringing his sword around for a good, solid swing.
“Victor, wait–” Jezzy began. Then hesitated as he ducked under one bony fist as it swung for his head, came back up, and chopped neatly through its spine. Its head came off and began bouncing away back into the room it had come from, clacking each time it hit as the rest of it lost its dark glow and collapsed into a heap. “Oh,” she said.
“I mostly know what I’m doing,” he replied, peering into the room beyond. It was also a mess, and he saw a big hole in the wall, big enough for something to walk through, but otherwise there were no other threats, and the cold and dark evil feelings were already beginning to dissipate. He turned around and offered Jezzy a hand, then grunted as she took it and he pulled her up. She wasn’t as heavy as she looked, but she was a six and a half foot demon. “Got my sword blessed by a warrior priest I hooked up with a few years back.”
“Really? How was she in bed?” Jezzy asked, staring intently at him now.
“Really, really angry and aggressive, which was what I was into at the time, so really good. She had a shaved head, a few wicked scars, and some fucking amazing tits,” he replied.
“I am even more attracted to you now than before,” Jezzy said. “I’ve never met a man who fucks a demon as easily as he does a holy woman.”
“Good for me,” he replied.
“Very good for you...uh, are we secure?” she asked, sounding distracted and glancing past him into the room beyond.
“There’s a big hole in the wall and it looks like it leads somewhere,” he replied. “But I didn’t see anything else in there.”
“Okay, lemme just check the hole and then you can attend to my hole,” she said.
“No, you’re attending to mine first. You got him last,” Fiona replied.
“Fine, fine,” Jezzy said. She gestured and the ball of light floated after her. The three of them came to stand in the final room.
It had once been a wine cellar. Most of the wine had been taken out when whatever it was had made the hole in the wall had burst through. There was masonry and broken glass and shattered wood all over the floor.
The tunnel stretched on far out of sight, becoming nothing more than shadowed darkness.
“Huh, this probably isn’t good,” Fiona murmured.
“It is interesting, though,” Victor replied.
“Can we go now? I’m so horny,” Jezzy complained.
“What if something else shows up? Something more dangerous?” Fiona replied.
“I’ll be able to sense it, now come on,” she said.
“Fine, fine,” Fiona replied.
They shut the door firmly behind them and headed upstairs.




CHAPTER XII

 
“Okay, here it is, this is the bed,” Fiona said, sounding excited.
“Ooh, nice,” Jezzy murmured as they came in behind her.
Victor was already in the process of getting out of his gear, eager for more sex with these two extremely attractive monster women.
“I like it and it’s time to break it in,” Fiona replied, slithering over to the bed and falling back onto it. She started coughing at the dust that was thrown up. “Okay,” she said, waving at the air, “so it needs a little work. Should we–”
“No, we shouldn’t,” Jezzy replied, tossing her dress aside. “We should have sex. I think Victor agrees.”
“Yep,” he said as his second boot came off and he pulled his shirt up and over and dropped it at his feet. He immediately went to work on his belt.
“So eager,” Jezzy said, laughing.
“Very eager,” he agreed. His belt came undone and his pants dropped. He stepped out of them and his undershorts and ran over to the bed. Climbing onto it, he soon found himself in Fiona’s arms, kissing her passionately as he ran his hands over her smooth scaled body. Her huge breasts felt wonderful in his grasp and he felt himself shiver in anticipation as her fingers wrapped around his cock and began stroking him.
“You two make an amazingly hot couple,” Jezzy murmured.
“Mmm...thanks,” Fiona replied between kisses. “Oh Gods, get inside me,” she moaned. “I’ve been so horny since watch the three of you…”
“All right,” he said, straddling her with a smooth motion, gripping his erection, and guiding it down into her sweet, waiting depths. They both moaned loudly as he pushed into her and the wave of burning bliss that hit him as he got into that slick, tight viper vagina was simply stunning. He worked his way carefully inside of her and soon was pumping into her. Laying his hands on her big breasts, he groped and massaged them as he fucked her.
He could feel her tail twitching back and forth between his knees, like she was having trouble controlling herself. Given the look on her face, that almost certainly was what was happening. She looked engulfed by rapture, her eyes unfocused, mouth open, panting and moaning, gripping the blankets beneath them.
“Wow, she really likes your dick,” Jezzy murmured.
She was closer now, much closer. He glanced over, surprised, and saw that she was now sitting on the bed with them, studying them intently.
“I do…” Fiona moaned loudly, grasping his back as he really started driving into her, burying himself deep. “Oh I DO! I LOVE IT! IT FEELS SO GOOD!” she screamed.
“Ah...Fiona…” he moaned, the raw ecstasy of the encounter rushing through him.
“Keep going-almost-ah-oh fuck!” she cried, and then she was climaxing. It was immediate and intense, and he was almost thrown off of her as her tail thrashed wildly. He kept going, pumping into her, fucking her hard and fast as she orgasmed, making her scream louder. He was so close to starting to unload his seed into her–
“Don’t come inside her,” Jezzy said, “I want your seed.”
“Fiona?” he asked, panting.
“Yes, it’s fine!” she replied, then moaned again, writhing as her orgasm slowed and then stopped. She was soon left panting, staring up at him, and look of deep satisfaction on her face. “Mmm...okay. You can have him,” she said.
“On your back,” Jezzy said.
“You got it,” he replied, pulling out of Fiona and flopping over onto his back beside her.
Jezzy grinned seductively as she mounted him, her voluptuous form towering over him. He reached up, unable to help himself, and grasped her huge pink breasts.
“That’s it,” she whispered as she settled herself atop him, “enjoy it all.”
“I imagine you’re-ah! Oh fuck,” he groaned, thrown off his thought as she slipped him inside of her perfect pink pussy, “ahhhh...you’re getting off to this in...ah yeah...more than one way?”
“Very astute,” she replied as she finished settling his whole length into herself. She put her hands behind her head, giving him full access to those perfect breasts of hers, and started to ride him, her thick thighs going to wonderful use. “I absorb lust and sexual energy. Sex makes...mmm...changes the magic around it. Oh wow, this is good dick,” she groaned.
“Right? It’s wonderful,” Fiona murmured, sounding almost drunk. She was laying on her side now, grinning at them as she watched them fuck, looking as satisfied as ever.
“And you can pick up on that?” he asked.
“Yes. I can take it into myself. And I want your seed,” she whispered. His hands slid down to her hips, her big, broad hips. He had always absolutely loved women with big hips and thick thighs. “I want all of it.”
“Why?” he asked.
“It feels so good going into me,” she replied. “And it has been a very long time since I’ve convinced a man to sleep with me. Women are much more receptive to it but it’s not the same...oh yes, right there…” she groaned, adjusting herself and then bouncing faster, her tits jiggling beautifully. “Right there...right there! Fucking yes!” she cried.
He groaned her name as the pleasure of her demon pussy pushed him past the breaking point and then suddenly he was coming into her. Both of them let out loud groans of ecstasy and then she tightened herself around him and then she was milking him, taking every last drop as it burst out of him in hard spurts, the pleasure screaming wildly through them both. He felt consumed by it, his cock kicking hard in the tight confines of her wet depths.
He pumped every last drop into her and she took it all, and then he was finished, falling bonelessly against the bedding, panting, slicked with sweat.
“Oh my Gods, I don’t know if I’m going to survive you two,” he groaned as she got off of him.
Jezzy laughed. “You’ll find a way.”
“Hope so,” he muttered.
“I’ll make sure she doesn’t fuck you to death,” Fiona murmured as she drew closer, curling up around him, wrapping her tail around one of his legs.
They spent a moment kissing and cuddling together, feeling the high of sexual ecstasy.
“Now I feel refreshed,” Jezzy said. “What shall we do? Are you sure you want to stake a claim here? Because if you’re ready to really go ahead with this dream of yours, Fiona, then so am I. I’ll do whatever you ask of me.”
“Thank you, Jezzy. Hmm,” she looked around, slowly sitting up, considering it. “I guess the first order of business is to deal with those bodies, and then after that we should begin cleaning this place out. That alone is going to be a task, but with three of us at it, hopefully it won’t take all that long,” she said.
“I’m ready,” Victor said.
Fiona got up. “Let’s get to work.”
…
The rest of the day passed pleasantly.
There was a strange serenity to certain types of manual labor, and it was something that Victor found fascinating. Spend the day cleaning out an inn because your parents or boss told you to, and you were likely to at best tolerate it.
Spend the day cleaning out an inn that didn’t really belong to anybody but you and your hot monster girlfriends (were they dating? He supposed they were, at this point, or close enough to), and it was a fun experience.
Although they got the ugliest part out of the way first. While Fiona began gathering up the debris and broken furniture to be either discarded, reused for something else, or burned at a future time, he and Jezzy hiked to a little hidden cache that she’d secretly been building over the last few months in hopes of helping Fiona.
“So, Jezzy...uh, we should probably get to know each other a little better,” Victor said as they walked along a narrow animal trail.
“Should we now?” she replied, prodding him with her tail.
“It makes sense. We’re going to be working together, living together...doing other things together,” he said.
“Fair enough, I suppose. I imagine you’re wondering the big question: what is a girl like me doing in a place like this? And by that I mean, what the fuck am I doing in your realm and not presenting as some especially seductive countess?”
“I was curious,” he admitted.
“Everyone who even tries to get to know me is. It’s a sad story, so I’ll give you the short and bittersweet version: I was exiled from my realm and stripped of my shapeshifting abilities and dumped into this realm because I...was broken.”
“Broken how? You seem fine,” he replied.
She sighed. “I had a conscience. Have. I don’t want to steal souls. I don’t want to fuck people over. I don’t want to lure men and women to their doom. I just...want to have fun. And be nice to people, help people.”
“I’m sorry you went through the experience,” he replied.
“Well, you know, it hasn’t been so bad. Honestly, it was the best thing that could’ve happened. It’s funny, because they think so poorly of this realm and its denizens, but I love it here. When I visited, I wanted to stay. And I got my wish. And I met Fiona. We’re a lot alike...I imagine you pieced together by now-well, she’s probably told you…”
“She can’t do magic,” Victor offered.
Jezzy nodded. “Yes. I know it’s not the same, but we’re both kind of broken. She...understands me, on a level that pretty much no one else I’ve met in my entire life does. She’s my best friend and I watch out for her.”
“I can see that.”
“She’s not had what you’d call an easy life. But she really cares about this inn, and I want to see her happy. And, truthfully, I believe in her cause. Bringing people together from both sides? Beings of the Hinter and village-dwellers, working together? Being able to just...talk? Trade? Imagine what it could be like. I came to your world and I see...so much division. So much hate, so much of it based on nothing. So many people hate me just because I am a demon. I could have at least understood that, because...we’ve caused a lot of problems. But I have seen humans hating elves, gekon hating faun, and they all hate the ‘monster’ races. I mean, again, I can understand hating giant spiders and ticks and undead and the many beasts that roam the Hinter and kill on sight, but vipers? Dryad? Harpies? Dragons? They are peaceful, for the most part.”
“I’ve often thought this to be the case, but I didn’t know until recently that it was true. I thought, at worst, they wanted to be left alone,” Victor replied.
“Some do, but I think more are open to talking with village-dwellers than they would like to admit,” she said. “What do you think?”
“I agree. Honestly, I’m sold on the idea.”
She smirked. “You’re not just throwing in with us for the amazing pussy?”
He laughed. “No, I’m not. That’s just a, uh, a huge perk. And I like the company, you’re both pretty great. But my whole life...I’ve traveled the land for over a decade. I hated my home village. It was pretty much all humans, and none too pleasant humans, either. They didn’t like anyone who wasn’t human, and it was easy to get on their bad side. Do the wrong thing, and the whole village hated you. They might even kill you, if they felt it was bad enough. After I left, I talked with everyone who would talk back. I’ve met so many different people, from so many difficult backgrounds and cultures, and learned so much…”
He considered it for a moment. “In all honesty, while I did come here to have sex with monster girls, I would say that getting to know someone like yourself, like Fiona, is by far its own reward, and a massive one at that. So yes, I believe.”
She smiled and wrapped her tail around his wrist for a moment. “I’m glad. You’re a good fit.” They stepped out into a small clearing suddenly, where he saw a tiny shed that looked very cobbled together. “Now, there isn’t a lot here, but it should be enough to get us started…”
She had a pair of shovels, a pair of brooms, and a mop. They had a seen a bucket back among all the debris and had to hope it would work. After grabbing the items, they headed back and during the return journey and the subsequent time spent digging the mass grave for the undead, she had him tell her about himself.
Mostly about all the more interesting sexual encounters he could remember.
It made for good conversation and focused attention away from the corpses they were handling. But once they got the hole dug, (Jezzy really was strong, and fast), and burned the bodies, including a few they had gathered up from around the immediate area, as it was clear more zombies had wandered in and been killed at some point in the near past, they went back and joined Fiona in cleaning up the inn that was to become their home.
They worked until lunch, took a quick break, and then got right back to it, cleaning that place up from top to bottom until past sundown. They started upstairs, (Victor took the tower, given he was the lightest and they weren’t sure about its structural stability), getting all the bigger pieces out and collected into a pile in the main room if it looked even remotely useful, then going through and sweeping and mopping everything.
They were just finishing up the ground floor when they decided to call it a day.
While Victor and Fiona were finishing up, Jezzy slipped away and when she returned, was hauling a dead deer.
“How’d you...do that?” Victor asked when he saw that she had no obvious weapons on her.
“I can charm animals for short periods of time,” Jezzy replied.
“Oh. Wow. So you just...charmed it and killed it with your bare hands?”
“Yep, broke its neck.” She noticed the slightly concerned look he had. “Don’t worry, I can’t charm people anymore.”
“Not worried, just...considering it,” he replied. As he started to clean and prep the kill, he did think about it. Was it so different from hunting? If he’d done this, he would have gone out with a bow and arrow and shot it. Usually he made a clean shot, killing it instantly if he got it through the head, but that wasn’t always the case.
With Jezzy’s method, he imagined being charmed was a pleasant experience, or hoped so at least, and the break was indeed efficient and clean.
Probably it was better than his more traditional method of hunting.
Either way, it was a deer, and it was dinner.
“I feel like I have a decent grasp of what to do next,” Fiona said as they were waiting for the meat to cook, “but I am very open to ideas, just so you both know.”
“I’m just here to be told what to do,” Jezzy said.
“Really?” Victor asked. “In general or–”
“Or in the way you want me to, yes. I like you. A lot. So you can tell me what to do,” she replied with a sultry smile.
“I will keep that in mind,” he said, looking forward to bedtime more now than he had already been.
“But, that being said, I’m not as much of an idea girl as I am a ‘I will help you how I can’ girl,” Jezzy said.
“Well, I don’t know a great deal about running inns, but I’ve got some ideas. I mean the most obvious thing is that we’ll need to actually fix the place up. Replace the windows, repair the damage, patch the holes in the walls and the roof, and fix any damage to the fixtures. Once all that’s done, we need furniture. Beds, chairs, tables, cabinets. Stuff like that. We should also probably make the outside more presentable, fix up that wall, too. In the longer run, we’ll need to think of more long-term solutions for keeping monsters and jerks away from this place. I know you two are intimidating in your own right, but there’s magical ways of doing it…”
“I can do that, actually,” Jezzy said. “I can lay a few charms, maybe some alarm triggers. I’d have to remember to renew them every so often, but it should be doable.”
“Excellent,” Fiona replied, grinning. “That is very good to hear. What else?” she asked, returning her attention to Victor.
“Well, also long-term, you’ll have to consider what services the inn is going to offer. At its most basic, people expect three things from an inn: a bed, a meal, and booze. So we’ll need to figure that out. And they’ll expect the place to be generally clean and well lit. We’ll be expected to provide the food, cook the food, bring it, and clean up after...you got any other friends who might be interested in helping? Because this will be a lot of work to actually run the inn.”
“I only really have one other friend I’d trust with this and I doubt she would help on a long-term basis,” Fiona replied, frowning.
Jezzy snorted. “Velena? Yeah, she couldn’t be trusted with it. But I have some friends who might be willing to help. Maybe. We’ll see. I think it’d be best to get the place patched up first.”
“There’s one other thing to consider,” Victor said, losing his casual demeanor and growing more serious. “It’s unpleasant but we’re going to have to face it as a potential reality...I haven’t ever heard of something like this being done before. For the most part, everyone I know avoids vipers and dryads, and most people would probably avoid a succubus, but...some people might have a problem with this. Enough of a problem that they’ll attack us, or maybe try to set the building on fire.”
“I know a fireproofing spell,” Jezzy said, “but...yes. You’re right.” She looked at Fiona.
Their viper friend sighed. “I’ve known this was a possibility since I first thought of it, and all I can really think is that we should persist anyway.”
“I agree, I just wanted to be clear about it. I’ll fight to defend you two,” he said.
Jezzy regained her smile, fixing him with her glowing pink eyes. “Mmm...aren’t you such a handsome, brave adventurer? I personally think that’s real bravery. An adventurer who will plunder a haunted tomb or cursed catacomb are a coin a dozen. But an adventurer who will stand with a monster girl? Let alone a succubus? Now that is bravery.”
“I decided a long time ago that I was going to protect the good and the innocent.”
“I am not innocent,” Jezzy said.
“No, but you are good. Both of you are. And this is a good thing. To attack it would be evil, and I fight evil.”
“Some people would call me evil, a lot of people actually,” Jezzy murmured.
“They would be wrong,” he replied.
“And it’s that simple for you?” Fiona asked.
He nodded. “It’s that simple.”
“Good. I like simple,” she replied.
They went back to their meal, and he noticed they both seemed not just happier, but maybe a little relieved.




CHAPTER XIII

 
They awoke early the next morning and after he made love to Fiona and then fucked Jezzy hard, Victor and the girls washed, made sure they were still secure, ate breakfast, and set to work.
As they had stopped short of the basement yesterday, that’s where they headed. As they went downstairs, they all heard something shift deeper in.
“Okay, maybe not as secure as I thought,” Jezzy murmured.
“Next time I’ll check the basement,” Victor replied as he drew his blade.
She sighed. “It was clear! And I know what I’m doing.”
“Shh,” Fiona said.
It was coming from the old wine cellar. Victor opened up the door and peered inside. The light from the spell Jezzy had cast revealed a single figure standing in the old room. He relaxed when he saw it was a zombie, one in poor condition. After making sure nothing else was in there, he walked in and stabbed it in the head, dropping it easily.
“Where the fuck do all these things keep coming from?” he muttered as he walked up to the tunnel in the wall. There was nothing obvious moving around in it, but from the footsteps in the dirt, it was clear this was where the zombie had come from.
“There’s a lot of graveyards and catacombs and mass burial sites and old battlefields in the Hinter,” Jezzy replied, “maybe we’ve got a necromancer problem, or an artifact has gone bad, or something.”
“Maybe we should put something up in front of this,” Victor said.
“I don’t think we have anything big enough right now to cover it,” Fiona replied.
“Yeah…”
“Maybe we could collapse it. I probably could with a few well-placed spells,” Jezzy suggested.
“What if it goes somewhere interesting? Or useful? Could be nice to have an escape tunnel,” Victor said.
“I do want to see where it goes,” Fiona agreed.
“So what do we do?” Jezzy asked.
“What we’ve been doing: seal off this room as much as we can and then deal with it later. With a proper load of lumber, some tools, and some time, I can patch the hole and have a reinforced door we can use.”
“For now, I can set a ward that should fend off the weaker undead, and warn us if something seriously dangerous shows up,” Jezzy said. “But nothing beyond that. Being a demon myself, and a succubus, I’m not great at combating undead magically.”
“All right, that works. We’ll clean this room later,” he replied, then dropped into a crouch and began patting down the body. “Fiona, you get to cleaning, Jezzy, lay the ward and then help her, and I’ll haul this thing off to the grave site and come back.”
They got to work. There was nothing significant on the body. Even the clothes were too torn up to use, so he picked it up and headed out. Going outside again, he found the sun higher and the day warmer. Mist still clung to the ground in some areas, but for the most part the sun was burning off the night’s chill.
Looking around, he saw a lot of wildlife. Deer, rabbits, some wild boar, a bear off in the distance just visible through the trees, a family of foxes. The place would probably provide a lot, and Fiona was versed enough in the local plant life to know what was safe to eat and harvest. Maybe they could get a garden going in the back, but he thought what might ultimately make or break the inn on a larger scale was Hearth Haven.
Eventually, they were going to find out that the inn was not just for people of all types, including ‘monsters’, but that it was partially, if not mostly, run by monsters. Because they weren’t going to hide that fact, even if they could.
And even if they sent him into town to buy everything, (something they’d certainly have to do given even the most progressive villages he’d come across would not tolerate a viper or a succubus just coming on in), they’d figure out that he was with the inn.
With those ‘monsters’.
Because word spread fast.
And each of the shopkeepers would have to decide if they wanted to sell to him. If they didn’t, well...there wasn’t another village in easy walking distance. While he didn’t doubt that the three of them could survive out here on their own, he did wonder about the possibility of gathering enough food each day to provide three meals for paying customers.
Of course, the whole thing could be a bust and maybe no one would want to come.
That was the way it went: you just had to find out.
Victor finished hauling the corpse to the pile and then headed back to the inn.
…
“We have fewer things than I had hoped we would,” Fiona murmured as she looked at the woefully small collection of stuff they had managed to find after cleaning out the whole of the inn. Victor had to admit that he agreed with her.
There was no hidden cache, no secret compartments, no tucked away supplies or room full of useful things.
They’d finally cleaned out the whole of the inn and as evening approached, sorted through everything they’d gathered.
Most of it ended up as kindling.
They managed to find a pair of intact chairs, a small end table, a few daggers that, if sharpened up might sell for some coin, a small emerald that might be somewhat valuable, a dozen books, and some of the plates, cups, and silverware had survived.
And that was it.
“It’s better than nothing, at least,” Jezzy offered.
They were all in the main room, what would be the dining area, and the sun was going down.
“The way I see it, we’ve got two ways of going about this, though they both involve the same thing: plundering abandoned locations. The first way is that we visit places that have the kind of stuff we need: building supplies and furniture. The second way is that we visit places that have the kind of stuff we can sell off easily: valuables, weapons, armor, antiques,” Victor said.
“There’s a third option,” Jezzy said.
“What’s that?” he asked.
“We go to a place that has both. Northwest of here is Grayrock, it’s a small...well, it can’t even really be called a proper village. But it’s a little tiny settlement that was built outside of the Grayrock Mine, which, after it was claimed as a mine and the mine failed, was a large system of caves and tunnels that was home to a band of violent mercenaries. They pissed a lot of people off, until finally they pissed off the wrong person, who hired a different band of mercenaries to go in there and kill them all. Well, they largely ended up killing each other. This was a few years back so I imagine some, maybe even most of it, has been looted, but not all of it. Probably,” she explained. “And the town itself will probably have some of the building material we need.”
“How do you know all this?” Victor asked.
“I explore a lot and I also overhear a lot of conversations. People like to tell stories. That’s one I’ve heard more than once. It’s been a bit since I’ve actually been there, so...we might want to go in prepared,” she said.
“Any idea where we can get a few swords?” he asked.
“Some basic ones? Yes. I have another stash elsewhere in the woods,” Jezzy replied.
He looked at Fiona. “What do you say? Want to try for both?”
“It seems dangerous…” she murmured, considering it. After a moment, she suddenly twitched her tail, slapping the floor with it. “But this is worth facing danger for. I say we do it.”
“All right then, Grayrock it is. We’ll head out first thing in the morning. As for tonight...both of you get upstairs, and you,” he said, reaching out and gripping one of Jezzy’s horns and giving it a small pull, “get your clothes off.”
“Yes, sir,” she replied demurely.
…
“Jezzy…”
“Yeah?”
“I’ve been meaning to ask you something,” Victor said, ducking under a branch as he followed her along the overgrown path to Grayrock. They’d just come from her stash, which this time was a hollowed out tree trunk, and grabbed the swords. She was right that they were basic, pretty simple, standard swords that you might give to the guard of a low income, small populace village where not much in the way of danger happened, but they were sharp enough, and in the hands of his two companions, they’d get the job done.
“Do you by chance know a magical redhead named Hazel?”
He little laugh and the twitch of her tail told him the answer before she did. “I do...you met Hazel then?” she asked.
“Yes. She advised me to keep an eye out for girls with horns and tails, because they knew how to have a good time,” Victor replied.
Jezzy laughed merrily. “And? Do I?”
“Oh yeah.”
“How about me? I have a tail,” Fiona said.
“Yes, you definitely know how to have a good time, beautiful,” he replied.
She grinned and looked ahead again, and he was positive that if she could blush she would be right now. He noticed Jezzy flick a quick glance at her, give a little tilt of her head, and Fiona just smiled more broadly and played with the belt and sheath they’d got her for her sword so she didn’t have to carry it everywhere.
Something was up between the two of them, but he couldn’t quite tell what yet.
It had started yesterday. He’d spent some time outdoors, checking over the grounds for anything useful that might have been discarded or abandoned. He’d actually found a few loose gold coins in the dirt, but after he came back, he’d caught sight of them talking animatedly to each other, obviously excited over something. When he had asked what it was, they were just playfully evasive and he’d ultimately decided to let it drop.
Whatever it was, they’d let him in on it if it was relevant to him.
And whatever it was, it had them excited.
Maybe it was related to other hot monster girls they wanted to watch him fuck. He was still thinking about that harpy friend of Fiona’s.
“So how’d you actually meet her?” he asked.
“I was...well, she used the word stalking,” Jezzy replied. “I picked up her scent while I was traveling along the border near Hearth Haven and decided to investigate. Although what normally constitutes a safe distance with most people did not do so with Hazel. She’s...sensitive. She was a little nervous, being ‘stalked’ by a demon and all, but she’s not one to panic easily, and once it became obvious that my interest was purely...nonviolent, we got to talking. And then we got to fucking. And, well, that’s how I know her.”
“Interesting.”
“Did you fuck her?” Jezzy asked.
“No, but we made out for a bit when she insisted.”
Jezzy laughed. “Yes, she can be rather insistent for the right person. I’m not surprised at all that she got that way with you. We must have a threesome.”
“I was thinking the same thing. Although I would be down for a foursome if Fiona wanted?”
“I...yes, it would be fun. I also would much enjoy watching,” she murmured.
“You really like to watch, don’t you?” Jezzy asked.
“I do. It’s...it brings me a kind of pleasure that’s very hard to describe.”
“It’s fine, Fiona. We all have our joys and desire...mmm, we’re getting close. And I smell something bad on the air.”
“Great,” Victor muttered, drawing his blade.
They stepped through the treeline into a large, overgrown clearing. Victor took it all in at a glance, studying the place that was Grayrock. It looked about as he expected it to: ten ramshackle structures that probably still looked like crap even before the years of disrepair and abandon. A few had fallen over, most were overgrown with vines, and moving through it all…
“Oh shit,” he said.
“Spitter Scorpions,” Jezzy said. She raised her own blade. “Mind their tails, they can shoot poisoned barbs.”
“Let’s deal with them,” Victor replied. “Split up, don’t get in each other’s way, quick and clean.”
The trio split up, blades raised, as the dozen or so giant scorpions became alerted to their presence and started coming at them. Victor had fought giant scorpions only a few times before, and they were never pleasant. He dodged as the one closest to him spat a poisoned barb out of its raised tail, then narrowly avoided a second one. Dashing forward, he stabbed with a quick motion and then pulled back, punching the tip of his blade through the scorpion’s head and killing it in a single stroke. Then he leaped back as a second scorpion came for him, trying to snag him with one of its sharp, serrated pincer-claws.
He chopped it off, then cleaved through its tail when it tried to stab him. He could hear the others fighting elsewhere in the area, but trusted them to get the job done. From all he had seen so far, they were both faster and stronger than he was. He seemed to have more experience fighting and knew what he was doing the most when it came to actual combat, but they were good enough to get through. Right as he delivering the killing blow to the second giant scorpion, a third rushed him and tore open a jagged wound along his forearm with one of its pincers. He let out a sharp curse and chopped its tail off, then stomped on its skull as hard as he could. A burst of dark orange gore sprayed the area.
“You okay?!” Fiona called.
“Fine!” he called back, wincing as the blood began pumping down his arm. He ignored it and the pain as the fourth and final scorpion came towards him. It was on a direct path, moving fast. He dodged two incoming barbs, then jabbed his blade forward, impaling it and killing the insect bastard. Yanking his blade out in another spray of blood, he stepped clear of it as its body jerked and flailed, nerves still twitching.
And then it joined its brethren in death.
Looking around, he saw that Jezzy had already killed the ones that had gone after her and Fiona was wrapping up with her own. When Jezzy saw him, he saw her eyes bulge briefly and she began walking over at a rapid pace.
“You’re bleeding,” she said.
“I’ve got a healing potion,” he replied as he cleaned off his sword.
“Don’t bother, I can handle it,” she said, stepping up to him. She placed her hand over his wounded forearm and a pink magical light began to emanate from it, coating his forearm. “Healing magic really isn’t that different from sex magic,” she murmured.
“I guess they both are pretty healing,” he replied.
She smiled. “Very much so.” She finished up and looked over. “Fiona, you got it!?” she called.
He looked over as well. Fiona had abandoned her sword and had picked up the final scorpion by its tail. “Got it!” she grunted, and then smashed it headfirst into a nearby boulder, killing it. She tossed it away and then began looking around for her sword.
“You two are...very strong,” he murmured.
“Very,” Jezzy agreed. She looked back at him and smiled seductively. He saw her tail come up and it ran delicately along his jawline. “And yet we strong, strong monster girls are submitting to you...how does that make you feel?”
“Aroused and happy,” he replied. Jezzy laughed. Even after a decade of experience with women, let alone a lot of tough adventuresses, he still could get awkward around them when they were being overtly sexual towards him.
“I’m very tempted to do...things, with you and or Fiona, but we should probably get to work,” Jezzy murmured.
“Probably,” he agreed. Making himself actually focus on that, Victor looked around Grayrock. Even with the scorpions cleared out, it was still a miserable and depressing place. That being said, he did see a small pile of lumber peeking out from beneath an old but still serviceable tarp of leather. So maybe it wasn’t a complete loss.
“Let’s get to work,” Fiona said as she came over.




CHAPTER XIV

 
“Oh yeah, we can definitely use this,” Victor said as he inspected the lumber. “It’s not perfect but it’ll definitely get the job done.”
“That is so good to hear,” Fiona replied, sounding relieved.
“Yeah, the biggest problem,” he murmured, standing back up and looking around, “is how we’re going to get it home.” He paused as he thought he saw something sticking a little ways out from behind one of the larger structures. “Come on.”
They walked across Grayrock, and he canvased the place more. There were a few storage shacks around, where they’d keep tools and raw material that they’d pulled out of the mine. There was a food hall, and the building they were heading towards looked to be a bunk area. Sure enough, as they passed by it and he peered in the window, he saw a few bed frames in there.
“We might be able to haul those back,” he said, pointing in.
“Oh, those are perfect,” Fiona murmured.
“Perfect might be a strong word, but they’ll get the job done,” Victor replied.
“I imagine we’ll be saying that a lot for the next few weeks,” Jezzy said.
“Okay, this will definitely get the job done...if we can fix it,” Victor said as they came around back and confirmed what he thought he’d seen.
A wagon.
It was propped up and, like everything else, in poor condition and weather worn. But a quick examination revealed that all it needed was a wheel replacement.
“Jezzy, two questions: first, is there a path between here and the inn suitable enough to take this thing?” he asked.
“Yeah, there is,” she replied.
“Good. Second: would you be willing to do the hauling? Ideally we’d have a horse but–”
“Yeah, yeah, I’ll be your pack mule,” she said, laughing. “I’m the strongest of the three of us and I don’t mind.”
“Thank you, Jezzy,” Fiona said.
“Just repay me later,” Jezzy replied.
“Gladly,” Victor said. He looked around at the structures. “Well, let’s start finding useful material and gathering it up here.”
They set to work, splitting up.
Victor took the building nearest to them, the bunk house. He walked in through the back door, hand on his sword, just in case anything else was lurking about. His initial impression of the camp, that it had been looted and pillaged mostly clean, held true as he looked around. There were maybe three good wooden bed frames left among the trash and remnants, and they’d need some work. He also saw a chair and a small round table that would be good for an inn as well. As he began hunting through the debris for anything useful or valuable, he thought of his time among places like this. Because he had spent time doing jobs like these.
Sometimes he found reasons to take simpler jobs than adventuring.
Sometimes it was as simple as: he needed the coin and there just weren’t any good jobs related to adventuring, bounty hunting, or mercenary work around, or any good ruins to explore. And sometimes it was more complicated. It was hard to explain but there were other adventurers who immediately understood it when he pointed it out, but occasionally the simple monotony of waking up at the same time in the same place every day and spending ten to twelve hours banging away in a mine or chopping away at trees, then falling into bed and passing out immediately, while being surrounded by more or less the same people, was so much less taxing than adventuring.
Not physically, though it did help whip you into shape after taking too long of a vacation, but more mentally. Just the stability of it, the sameness, the promise of simple labor and simple coin was a relief after having no idea if you were going to find riches, disease, a curse, a horrific monster, a horde of them, some undead, or maybe just nothing at all.
Or perhaps some godsforsaken combination.
And then there were times where he met a particularly attractive miner or logger or merchant or baker that he really wanted a stable, if temporary, relationship with, and she was down to basically play house for a month or two and let him live in her home and sleep in her bed. And sometimes she’d get brave enough from the illicit thrill of having an adventurer move into her home that she would finally have that threesome with her equally attractive best friend, the two women always flirting with the idea of being sexual together but never actually crossing that line.
But, it also got him thinking. On darker subjects.
Like meaning.
As in, the meaning of life. Or his life.
It was something that he’d wrestled with for a very long time now. He had to admit that at least some of those other jobs he’d taken had been out of a sort of desperation at times to figure out if maybe he was meant for a different sort of life.
In the beginning, he’d been terrified to leave.
Then, later, he’d been terrified to settle down.
It had swung back and forth like a pendulum after that. Sometimes he’d wander for months, sometimes he’d move in with a village girl for months.
At some point, about two years ago, it had sort of settled. He was roughly as comfortable on the road as he was in one place. It felt good, a nice balance. For a little while, Victor had actually felt like he might have some stuff figured out.
This was his life.
But it had been different just recently. Maybe a month or two before his run-in with Skye. Things didn’t feel the same. It was subtle, but it was there, and he wasn’t sure how to deal with it or what it even was.
Everything had started to feel off, but…
This. Finding Fiona, and hearing about her idea of rebuilding this inn with the hopes of bridging their two peoples, well, it suddenly made that feeling recede. It felt right. It felt good. And the more involved with it he was, the more imperative it seemed that he continue doing it. It was beginning to feel somehow significant, not just in what it was, but what it was to him. He was thinking of this, but he was also wondering how much of it was tied to Fiona, and now Jezzy.
The past several days had been absolutely fascinating, and wonderfully happy. That was the word he kept coming back to: happy. He was so very happy. Was it because they were fundamentally different from basically all other women he’d met and slept with in his life, simply because they were of the forest and he, and everyone else he knew, were of villages and townships? They didn’t seem all that different, and yet in some ways they clearly were.
He didn’t think it was just the novelty, he really felt like they connected on a deeper level that he had only felt with a handful of other women.
Was that possible?
Was he actually beginning to fall in love with a viper? A succubus?
As he finished his search of the first building and then moved on to a nearby shack to keep going, Victor finally decided that at this point, truly only time could tell.
…
“You’re sure?” Victor asked.
“I’m sure. I can definitely see it, just beyond the sunlight’s reach. It’s in there,” Jezzy replied. “Let me cast a light spell–”
“Wait,” he said, putting a hand on her arm. She looked at him curiously. All three of them were lined up in front of the mine, staring into its dark interior. The past several hours had been relatively fruitful, but not as fruitful as he would have liked. They managed to find a few more pieces of furniture, a few pieces of abandoned jewelry and weaponry and some loose coin, and some clothing stashed away, old but serviceable.
He was about to just give up and commit to walking into town tomorrow to buy a wheel when Jezzy had said she’d seen one just inside the mine.
But the closer they got, the worse he felt about it.
“Do you feel that?” he murmured.
“I feel something,” Jezzy replied softly.
“I’m not sure,” Fiona said. “I don’t like looking into that darkness, I know that much.”
“Watch my back,” he replied, “I’m going to grab it.”
“Be careful,” Jezzy said, now on edge.
He had managed to salvage a torch from the varied structures he’d searched and now he lit it with a quick, simple fire spell. The flickering light began to push back the heavy shadows as he slowly approached the mine’s entrance.
There were a few skeletons in there.
“I see it,” he said softly as he came to the threshold. Now that the torch was here, he could see just a bit deeper into the mine and, sure enough, there was a wagon wheel laid against the right wall. He took a few steps more, getting closer to it, and felt a chill on the air. It was sudden and almost seemed reactive to his presence.
“Be careful,” Jezzy murmured.
He just nodded. Something was definitely in the mine. Something dangerous. Another undead? Perhaps. Whatever it was, he didn’t want to face it. He took a few more steps and then he was there. As he knelt and grabbed the wheel, he heard whispering so faint and distant that he couldn’t be sure if it was real or imagined. In either scenario, he quickly backed off, wheel in hand. He walked backwards so he could keep an eye on the darkness, paranoid that something would come rushing out at him, but the darkness remained undisturbed as he returned to the sunlight.
“Okay, got it,” he said as they began walking away from the mine. “Now we just put it on, load up the stuff, and go home.” He saw them both share a significant glance. “What?” he asked.
“Nothing,” Jezzy replied.
“Come on, you two have been up to something all day,” he said, finally breaking his silence on it as they walked back to the wagon.
Jezzy just smiled but Fiona looked startled. “What do you mean?” she replied haltingly.
“You know exactly what I mean. With the looks and the smiles and the whispering when you think I can’t hear you. I don’t know what you’re talking about but it seems related to me.”
“I didn’t know humans were, uh, that perceptive,” she murmured.
“You thought you were being subtle?”
She sighed. “Yes.” Fiona pursed her lips. “I would appreciate not being teased about this. I don’t know your customs yet and it’s not because I’m stupid–”
He stopped and faced her. “Whoa, hold on. I didn’t say that, I didn’t mean to imply that at all. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to upset you.”
She stared at him hard for a moment, then looked away, slowly uncrossing her arms. “I’m sorry, too,” she murmured. “It is...a sensitive subject. A lot of my own kind, they think, or imply...that a lack of magical ability is comparable to a lack of intelligence.”
“Oh Fiona, you aren’t stupid,” Jezzy said, hugging her.
“You definitely do not lack intelligence,” Victor agreed.
She didn’t say anything for a moment, just hugged Jezzy, then hugged Victor. “I appreciate it,” she said finally. “As for what we were discussing...it does relate to you but I would like some more time to discuss it with Jezzy. I need to be sure.”
“Of what?” he asked.
“That you...would be receptive to it,” she said.
“To what?”
She hesitated. Jezzy stepped in. “It’s personal right now. Trust me, it’s not a bad thing, Victor. Give us a little more time.”
“All right,” he said, relenting. “I don’t want you uncomfortable or feeling pressured.”
“I really appreciate that,” Fiona said. “Uh...let’s do as you suggested and get back.”
“Back home,” Jezzy said with a grin.
“Yes.”
Victor looked at them both once more, then sighed and nodded. Whatever it was, he’d have to wait a little longer, but if it involved both of them and was good, then he was confident that it would be worth the wait.
They made for the wagon.




CHAPTER XV

 
Victor found himself falling back into the appreciation for simple labor.
After getting the wheel on and testing the wagon, they loaded up the lumber and one of the bed frames, (they’d have to come back for the rest), and then walked it back to the inn and got to work. They had managed to find enough tools and supplies to at least get started on some of the most basic repairs, namely patching the holes in the walls and fixing some of the doors. Eventually they would need more specialized tools and supplies, but for now this would work. And work they did. Once he explained the basics of the repairs, Victor found that Fiona and Jezzy picked it up rather quickly. They worked through the rest of the day.
When night fell, they cooked a big meal of deer and fish and a stew of vegetables they’d picked from the wild on their way back from Grayrock. It was a good meal and both women were in high spirits, and he found it to be infectious, himself getting happier as the moon began rising into the sky and they ate and shared stories.
He also noticed, after their meal was gone, that the mood changed. Fiona and Jezzy exchanged another of their meaningful glances.
“So…” he said, when they looked at him, “what’s happening, exactly?”
“Fiona has something she would like to talk with you about, and then we both have something we would like to talk to you about,” Jezzy replied.
“Yes,” Fiona said. She chewed on her lip for a moment, then shifted around. Her apprehension was obvious. “There’s something I’ve been wanting to talk to you about, but I haven’t, because it made me anxious, but also because I wanted some time to pass, and to discuss it with Jezzy. And now time has passed and now I’ve discussed it with Jezzy–”
“You’re stalling. Just tell him, Fiona,” Jezzy said.
“Whatever it is, I’m listening,” Victor said.
She sighed softly, her tail twitching back and forth. “You’re right. It’s just...I’ve never been good at conversations like these, because they’ve so often gone wrong. I have a lot of reasons not to trust people. All right. Victor.” She came closer. “You asked me earlier if...how I felt about our initial night together. I was, uh, not entirely truthful.”
“You said you weren’t sure,” he replied.
“Yes. I mean, I guess it was a partial truth, I wasn’t sure at the time. But...I felt a connection with you, and have felt it. It has persisted since we first met. Everything we do together, I feel it, and it has gotten stronger. It feels...good. In a way I’ve never felt before. I want to be with you and spend time with you and the thought of you leaving...really scares me. And I didn’t want to tell you because I didn’t want to scare you and make you leave because you told me you were looking for something fun and simple…” she hesitated, again looking uncertain and afraid.
“To sum it up, she’s falling in love with you,” Jezzy said.
Fiona shot an annoyed glance at the succubus, who shrugged. She lost it as she looked back at him. “Yes. I...can’t help it,” she murmured.
He stared at her for a moment. He didn’t want to make her wait, but he couldn’t stop the thoughts that were coming. This was big. From all that he had learned about Fiona, she’d never really been in love before, which was in itself significant. He had before, twice, and he knew what a big deal it was. He also knew that it was just one of those things that you knew it when you saw it, and she clearly saw it in what they had.
But even more than that, she had fallen in love, for the first time, with someone from a radically different culture.
Were they so different though?
That was a thought that kept coming up. He did feel like their cultures were different, but he also felt that Fiona and himself weren’t necessarily so different. She had grown up in a unique way. What did that mean for this relationship?
More to the point, how did he feel about it?
But he already knew. When she had told him that their encounter had been different from all others in her life, he had felt the same way, and now he knew it was not just because she was a viper and he was a human.
She a forest-dweller, he a village-dweller.
It was because he was feeling something of the same for her. He felt that strong, intense connection that she spoke of, and he felt confident it wasn’t just the sex talking. Fiona was someone special, and he had already settled on staying with her, on living with her and working alongside her to help her realize her dream, for weeks or even months.
A lot of the pieces for a relationship, a real one, a strong one, felt like they had already fallen into place.
“I feel the same way, Fiona,” he said finally, and she let out a harsh exhalation of relief. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to keep you waiting, I just-lots of thoughts.”
“I understand,” she said, smiling broadly. And then, like she couldn’t container herself any longer, she shot forward and wrapped him in a hug, lifting him up and kissing him hard on the mouth. He kissed her back and hugged her, enjoying the moment. Enjoyed the warmth of their confession to each other.
Because few things felt as good as telling someone you were falling for them and discovering they were falling for you as well.
“Okay, okay, the other part,” Fiona said, releasing him.
“I have to admit, I’m very curious as to what that could be,” Victor said. He looked at Jezzy. “Are you falling for me?”
“Getting there,” she murmured with a smile.
“Jezzy-really?” Fiona asked, looking at her.
“Kindness, bravery, and sexual liberation make for a killer aphrodisiac. I’m the most into you out of everyone I’ve met in this realm,” Jezzy replied, still staring at him with her smoldering pink eyes. He could see her tail drifting lazily back and forth behind her.
“That can’t be a high bar given how poorly people react to demons,” he said.
“That doesn’t negate what I said, though. Hmm...okay, I suppose it largely amounts to the same anyway, given the next part. So. Here’s the thing, I have an idea. In my world, the social and sexual hierarchy is rather different from yours. Well...for village-dwellers. From what I understand, it’s less uncommon among the monsters. Where I come from, an incubus and a succubus do not fall deeply in love and live happily ever after. Obviously. No, what tends to happen over there is mostly the incubi, sometimes a succubus does it, forms a harem. In short, typically, several succubi are usually submissive to a single dominate incubus. Now, I have never been involved in such a relationship because I was deemed...unworthy. Too empathetic. Not manipulative or cruel enough to be a succubus. But I think that manner of relationship would serve us well here,” she explained.
“So...what I’m hearing is that you and Fiona want to form a harem with me, and be submissive to me?” he asked.
“Yes, that is exactly what I’m saying. This is largely what we have been discussing recently.”
“I’m very happy with this idea. I mentioned earlier to you that it’s a little different among the forest-dwellers, and this is what I meant,” Fiona said.
“And that’s not the most exciting part,” Jezzy murmured.
“There’s more?” he asked.
“Yes. If you find other sexy monster ladies that you like and that like you, they can join us in all this...fun,” she replied.
“You two would be okay with that?” he asked.
“Yeah,” Fiona replied, smiling and not meeting his eyes. Her tail twitched back and forth behind her.
“You’re going to have to get used to this particular relationship dynamic, Victor,” Jezzy said.
“What do you mean?”
“I mean we are submitting to you. You’re the one who’s going to have to take control of situations.”
“So...what? Just tell you both what to do?”
“Yes, basically.”
He looked at them both uncertainly. There was definitely a part of him that was responding very strongly to the idea. “And if you decide you don’t want to do something? I don’t really want to be telling you to do things you might hate or disagree with.”
“The relationship will take some time to get used to,” Jezzy replied, “but for now we trust you to lead us, and if we truly do not want to do something, we will let you know. We are submitting to you, we aren’t becoming your slaves.”
He thought about it for a moment. There were definitely other things to consider but...Jezzy was right. This would take some time to get used to, and he imagined it wasn’t going to look all that different at first compared to how they had been living over the past few days. And this felt like the right thing to do.
Certainly, it was something he wanted to do.
“All right then,” he said. “Get upstairs and I’ll be up in a few minutes. When I get up there, I expect both of you to be naked and waiting for me on that bedding.”
“Yes, sir,” Jezzy and Fiona both replied, and he could sense an immediate change in their demeanor. They got up and headed upstairs, whispering to each other.
Victor tried to keep his mind from wandering as he checked out the inn, making sure that they were safe and secure for the night. This was not what he had expected when he’d come up to the Hinterlands. He had hoped for a couple of lucky encounters, maybe with more dryads. According to Skye, they were probably the most likely to enjoy a roll in the grass with a village-dweller, especially one like him.
But this?
A harem of monster girls?
One that included both a viper and a succubus, and perhaps more?
That was more than a dream come true, it was a full on living fantasy.
He checked out the area, finding nothing lurking outside, at least as far as he could tell, or in the basement or the creepy tunnel either. After making everything as secure as he could, given the dilapidated state of the inn, Victor headed back upstairs and found both women waiting for him exactly as he had told them to.
They both laid on the bed, completely naked, staring at him, smiling seductively.
“We’re ready for you,” Jezzy said, her tail swaying. “Ready for you to take us however you want.”
That was all he needed to hear. He was naked and in bed with them as fast as he could manage, and then he found himself between them, kissing them, groping them, running his hands over their wonderful, voluptuous bodies. Their lips were soft and smooth and hot, their breasts full and firm and amazing to touch and grope. Jezzy’s ass was especially pleasurable to touch. He ran one hand across it, finding it so smooth and shapely.
And her thighs…
She had the most amazingly thick thighs he’d ever seen on a woman, with broad, beautiful hips as well.
“Down,” he said, “you know what to do.”
“Yes, I do,” she murmured with that same sultry smile as she got lower until she laid beside him. Her forked tongue snaked out as she grasped his erection and began to twist around the head, sending amazingly hot, wet pleasure spiraling into him. As Jezzy began to suck his dick, he kept making out with Fiona, running a hand down her smooth scaly skin.
He groaned as Jezzy really started sucking him off, getting between his legs and bobbing her head, her glowing pink eyes fixed on his own.
“Okay, I’ve wanted to do this since I first met you,” he said, reaching down and gripping her horns. She let out a muffled laugh and closed her eyes. He held on firmly and started pulling her head down while pushing up into her mouth, pushing his cock deeper in. He kept going, nice and steady, until she opened her eyes and gave him an annoyed look.
“I think she wants you to go harder,” Fiona murmured.
“Mmm-hmm,” Jezzy agreed.
“All right, you asked for it,” he replied, and started fucking her mouth harder. She moaned as his cock hit the back of her throat and then went down into it. He tightened his grip on her horns more and shoved his cock even deeper down her throat, then let out a loud groan of pure bliss as she swallowed. He pushed it as far as it could go. “Again,” he said. She swallowed once more and all those hot, slick muscles tightening around his head…
“Again!”
She groaned and did it several more times. Victor felt himself becoming overwhelmed with lust and desperate, almost furious sexual desire. He started throat-fucking her and kept at it, listening to her muffled groans, until his orgasm came. He cried out in pure satisfied rapture as he started coming down her throat, and then did so again when she resumed swallowing. She took all of his seed as it pumped out of him, spurting down her throat.
The pleasure was beyond intense, beyond gratifying.
When he was finished coming down her throat, he noticed he wasn’t softening up at all. He looked at her as she took his dick out of her mouth.
“Did you use magic on me?” he asked.
“Just a little,” she replied with a smirk. Reaching over, she grasped a bottle and tore the cork out with her teeth, spit it out, then began drinking deeply. “It’s basically lust magic,” she said, wiping her mouth on the back of her hand. “Also, I took some of the wine out of the cellar.” She took another deep drink.
“Okay then,” Victor replied, finding himself growing more aroused with each passing second. He flipped over onto Fiona, who was grinning up at him. “You ready?” he asked, gripping himself, eager to get inside of her.
“More than,” she answered, and he could feel her lower half moving beneath him, shifting in anticipation and desperate desire.
He penetrated her, sinking his whole rigid length into that sweet viper pussy, and they both moaned in exquisite bliss. It wasn’t long before he was fucking her furiously, laying against her huge snakeskin breasts, kissing her deeply, gripping her shoulders and thrusting deep into her. As the minutes wore on they were both were reduced to grunting and wild fucking. Her tail was slapping the bedding as he pounded her, going as deep and as hard as he could.
They fucked until she had orgasmed three times, and then Victor unleashed his seed deep within her once again. He groaned loudly, everything losing focus as he was consumed by the raw ecstasy of coming into her, filling her up as he emptied himself out. He kept going until there was nothing left, and then pulled out and looked over at Jezzy. She was looking at them both, laying on her side, a satisfied smile on her face.
“On your stomach,” he grunted, grabbing her shoulder and pushing her over onto her stomach.
“Oh! Yes, master,” she replied, sounding at once both excited and satisfied. Getting her legs together, her thick thighs pressing against each other, he mounted her. As he slipped into her hot, slick demon pussy, he grabbed her wrists and held them behind her back. She moaned loudly, her tail lashing wildly, as he began fucking her hard and fast.
“Oh yes! Oh master!” she cried. “OH THAT’S SO GOOD!”
“You want more, you demon slut?” he asked.
“Yes! More! Please more!” she screamed.
He fucked her harder, driving into her again and again until she had a long, tremendous orgasm that threatened to push him over the edge. But he held on, wanting his next orgasm to be different. When she was finished, he asked, “I want to fuck you in the ass, is there any lube around?”
“Don’t need it, just fuck me in the ass,” she panted.
“Oh my Gods, succubi are amazing,” he muttered as he pulled up and then started working his way up her fantastically fat ass.
“Yes we are,” she murmured, then cried out.
Fucking her up the ass was absolute bliss. He let go of her hands, instead laying flat down against her, gripping her shoulders from beneath, and just pounding her. He listened to her scream and shriek in pleasure as he fucked her ass, giving her everything he had.
Victor went until he could go no more, and then he was coming a third time, the orgasm gut-wrenching in its power.
He pumped every last drop of his seed into her ass, and then he was finished. He groaned as he pulled out, rolling onto his back, staring at the ceiling, slicked with sweat and dizzy from the encounter. For a moment, the three of them just laid there.
Jezzy was the first to get up. “Let me get you a rag, Fiona,” she said. “He made a big mess in you.”
“Don’t you need it first?” Fiona replied.
“No. Perk of being a succubus. I sort of just...absorb it,” she said.
“That’s a really nice perk,” Victor murmured.
“Yep, it’s going to make sex super easy and we can have it anywhere.”
He shifted closer to Fiona, who immediately wrapped her arms around him and leaned her forehead against his own. “I’m really, really glad you agreed to this,” she said.
“Which ‘this’?” he replied.
She laughed. “All of it. The inn, the sex, the relationship. I thought...you wouldn’t like it if I let you know how strongly I felt about you.”
“I’m glad you told me,” he replied. “I kind of felt the same way. I wasn’t even sure if a relationship like that between us was possible.”
“Maybe it isn’t,” she murmured, losing her smile. “Maybe it will fall apart later...I hope not.”
“I hope not, too, but whatever happens, we’ll have these happy moments together. And I don’t really see a reason it shouldn’t.”
“We’ll figure it out,” Jezzy said as she returned. She passed Fiona a wet rag, then laid down on Victor’s other side. He could feel her big, soft, hot breasts pressing against his bare back. He felt like there was more to talk about, but he could feel lethargy coming on strong.
And that was how he fell asleep, between two beautiful, naked monster girls.




CHAPTER XVI

 
When Victor awoke the next morning, something felt different.
Definitely in a good way. He was curled up against Fiona’s back, and from the way she was breathing, he could tell she was still asleep. Behind him, he could hear something that was almost a snore. He gently disengaged himself from Fiona and rolled over to see Jezzy sprawled out on her back, taking up half the bedding, arms and legs askew, mouth hanging open. He tried not to laugh. He’d never seen such an attractive woman sleep so inelegantly.
She looked so fucking hot, though, completely naked like that.
Her legs spread open…
Jezzy’s eyes fluttered open and she looked over at him, then smirked.
“What-did you, like, sense my horniness?” he asked.
“Yes, actually. Like I keep saying: I am a succubus,” she replied. She shifted so she was more on her back and spread her legs wider. “Now, why don’t you hop on and satisfy yourself?”
“Gladly,” he replied, getting onto her.
Ten minutes later he was washed and dressed. He checked the building over and then the perimeter. It was still relatively early in the morning, the sun burning off the night’s chill, causing mist to flow through the trees. He took a piss just outside the perimeter fence and then headed back inside to find both women in the kitchen. There was still enough vegetables and deer meat leftover from yesterday to make breakfast with. He joined them as they got the stove going.
“What should we do today?” Fiona asked.
“Let’s have a more leisurely day,” he replied. “We don’t have everything we need, but we have enough to start making some of the repairs. And maybe we can take a break to take a walk through the woods together. You mentioned there are some abandoned cabins and houses around, I was thinking maybe we could look through them for supplies.”
“That sounds like a good day to me,” Jezzy replied.
“Then it’s settled, let’s get breakfast made,” Fiona said.
…
After breakfast, the next several hours passed in a kind of leisurely daze.
They focused mostly on repairing damaged sections of wall on the ground floor. It was simple but fun work, and even by the end of the session, there was an obvious difference in the main dining area. The smile of sheer joy on Fiona’s face alone made the work worth it. Once they became hungry again, they cooked up the rest of their food, ate it, and spent another hour or so patching the place up. When the urge to get out became too much, they set aside their tools, grabbed their stuff, and headed out into the Hinter.
“So, Fiona, there’s something I’ve been meaning to tell you. Something you might not have considered, about running an inn,” Victor said as they headed to the west, towards an old, long abandoned hunting cabin Jezzy knew of.
“What’s that?” she asked.
“You’re going to have to start wearing clothes. I think people will be cautious enough, having a viper serving them, but your nudity might be a little too much.”
“He’s right, village-dwellers are quite weird about nudity,” Jezzy said.
“All right then. We’ll add clothing to the list. Although we may need to custom-make it, given my shape is a little...different,” she replied.
“We’ll figure something out,” Victor said. “And now, Jezzy, I have a question for you. Who exactly are these other women you want to involve in our relationship?”
“For right now, that is a secret,” she replied. “Because for now I want you to myself. Well, myself and Fiona.”
“You know, I could order you to tell me.”
“You could...but then you’d deprive yourself of the mystery. And doesn’t waiting a bit make it all the better?” she asked with a grin, flicking his arm with her tail.
“Fair enough,” he replied. He was curious...but she was right, he could wait. He decided to address the other thing on his mind. “So, we’re going to be in a relationship together...I’d like to know more about you. Both of you. What was your life like before now?”
“I guess I’ll go first,” Jezzy said when Fiona didn’t speak up. “Nothing happy, really. I come from another realm, whose name you can’t properly pronounce here. But basically I was created by my people–we’re created, we aren’t born–to do the things that succubi do: go into the mortal realm and steal souls through seduction, convince powerful men to sign shady contracts in blood, steal life energy, stuff like that. The only problem was, from the beginning, I was, uh, defective. I was willful and headstrong and difficult.”
She rolled her eyes and he felt her tail hit his leg as it twitched about in irritation. “You know, all the things good succubi aren’t supposed to be. There’s actually a lot of non-succubi-related stuff that needs doing in the other realm. We actually keep records. And there’s maintenance to buildings. Even if it’s magical it still needs to be done. So for decades I did oddjobs around the tower.”
“Tower?” he asked.
“Oh, right. We live in huge, giant, enormous towers. Not just tall but broad. The size of a small village. Our realm is...dangerous. Lots of lightning strikes, lots of sandstorms, lots of blood rain, sometimes acid rain. Eventually, I caught the eye of a particular powerful demon lord and he decided he was going to make me his little project. He was going to break me and teach me how to be proper and I had only grown that much more hardheaded and obstinate and stubborn. He tried to teach me and I resisted and you really aren’t supposed to do that, but I did it. In the end, he was so enraged with me that I was banished, stripped of most of my powers. Thankfully not all of them, but that was only because a friend of mine intervened, and then booted to this realm. They told me since I liked the mortals so much I could go fucking live with them for the rest of my years, however long that might be. And that was about a year ago, and here I am.”
“That all sounds kind of miserable,” Victor said.
“I mean honestly for a while there it wasn’t. I had other succubi that I had friendships with and there were these two demoness warriors I enjoyed a lot of time with. They were surprisingly more understanding about how I felt. Mostly I just kept my horns down and worked. I have to say the sheer beauty of your realm makes up for its grumpy inhabitants. We didn’t really have anything like the Hinter in my realm.
“It’s strange. You’d think since I grew up there that it would be beautiful to me, but all it ever really was was tolerable. I suppose we had swamps with prickly trees, but that really isn’t the same. This, though,” she raised her arms to encompass the forest around them, “this is just beautiful. I love it so much. I want to spend a very long time here in the Hinterlands. Eventually, maybe, I’ll try to travel to some other land. I hear the faun’s homeland is also beautiful. And now that I have you two in my life, and someone I can actually submit to...it’s really nice,” she explained.
“It is,” Fiona agreed. She frowned. “I suppose it is my turn.”
“If you don’t want to talk about it, that’s fine,” Victor said.
“I want to talk about it,” she replied. “I’ve already covered most of it, in truth. My people place a high value on magic. As I’ve said before, we are of the forest, of the land. We believe that we were created to help it, to heal it, to protect it. There are many ways to do this. Some cure sickness, some fight evil, some help maintain the plants and the wildlife. There are other ways, too. So naturally I was a pariah. I spent a lot of time alone. I am alive only because of my mother. My father too, but he...once I was grown enough to survive on my own, or at least once he felt that way, he left. Eventually, so did I,” she murmured.
“What do you mean?” Victor asked.
“I was born and raised much farther to the north of here. That’s where my mother still is. As the years passed, we grew apart. She loves me, just...she isn’t sure really how to have a functional relationship with me. There’s a lot of anger there, and she feels guilty. Guilty that she couldn’t give me a normal life because of something beyond her control, and guilty that she birthed a non-magical daughter. In the end, I determined it was best if I went my own way and left. I ended up here, along the edge. There was a lot of misery along the way. People can be very cruel, even your own. But I’m with you two, now,” she said.
“I’m sorry you had to endure that. Both of you,” Victor replied.
“What about you?” Fiona asked. “You seem…” She hesitated.
“Seem what?” he asked.
“You seem as if you also carry a past sadness.”
He was silent for a long moment.
“If you don’t want to talk about it, that is also all right,” Fiona said.
“It’s just...miserable, and there isn’t a lot to tell. It gets repetitive. I grew up in a small, human-only village. My parents were not very good at being parents. My father was hardly ever there, always away, always lying. Saying he was off doing guard-related things when really he was drinking at the tavern or doing...other things. My mother...took out a lot of her anger on me. It became obvious to me that my life in the village wasn’t going to work out, so I started convincing some of the other guards to train me on things. They felt bad for me, I think, so they taught me about archery, swordplay, hunting, survival. Once I’d earned enough coin and learned enough, I bought myself some gear and walked out one day, never went back.”
“Well...seems like we’re all from miserable backgrounds,” Jezzy murmured.
“I’m sorry you had to deal with that,” Fiona said.
“So am I, but it’s long passed. I don’t even know if my parents are still alive or if the village is still there. And there was certainly a lot of pain and suffering in between leaving my village and getting here but it was far more than worth it.”
Jezzy laughed. “I bet. Judging by all the hot adventuresses you’ve found along the way. You got anymore stories, by the way?”
“Probably.”
“What’s the largest amount of women you’ve fucked in a single day?” Fiona asked suddenly.
“A single day?” he asked, thinking about it.
“Yes. Sunrise to sunrise.”
“Hmm.”
“That you have to think about it makes you such a good master,” Jezzy murmured, brushing him with the tip of her tail.
“Good to know...five.”
“Five? Wow. What were the circumstances? Who were they?” Fiona asked.
“It was two years ago, give or take. I was with a traveling merchant group, providing protection through some dangerous woods. We were just about to our destination. I had gotten closer with an adventuress, a faun woman who was really good with throwing daggers. Short and slim and really wild. It was our last day and one of the merchants, an older human woman, had been kind of sort of flirting with me the whole time. I didn’t want to push her, because she seemed shy, but finally she apparently just worked up the courage because she showed up at our tent first thing in the morning and asked for a threesome. We had it, and it was great, and then we got to town.”
“All right, that’s two,” Jezzy said.
“Yeah. When we got to town, we visited a local magic woman, an elf, who was friends with the faun, had another threesome and lunch, and then I resupplied and we parted ways. I had a castle I wanted to investigate, so I started walking. When I broke for camp that night, I was, uh, accosted by a pair of corat women. They were, apparently, in heat, and really horny. So we fucked for as long as I could manage. They basically fucked me until I passed out.”
“That is amazing,” Fiona murmured. “Um...how about, how many women have you been with all at once?”
“Three,” he said. “But it was just once.”
“Oh wow, could’ve been twice if I’d jumped in at the hot spring,” she said.
“We can definitely find another woman and have a foursome, if you’d like,” Jezzy said.
“Yeah! I bet Velena will absolutely do that...do you want to try sex with a harpy? She only admitted it to me once, but she wants to try sex with a human. I bet you’d really enjoy it with her,” Fiona replied.
“I bet I would. I’ve fantasized about harpies often enough,” he said.
“What else have you fantasized about? Anything really specific you’re looking for?” Jezzy asked.
“Well, I had been absolutely dying to try sex with a viper and a succubus. But other than that?” He thought about it for a long moment as they walked along the path, following Jezzy’s lead. “I have to admit, I really, really want to know what it’s like to bed a dragoness.”
“Is that so?” Jezzy asked with a smirk.
“That is so.”
“Well, aren’t you a lucky boy? I just might happen to know a dragoness. What else?”
“A werewolf. Obviously not a feral one, but one of them who’s still in control of themselves. I’ve met a couple.”
“I might also be able to help with that.”
“I know a water nymph who might be down for fun, if she’s still around,” Fiona said.
“That would be really interesting,” he replied.
“Yep,” Jezzy agreed. “Okay, it’s just at the end of this path here.”
Victor could see the old hunting cabin as they came around a bend in the trail. It looked pretty old and dilapidated, even from a distance. As they approached, he heard a familiar groan and drew his blade. A shadowy figure shambled out of the open doorway, yet another zombie. He moved forward as it came towards them and chopped its head off when it was close enough. Another one appeared, and he repeated the action.
They waited, but no more came.
“I still want to know why are there so many of these around?” he asked. “That usually indicates a problem.”
“Maybe we have a necromancer hiding somewhere, or a lich,” Jezzy replied.
“It could be a dark artifact, but I think you would have sensed that,” Fiona said.
“Not necessarily. It’s something to consider.” She looked around the old cabin as they walked inside. The place had been trashed. By passing adventurers, by animals, by other things, no doubt. There didn’t seem to be much left. “Who builds these things?”
“Usually people with more coin than sense,” Victor replied as he walked over to a relatively intact dresser and started checking the drawers. “Typically they think the rules don’t apply to them and do stupid, dangerous things.”
“Why would they think that?” Fiona asked.
“Being born into wealth means that you are born into a life of ease. If your life is easy and insulated from the beginning, then it warps your sense of danger and the world around you. Rich people aren’t so much brave as they are too stupid to understand true danger. I’ve dealt with their type often enough, when they want bodyguards because their parents insist. I can’t tell you how many fucking morons I’ve had to go chasing after when they run off into the wild, desperate to kill something big and nasty. More than once I’ve ended up with a dead prince or some other ‘elite’.” He sighed. “It seems like some people go through life just looking for an opportunity to get killed. But that’s just one brand of arrogant, there are many others.”
“Sounds like a bunch of real charmers,” Jezzy muttered.
“Yep. That’s why I moved away from protection if it involved a rich shit.”
He focused on his work and the three of them set to searching the old place for anything that might help them in their quest to repair the inn.




CHAPTER XVII

 
“So are we sure that Velena will go for it?” Victor asked, ducking under a branch.
“Which part? Helping us or riding your cock?” Jezzy asked.
“Both.”
“Well, fairly confident, maybe,” Fiona replied.
“I’m sure, at least,” Jezzy said.
“Why are you so sure?” Fiona asked.
“Let’s just say that part of being a demon literally made to seduce mortals has certain natural abilities, like reading people. And most of the species have similar tells. From my time spent with Velena, I’ve gotten a decent read on her. She’s a lot friendlier than she lets on. She’s a bit abrasive, but...well, it’s kind of hard to explain, but I can also tell how people will fit together? If that makes sense? And you and her should fit together fairly well. Not nearly as well as Fiona and I do with you, and no, I’m not just saying that because I’m still being a little selfish and wanting Victor to myself for now, but just because it’s the truth,” Jezzy explained.
“I do agree with that part,” Fiona said. “She isn’t really the type to submit or join our harem relationship...but hopefully she will have sex with you because she is very attractive and fierce and I would really enjoy seeing that.”
“You’re sure she’s around here? I know you’ve got a good nose but I imagine harpies are a lot more common in the Hinter than succubi…” Victor asked.
“I’m sure. I’ve spent enough time around her that I can tell,” Fiona replied. “We’re not too far away. I’m pretty sure I know where she is anyway, she has a hot spring she likes to hang out around and soak in.”
“All right then.”
They kept walking, keeping aware of the woods around them. The sun was out and it was fairly bright, beams of light shining down through the thick canopy overhead.
It had been four days since they had decided to take it a little easier. What probably could have been two days of work had stretched into double that because they kept getting distracted by each other. The longer he spent around them, the more enamored of the two women he became. He loved being around them, touching them, holding them, talking with them, doing things with them. Even simple things like taking a walk.
And, obviously, fucking them.
The sex was amazing.
He had figured it would be with Jezzy, as Fiona had pointed out several times: she was a succubus. But Fiona was also a fantastic sexual partner, and the longer they spent together, the more that initial connection they’d felt deepened.
When they weren’t fucking and having long conversations, the trio were making their way around the Hinterlands. Victor was happily mapping it all in his head as Jezzy and Fiona showed him back paths and hidden trails and small clearings and old structures. They visited a dozen dilapidated, derelict buildings, hunting for supplies or things to sell.
Unfortunately, they found not much of either. Mostly they visited old cabins and houses, the only real notable exception being the old church they’d revisited. They had managed to locate a handful of old weapons, a few pieces of armor, a small pouch worth of gold and gemstones, some odds and ends that might sell for something, and a bit more in the way of tools and supplies that might help them fix the inn up.
The going was a bit slow there, as well. They’d managed to patch up the holes in the walls on the ground floor and most of them on the second story, and had successfully extracted two unbroken windows of proper measure from the abandoned buildings and replaced a pair of their own. But that was really it, there was a lot they just couldn’t do.
And to make things just a little more irritating, zombies and skeletons kept wandering onto the property. They were easy enough to kill and dispose of, but they never had anything worthwhile on them and they were irritating. Three more times they had come in through the tunnel. Victor had been tempted to investigate, but ultimately maintained his stance that they should leave it be for the time being.
Victor began to smell the familiar scent of a hot spring.
“Okay, we’re near. Wait here. Let me go first so we don’t scare her. She’s-she can get angry if you startle her,” Fiona said.
“We’ll be here,” Victor replied.
Fiona slithered off ahead of them, disappearing off the small trail. He and Jezzy lingered and he found himself looking at her, staring at her really.
She was smiling, looking back at him. “Does it bother you, my height?” she asked suddenly.
“What? No...why? What made you ask that?” he replied.
“I always notice you looking up at me and it reminds me of a conversation I had with Hazel. She’s a bit taller than the average woman and we were talking about oddities in her culture. She said a lot of men tend to like their women smaller than they are, preferably noticeably smaller. She said it’s less prevalent among adventurers as opposed to men who live in towns and villages...but not that much less prevalent. So I was wondering if it bothered you,” she explained.
“It doesn’t bother me at all. In truth, I see it as a bonus.”
Her smile broadened. “How’s that exactly?”
“In the same way that I like monster woman, I really like taller women. A lot. That you are much taller than me is very arousing,” he replied.
“The more things I learn about you, the more I like you,” she murmured, stepping a bit closer. “When we first met, I was surprised you were interested in me, and, if I’m being completely honest, thought you might just be tolerating my differences for a chance to experience what sex with a succubus is like. But as the days have gone on, it’s become obvious that this is not true.”
“I like everything about you. I like your hooves, your pink skin. I like your tail. I love your horns. Your glowing eyes, the way your face doesn’t quite resemble any other race I’ve seen.”
“Mmm…” She stepped even closer, right up to him, and tucked two of her fingers down the front of his pants. “I suppose you like all the things about Fiona that make her different than you?”
“I do,” he agreed. “Among other things, but I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t very turned on by her more unique features.”
Jezzy grinned, kissed him, and suddenly dropped to her knees and began undoing his belt with a remarkable dexterity.
“Wait, here?” he asked, looking around.
“Right here,” she murmured, freeing his cock, which was now fully hard. “Don’t worry, I’ll know if someone’s coming.”
“Uh...okay then,” he said, settling his hand atop her head, in between her horns.
She giggled and started dragging her tongue across his head. He groaned as he was immediately lit up with pleasure. She let out a moan of bliss herself as she slipped her lips over his head and he shivered hard from the hit of pure ecstasy.
Her mouth was amazing, a thing of pure rapture.
“You really like sucking my dick, don’t you?” he asked, slipping his hands almost subconsciously to her horns, gripping them.
“Mmm-hmm,” she replied.
“I really like it, too.”
She giggled and started bobbing her head. Slowly, over the next few moments, control transitioned from her to him as he guided her more, gripped her horns more tightly, started pulling her closer to him.
The pleasure built like a wave and he was absolutely enrapture by how she looked on her knees, her lips wrapped around his cock, her head going up and down…
And then he pulled her hard and shoved his cock down her throat as his orgasm came and burst into existence, filling him with absolute sexual gratification.
As he finished shooting his seed down Jezzy’s throat, several convulsions of pure bliss running through him each time she swallowed, he opened his eyes and found himself looking at two women, who were staring back at him.
Fiona and, presumably, Velena.
“Uh...hi,” Velena said.
“Jezzy! You said you’d warn me if someone was coming,” he said, letting go of her.
She laughed and took his cock out of her mouth. He quickly put it back and fixed his belt as she got to her hooves. “No, I said I’d know if someone was coming.”
“And you didn’t think to say anything?!”
“We were enjoying ourselves too much and I knew who it was, I would’ve stopped if it was a stranger,” she replied.
“That was really, uh...nice to watch,” Fiona murmured.
“Yeah,” Velena said.
“Hi, Velena,” Jezzy said, turning around.
“Hello, Jezzy. I see you finally found someone.”
“I did indeed.”
“This is awkward. I’m Victor,” he said. “Or...is it?”
“I don’t know, that depends. Fiona here tells me that you’d be interested in having sex with me. Is that true?” she asked.
He was already finding his eyes wandering across her naked body. Did every monster girl go naked? She was maybe half a foot shorter than him and had a slim, athletic build, her body made of lean musculature, with just a bit of extra padding in all the right places. Her breasts were medium sized and firm and beautiful.
Her skin was a curious light gray, she had short, messy brown hair, and angry blue eyes. She looked closer to elf than human, her ears were even a little pointed.
The most obvious thing about her, besides her bird-like feet, were her wings. They were of a good size, growing right out of her back. Right now they were folded, peeking over her shoulders, but he imagined they’d have quite the span if extended fully.
“That is very true,” he replied.
There was a tension about her, but it disappeared as he said that. She smiled a fierce kind of smile and stood up a little straighter. “Well then, come sit with me in the water. We can talk and mess around for a bit, and then we can fuck.”
With that, she turned around and began walking away, into the foliage. He caught sight of her fantastically fit ass.
“Oh the look he is giving you, Velena,” Jezzy said as they began following her. “He really wants that harpy pussy.”
“Is that so?” she asked. Her wings fluttered a bit and then settled as they came into a small grove with a hot spring steaming away at its center.
“That is very so,” Victor replied.
“Have you ever had harpy pussy before?” she asked, getting down into the water.
“No.”
She laughed, turning around in the water to face him. “Good.” She frowned when he kept standing there, looking at her bare chest. “What are you waiting for? Take your...whatever is on your body, take it off.”
“My clothes, and armor,” he said, quickly beginning to strip.
“Why do you wear it?” she asked.
“Our bodies are sensitive and a little frail in odd ways, and we feel strangely if we don’t,” he replied.
“I wonder how many times you’re going to have to explain this,” Fiona murmured.
He laughed. “Probably several.”
“I see,” Velena said.
Once he was out of his gear and naked, he got into the water with her. Jezzy came up and sat down, putting her legs in the water, and Fiona got up close to the edge, laying out on her side and resting her head on her hand, watching them both.
“You’re a strange human,” she murmured, staring at him intently.
“I have been learning that,” he replied.
“What sets you apart?” she asked. “What makes you so special that you would willingly rut with a succubus, a viper, and a harpy? Do you know how many times I’ve been rejected? Many, many times.”
“She has been looking for this for a long time now,” Fiona murmured.
“Yes. I have very, very few times gotten a yes from just about everything but humans. Humans, if they’ll even listen to me, always refuse my offer of sex. I didn’t even have to seek you out. What makes you so unique?” She almost sounded like she was accusing him of something.
“Now Velena, don’t be cross with him. He’s very kind and polite and he’s giving you what you want,” Jezzy said.
“I want more than sex,” she replied quietly. “Tell me, am I truly so repulsive to humans?”
“No,” he said. “No, you aren’t repulsive. I think most humans would find you at least somewhat attractive. It’s more-you probably scare a lot of them.”
“Am I truly so intimidating?” she asked.
“You’re a monster,” he replied. “Not to me,” he added quickly, “but to most humans. Most village-dwellers. They probably think you either want to hurt them or kill them. I...ah, how can I explain this?” he muttered.
“Velena,” Jezzy said, “you have to understand humans’ lore and mythology.”
“What does that have to do with anything?” she asked.
“There are many, many tales in their history, their mythology, of monster women offering sex as a lure to try and get something else out of them. Usually their soul.”
“Only succubi do that!” she snapped, then looked guilty. “Sorry. No offense.”
“Well, you aren’t wrong, but it doesn’t matter because most of them think it’s true. Most village-dwellers are weird about sex, humans are really weird about it. It isn’t a you problem, Velena, it’s a them problem. Believe me, I know.”
“I guess you would know,” she murmured, looking back to Victor.
“She’s right,” he said, “but you also have to understand, humans are very...we mostly only like to be intimate with our own kind. Largely because we can only reproduce with our own kind, and that is seen as extremely important to most humans. But it’s-there’s a lot of other reasons, too. It’s complicated. But as for me? I think most people have in them some sort of desire to have sex with beings like yourself, but they keep it secret because they think it’s wrong, it’s bad to want that. They spend a long time pushing it down, trying to pretend it isn’t there. I didn’t do that. I’ve wanted this for as long as I’ve wanted sex.”
She stared at him for a bit longer, then relaxed again. “I apologize,” she muttered finally, looking away. “I don’t mean to be so...abrasive. This is a difficult subject for me. I appreciate you talking with me and having sex with me. Also with Fiona and Jezzy. They’re my friends and they should be happy, and you seem to be making them happy. So...thanks for that.”
“You’re welcome,” he replied awkwardly.
“Oh he is making us so very happy,” Jezzy murmured with a sultry grin.
“Yes,” Fiona agreed.
“Well then, in that case, if you’re so good at pleasing us forest-dwellers, then how about we actually get to the pleasure? I know you wanted to talk about something else but there’s absolutely no way I’m going to be able to focus before going at it. Especially with you around,” she said, shooting a look to Jezzy, “I swear I can feel your sex magic just by you being there and it makes me horny.”
“Some people are sensitive to it, I can’t help it,” she replied.
“Uh-huh.”
“We can do that,” Victor said, and slipped closer to her in the water. She focused intensely on him with her bright blue eyes and her hands found his beneath the water. She slid her hands up his arms, around to his back, and then pulled him against her and kissed him.
Immediately he could tell that she was every bit as rough and vicious as Fiona and Jezzy had painted her to be. She shoved her tongue into his mouth as she began to aggressively make out with him, hugging him against her slim, nude body. He ran his hands down her back, around her wings, and settled them on her fit ass.
After several minutes of kissing, she abruptly stopped and began moving away.
“I want to do this in the grass, I don’t like fucking in water,” she said.
“All right,” he replied. He climbed out with her and she looked around for a moment, selected a spot in the grove, and walked over to it.
“I want to be on top,” she said.
“Fine by me,” he replied. “Although if you want, I can give you oral sex.”
“I would very much want that,” she said, grinning fiercely at him as he laid down. “Jezzy introduced me to the concept. We don’t have much in the way of...uh, what did you call it?” she asked, looking at Jezzy as she began getting atop him.
“Foreplay,” Jezzy replied.
“Yeah, that. It’s amazing.”
“It is,” he agreed, and then she was in place, straddling his face. She looked marvelously beautiful, staring down at him. Her expression changed as his tongue found her clit and began to massage it. She let out a low moan and shuddered. As he began licking it, reaching up and grasping her thighs, she groaned again and then fell forward, now on her hands and knees.
“Oh my fucking-oh fuck! That’s really good!” she cried.
He kept going, really getting into it, licking away, pleasuring her, all the while wondering what it was going to feel like to be inside of her.
Victor listened to the sound of her pleasured moans, the way she almost growled, her voice a bit rough, like herself. She settled both hands on his head and gripped it as he ate her out. He began to worry that she might end up pulling his hair, but she let go and dismounted his face before that ended up becoming a problem.
Without saying anything, she readjusted and straddled him lower. Reaching between them, she gripped his erection, spent a moment running her slender fingers along it, and then lined it up and lowered herself.
The raw pleasure hit him like an arrow as she penetrated herself with his cock. She was fanatically wet inside, and amazingly tight. He could feel her strong inner muscles adjusting as she worked him deeper into herself and as she did and the ecstasy began to consume him, learned that harpy pussy did feel different than viper and succubus pussy. It had a strange kind of texture, less slick but no less pleasurable.
In fact, she seemed to grip his erection as she started riding him. Victor groaned loudly, grasping her firm, slim hips as she bounced on his dick. She looked skywards, crying out in rapture, and looking up at her as she fucked him was a stunning experience. Her beauty was savage and fierce, but as they fucked, her wings began to unfold and the more she rode him the larger they got. It wasn’t long before they were completely unfolded.
She looked like some kind of feral sex goddess, deep in the thralls of lust and ecstasy as she satisfied herself with his cock. She reached out and he did the same, their hands meeting in the middle, fingers twining together. Velena was panting and moaning in desperate rapture and she looked down at him. Their eyes locked together.
Their fucking became more furious, faster, building to a crescendo and then…
He wasn’t sure which one of them began to orgasm first, but it was a close call. He lost himself completely to their shared union of bliss as he started to come inside of her, releasing his seed deep within her, feeling her muscles contracting and squeezing wildly around his rigid length as she released her own sex juices.
They came together, and at some point she released his hands and laid against him and kissed him hard on the mouth.
When they finished, she slowly let go of him, rolled off of him and onto her back. They both laid in the grass, staring up at the canopy and the sky above it, panting.




CHAPTER XVIII

 
“That was intense,” Velena murmured after a bit. “And very good. I waited so long for that.”
“Was it worth the wait?” Victor asked.
“Right now? Yes. That felt so good.” After a moment, she shifted around, then propped herself up on her elbows and looked down. “Oh wow, you put a lot of your seed in me.”
“I did,” he agreed. “Or, more accurately, you extracted a lot from me.”
She laughed and then moved back over to the water and slipped in. He rejoined her, always happy for the opportunity to get back into hot water up to his neck. This time he dunked his head under and came up, running a hand over his face and then through his hair.
“Now, uh, what was it you wanted to talk about? There was something else?” Velena asked.
“Yes,” Fiona said, “remember that inn I talk about sometimes?”
“Oh, you mean the thing that you bring up every single time we spend time together? How could I possibly forget the inn?” Velena replied.
Fiona twisted her lips, staring at the harpy.
After a moment, Velena sighed. “Okay, I’m sorry. Yes, I remember. What about it?”
“I found it. And Victor and Jezzy and I have moved in and are repairing the place.”
“Oh. Well, congratulations on that,” she replied.
“We want your help,” Jezzy said.
“How? Because, as I have said many times before, I would be very bad at doing village-dweller stuff. There’s basically no part of fixing or running an inn that I would be good at or interested in,” Velena said firmly.
“We don’t need your help with any of that,” Fiona replied. “We need your help with something that involves fighting.”
“Oh.” She seemed to relax then and it occurred to Victor that it was rather easy to get her tense and worked up. “What kind of fighting?”
Fiona looked at him and he took over this portion of the conversation. “There’s a mine,” he replied. “We’ve searched a lot of the buildings in the area and we’ve exhausted them of resources. The mine, presumably, has resources. Or things we can sell. But there’s something in it. Something dangerous.”
“What, exactly?” she asked, now seeming a bit uncomfortable.
“We aren’t sure,” he admitted. “Something evil...or, to be honest, we aren’t even sure there’s something in there to fight. It might just be cursed. But I think there’s something in there. Fiona and Jezzy said you’re good in a fight.”
“I am, and I like to fight, but usually not in enclosed spaces.”
“I’ve seen you fight in caves and buildings before,” Fiona said.
“Yes, I can. It’s just I do my best work in the outdoors where I can fly.” She thought for a moment. “Do you have to go into the mine? Surely there are other places.”
“There are, but the mine is close enough to the inn that if there’s something dangerous in there, we’d need to remove it sooner or later,” Victor replied. “If you aren’t interested, it’s okay. Fiona just thought you’d want to help.”
“I mean, I do,” she said. “It’s been too long since I’ve had a really good fight and I just recently got my hands on these two daggers that I’ve been aching to try out...can I see the inn, first? I’m very curious about it. I’m also curious as to how you met.”
“We can tell you that on the way to the inn,” Victor replied. He got out of the water. “Let me get dressed and then we can show you.”
…
Velena was a strange woman.
She always seemed a little on edge, and had a lot of energy, often fidgeting. Especially after they made a little side trip on the way home to where she kept a stash of things in an old log and she pulled out a pair of shiny daggers.
“Where did those come from?” Victor asked.
She spun them around in her fingers, showing off an amazing dexterity. “Found them on a dead adventurer. Poor bastard got mauled by a pack of wolves. Found him a few days after. He managed to kill a few of them, though.”
“Miserable way to go,” he murmured.
“Yeah. But these are amazing. I used to have other daggers but I lost them when I was fighting a pack of zombies.”
“Do you have any idea why there are so many around?”
“No, but they’re kind of fun to fight. At least at first. Then it gets kind of boring because they’re so stupid...that being said, I have run into smarter and faster ones just recently.”
“Probably something we should look into once we get more work done on the inn,” Fiona said. “Speaking of which, here it is.”
They walked out of the forest and into the clearing that held the inn. Velena studied it for a moment in silence, then abruptly spread her wings and took off, shooting up into the sky.
“Wow,” Victor murmured, looking up at her, shielding his eyes from the sun. “That’s impressive.”
“Yeah, she looks really good when she’s flying around,” Jezzy agreed.
They watched as the harpy got up to a height that brought her above the inn and then began a slow circle of it, studying it. After a few rotations, she came back down and landed where she had initially been standing.
“I like it,” she said. “Roof definitely needs work, but it’s pretty.”
“I’m glad you like it. You want to look inside?” Fiona asked.
“No, I’m actually kind of itching to get to this fight now,” Velena replied. “Can we go? Where is it, exactly? This mine?”
“Grayrock,” Jezzy replied.
“Oh, yeah I know where that is. Actually, why don’t I get there first and do some scouting?” she asked, and before any of them could answer, she shot off into the sky once more and headed off, towards Grayrock.
“And there she goes,” Fiona murmured as the three of them made for the path that led to the mining settlement.
“Is she always like this?” Victor asked.
“More or less,” Fiona replied.
“How did you two meet, exactly?”
“We met years and years ago,” Fiona replied. “When we were both still adolescents. She was flying, she saw me. She, as she described it, ‘just felt like she had to talk to me’ all of a sudden and swooped down. She scared me so much I almost hit her. But I calmed down, I had talked with harpies before, and we started talking. We kind of just connected really fast. She was similarly ostracized from her people.”
“Why?”
“Harpy society is very...hierarchical. There’s strict rules to follow, codes. You aren’t suppose to question those above you. You do as they say. Velena...never quite figured out how to make that work,” Fiona said.
“She never learned how to stop running her mouth,” Jezzy said.
Fiona laughed softly. “I was trying to be more diplomatic, but yes. She has anger problems, but she is also fiercely independent. If it was just a matter of emotional instability, I believe that would have worked itself out, but she ended up being ideologically against her own society. And her sense of independence has only strengthened and grown since then. It’s why I don’t think she would ever be a part of our harem. She likes being alone too much.”
“So...wait, you met her when you were a lot younger. That means you met her up north, right?” Victor asked.
“Yes.”
“So she followed you here or...what?”
“She did, although I don’t think she’d ever fully admit to it. When I said I was leaving, she said that it was too dangerous to go on my own and demanded I let her go with me. I didn’t want to make the journey alone, so obviously I agreed. We came down here and once I found a region to settle in, her natural independence kicked in and we...not exactly parted company, but we stopped spending so much time together. Now she goes all about, exploring and fighting things. Sometimes hooking up with us now that she’s met Jezzy and she taught us...things,” Fiona said.
“Which makes things so much more fun,” Jezzy replied.
“It has made things more interesting,” Fiona murmured.
“So she is reliable then?” Victor asked.
“Yes, I believe she is,” Fiona replied.
“I think we can handle whatever we might find in there,” Jezzy said.
“I hope so, I’m kind of nervous about the mine,” he replied.
“We can probably handle it, between the four of us, and if we really can’t, we’ll leave and come back after finding more help,” Jezzy said.
Victor thought of the number of ways in which that could go wrong, but decided to just hold his tongue for the moment. Typically, he didn’t back away from a job unless it was obvious that it was too much, but a lot of the time if he was nervous it was always vague. He trusted his gut, but his gut didn’t really know how nervous he should be, just that he should be nervous. It might just be a curse throwing out a bad vibe, or an evil artifact, or it could be an entombed undead lord just waiting to be woken up, or something even worse.
There wasn’t really a great way to tell until you were actually waist-deep in the situation. And then it was mostly down to luck and skill.
But he was a lucky man, and he’d made it this far.
And to be honest, he really wanted to see what was in that mine.
…
When they arrived back at Grayrock, they found Velena sitting on the building nearest the mine, slowly stretching out and retracting her wings. When she saw them, she hopped down and landed lightly on the ground, tucking her wings away.
“There’s definitely something in that mine,” she said. “Something evil.”
“Anything specific you learned?” Victor asked.
“No. I’m not incredibly magical. Just a little. So I can’t really tell beyond ‘evil’. I’m pretty sure it’s alive. Or, I mean, like...I mean it’s an entity, not like a thing. If I had to guess, I’d say it’s some kind of undead, but I don’t think it’s like an artifact or a curse or something. I’ve had experience with all three and this is giving me undead vibes, but it’s possible I’m wrong.” She shrugged.
“Well, let’s find out,” he replied.
He took a moment to make sure that he had everything. He’d left his backpack and the majority of his gear back at the inn in a secure location, since he preferred not to be weighed down if he could manage it. He had his health potion, his sword, his dagger, and his leather armor. Looking into this cave made him regret not taking the time to go back to Hearth Haven and get a new set of chainmail armor, but it wasn’t like he was rolling in coin at this point.
Maybe he could have afforded it with all the stuff they’d gathered over the past several days, but that wouldn’t really be fair, since they had all worked together to gather it with the understanding that it would be going towards supplies for the inn.
No, this was as prepared as he was going to be, and he told himself he could handle it.
Looking into the darkness of the mine made him question that thought, just a little.
“So...Victor,” Jezzy said, “you’re the one in charge. You’re the one with the most experience with stuff like this. How are we doing this?”
Victor had been considering just that, and, in fact, had also been considering how to approach the subject of leadership. Fiona and Jezzy had agreed to defer to him, but Velena hadn’t and she seemed like she might have trouble with it.
But if she did, she said nothing.
So he outlined his thoughts. “It should be pretty straightforward in there. We’ll want to take it nice and slow, don’t go off on your own, pay attention to your surroundings. Keep noises to a minimum. Don’t stick too close together so we don’t get in each other’s ways in case we have to fight. Make sure you keep your route in mind, in case we need to flee. You come to a new area, make sure you look over it carefully before entering, that includes up and down. All of you, I imagine, have great senses. So smell and listen on top of looking. Our initial primary goal is to clear the place out of anything dangerous, so don’t get distracted by things to be recovered. That comes later, after we make sure the place is safe.”
He looked around at them for a moment. “Does anyone have any questions?”
“I’m good,” Jezzy said.
“I’m ready to fight,” Velena replied.
“Lead the way,” Fiona said.
“All right. Jezzy, cast a light spell and watch our back.”
“Got it.”
She cast her spell and a powerful ball of light appeared just inside the tunnel, pushing back the darkness for a ways, revealing several skeletons and a lot of abandoned equipment that was in very poor condition.
“Wait, can you cast a light spell, Velena?” Victor asked.
“Yeah. Not as good as Jezzy’s, though, why?” she replied.
“I can but it’s not great or long-lasting. I just wanted to know our options in case, for whatever reason, we do need to split up. All right, let’s go.”
He led the way inside. As he did, the same feelings as the last time he’d been in here began to return. The sense of dread, the cold, the vague whispering. As they went a little deeper in, he paused. “Do you hear that?” he asked.
“I do,” Jezzy said immediately.
“Sort of,” Velena murmured.
“I don’t hear anything, what is it?” Fiona asked.
“It’s like whispering, but I can’t make it out,” Victor replied. “Jezzy?”
“It is whispering, but it’s too indistinct, I’m not even sure it’s a language, or at the very least not one I recognize,” she replied.
“It has to be magically related, somehow. The more sensitive you are to magic, the more you can hear it...what does that mean?”
“I’m not sure,” Jezzy replied.
He sighed. “I guess we’ll find out.”
They continued walking. The initial tunnel sloped down into the earth, the light revealing more examples of the brutality that had ensnared the old mine. There were a lot of corpses, and although many of them had been stripped bare, the farther in they went, the less often that happened. He’d seen this phenomenon before, although it wasn’t all that uncommon or curious. Looting a body was a risk-reward scenario and the deeper into a scary place you had to go to loot a body, the less likely you were to do so.
The first hour they spent in that mine was slow and ominous.
Conversation was practically non-existent as they moved down the main tunnel. Every time they reached an offshoot passageway, they would stop and deal with it. Victor ended up grabbing a torch, given he didn’t want anyone to keep having to recast a light spell, as that would drain magic that they might suddenly need if they found themselves in a battle situation. And then either he and Fiona or he and Velena would head down the passageway and check out whatever it led to. It was almost never anything particularly pleasant.
Often it would just dead-end and be strung with skeletal remains.
Sometimes it would open up into a little cavern, some of them carved out, some of them natural. There remained evidence of habitation from the mercenaries who had called the place home, usually in the form of simple furniture that had decayed over the years. Most of it was useless, but not all of it. Victor found himself subconsciously noting whenever he saw a bed frame or dresser or table in at least somewhat decent condition.
The farther along they went, the more of a mixed bag it became.
On the one hand, they were finding a lot of what they needed, on both fronts. There was useful stuff here they could furnish the inn with, and there was a lot in the way of weapons, armor, and gold and gemstones.
On the other hand, the chill was getting worse, the whispering getting louder.
The ominous feeling that something was waiting for them deeper in, something that was fully aware of them, grew stronger.
And it only stressed Victor out more, because he had been half expecting to find some undead wandering around in some of the tunnels and rooms. But there was nothing. Nothing alive or undead, nothing at all.
Everything that had come in here was dead.
Finally, they reached what seemed to be the edge of the initial mine.
“So...do we have any ideas yet on what might be back there?” Velena murmured.
“I’ve got nothing. Something undead, I think,” Jezzy replied. “The only thing I really know is that it isn’t demonic. I’d be able to sense that.”
“I’m pretty sure it’s evil, whatever it is,” Fiona murmured. “I can still sense evil.”
“Oh yeah, definitely evil,” Victor agreed. He’d encountered enough evil things in his long career as an adventurer. It was why he’d made sure to get his sword blessed.
“So, what’s the plan?” Jezzy asked.
“We go in there and kill it,” Victor replied. “There’s a chance it could be the source of the undead popping up all over the region. Which is something we’ll have to face sooner or later if we truly intend to settle down here.”
“Yeah,” Fiona murmured. She shifted. “I’m nervous.”
“So am I,” Victor admitted. He took a deep breath and released it slowly, checked over his gear once more. He was a bit weary from the unbroken tension he’d been putting up with for over an hour now of absolutely nothing happening, and the bad feelings getting worse and worse the deeper in he went. “I’ll lead,” he said. “Velena and Fiona come in behind me. Velena go left, Fiona go right. Jezzy, come in last, watch our backs, jump in if it looks bad.”
They all indicated that they understood him and he walked in through the hole in the wall that lay at the end of the tunnel.
Jezzy renewed the light spell as he did and it pushed back the shadows. A large cavern was revealed. It was packed with stuff, a lot of stuff. It looked like it had been where probably the elite of the mercenary clan ate and trained. To the left was a massive table, broken now, with chairs scattered around. To the right: training dummies, weapon and armor holders, mats, all sorts of things, many of them also broken.
And bodies. Dead bodies all over the place, all of them skeletal.
Nothing moved, save for a single figure.
Victor tensed, raising his blade. Whatever it was, it looked roughly his own size. He took a few cautious steps closer, trying to get a feel for what he was facing. It quickly became clear that he was seeing a reanimated skeleton wearing a decent set of armor, wielding a savage-looking sword. He realized that he was probably looking at the reanimated corpse of the mercenary leader, but if that was the case, if it was just one skeletal zombie, then why was it so powerful? Because he could feel its raw power even from here–
The skeleton warrior turned to look at him.
“Uh-oh,” he whispered.
Its empty sockets pulsed with black energy. Not dark blue or purple or some other color, black. Which meant it was lethal.
Thankfully, he could deal with it.
Provided he could get to it.
“What is it?” Fiona asked.
“Shade!” he snapped, and took off towards it.
The skeleton let out a high-pitched shriek and suddenly gestured with its free hand. Abruptly, a dozen skeletons in between him and it shot to their bony feet and came for him. He cried out as they began attacking him, grabbing at him, trying to take him down.
“Help!” he called, throwing one of them off and driving his elbow into another’s face so hard it knocked the skull loose and sent it flying.
The others leaped into action, and not a second too soon as all the other corpses suddenly began reanimating.
It was a powerful shade.
Great.
He threw off the nearest skeletons and tried to get through them, chopping away with his blade. As soon as it made contact with anything, it tended to kill the resurrected skeleton, but there were dozens of the things. Victor grunted in pain as a blade bit through his armor and chopped into his bicep. It was a shallow cut but it hurt all the same. He bashed the offending skeleton aside and then fell back in surprise as Fiona appeared behind it, snagged it by the ribcage, picked it up, whirled it around, and threw it with a tremendous force into a half dozen others.
The whole group of them went flying, most of them coming apart into free-flying bones that scattered across the area.
Jezzy and Velena jumped into action, going to work on the skeletons as they tried to converge on him. Victor went to work.
The next several minutes were hectic chaos as he chopped, bashed, and punched anything undead that got within reach, all the while trying to make for the shade possessing the skeletal leader. It became harder as the enemies he fought managed to land the occasional strike or lucky blow, giving him a bruise or a cut or, at one point, knocking him on the head hard enough to give him double vision for a moment.
The others were fierce fighters, especially Velena. She was as good with those daggers as she claimed to be. She moved with a terrifying speed, stabbing and slashing and striking, knocking away bones as she dodged bony fists and whatever weapons the skeletons happened to be holding. And Jezzy was just raw strength. He knew she was strong but seeing her punch a skull into dust really drove it home for him.
As swift and strong as they were, he could see them taking hits, too. They were being punched and cut, and soon all three of them were bleeding.
Victor knew he had to end it, and soon.
Finally, he ducked beneath a swung mace and dashed forward. Finding himself in front of the shade-possessed skeleton, he swung his blessed blade around in a tight arc, and grunted as the skeleton raised its own blade and deflected it.
Then he was locked in close combat with an undead, steel ringing as their swords clashed. How many times had he done this in his life? How many swordfights had he endured? He’d gotten good at it, but either this shade was well-versed in swordfighting, or it had access to the mercenary leader’s memories.
Either way, it amounted to the same thing: a skillful enemy.
But skill, even a lot of it, deteriorated in a corpse, and after several moments of furious fighting and close calls, Victor finally managed an opening. He knocked the skeletal bastard off balance and then cleaved through its spine, decapitating the creature. The dark energy left it immediately and it collapsed into a pile of bones.
Every skeleton in the room did the same, and the four of them were left panting.
“Is it over?” Velena asked finally.
“Yeah...it’s over,” Victor replied.
“What the fuck was that?” Fiona asked as Jezzy walked over to her and began healing her wounds.
“A shade. An entity that dwells in a nearby realm. Sometimes they’re drawn in by isolated places with particularly tragic or violent history. I don’t really know why they decide to stick around or what attracts them, but they do, and they can be rather strong. We were lucky, if I hadn’t had a blessed weapon we would have had to run,” Victor replied.
He looked around the large room, then winced as a wave of pain hit him. He’d been cut or hit in over a dozen places.
“At least it’s a good haul,” he said.
“Looks to be,” Jezzy agreed as she finished with Fiona and walked over to him. She began to heal him.
“Heal yourself,” he said.
“I will, after I’m done with you three,” she replied.
She had a ‘I’m not changing my mind’ tone so he didn’t argue with her. Once she was finished with him, she moved over to Velena.
“So, now what?” Velena asked.
“Now we’ve got a really, really long day of searching this place over ahead of us,” Victor replied.
Once they were all healed, they set to work.




EPILOGUE

 
“So is it enough?” Velena asked.
For a moment, Victor didn’t have the faintest idea what she was talking about. His head was in the clouds and he was enjoying it immensely.
It had indeed been a very long day.
Although he didn’t really think it was possible, between the four of them, somehow, someway, they had managed to not only search those mines over, every cave, cavern, and tunnel, but they also managed to get three full cartloads of stuff back to the inn. And now they had furnishings (that needed some maintenance and repair) for about half of their rooms and a pile of weapons, armor, and other miscellaneous gear and items that could be sold off. It wouldn’t make them rich, precisely, but to Victor’s decently trained eye, it would help them a lot in their endeavor to fix the inn up and bring it back to shipshape.
After all the searching and hauling, the four of them had fucked for as long as they could manage in the upstairs bedroom.
That was to say, for as long as Jezzy’s magic could hold out.
Victor was horny, and he had a lot of stamina, but after such a long day, he normally wouldn’t last that long without her lust magic. But she’d already spent up some of her magic fighting and then healing them.
That being said, it had been fun.
A lot of fun.
After that, they’d had a long soak in a nearby hot spring that Jezzy knew about, and then they’d enjoyed a large meal back at the inn.
Now they were laying around in the bedding once more, drifting off to sleep.
“What do you mean?” he asked finally, struggling to stay awake.
“All the crap we hauled back here, is it enough to do...the thing you’re trying to do? Repair the inn?” Velena asked.
“I honestly don’t know. I mean, probably. I need to sort through everything and then I need to spend a few days getting it to Hearth Haven to sell, or maybe get lucky and find a traveling merchant willing to take it all…” He sighed. “It’ll take a bit to find out, but I think so. It should definitely cover the rest of the basic stuff we need, the roof, the windows, the walls. Probably help with the furniture we need.” He yawned. “I’m really tired.”
“Me too,” she said. Then she grinned and reached over, running a finger down his chest. “You can really fight. I admire that.”
“So can you, and so do I,” he replied, taking her hand. He yawned again. “Mmm...sorry.”
“It’s okay. Get some sleep, you really earned it today.”
“So did you.”
They shared a kiss and she rolled over, her wings tucked up against her back, settling against Jezzy, who was already asleep.
Victor rolled over to face Fiona, who, he realized, was still awake. She was staring at the ceiling, looking lost in deep thought.
“You okay?” he asked.
“Hmm? Yes...I’m okay. I’m just thinking...this is really happening,” she murmured. “We made a big step forward today.”
“That we did,” he agreed, getting up against her and putting an arm around her. She sighed contentedly and settled into his embrace. “You did really well.”
“Thank you. So did you. But…”
“But?” he asked.
“After that fight in the mine...it got me thinking about something else. We need help. Because I imagine it’s only going to get more dangerous.”
“Did you have anyone specific in mind?”
She nodded. “Yes, I do. One of Jezzy’s friends. I know her well enough. Her name is Nyx. She’s very strong, very powerful.”
“What is she?” he asked.
Fiona smiled. “A dragoness.”
“Oh yeah, I definitely think we should ask for her help,” Victor replied.





 
  
  



CHAPTER I

 
“You know, I always heard that horses were supposed to be scared of demons,” Victor said as he finished tying the horse to the wagon.
“That’s just a story idiots like to pass around,” Jezzy said, smiling as she pet the horse that he had gone into town to rent.
She made a happy sound and shifted in place.
Jezzy giggled. “See? She likes me. She knows I’m nice.”
“We ‘monsters’, even succubi from another realm, tend to be more in tune with nature, which includes animals of all kinds,” Fiona said. She set her load into the back of the cart and proceeded to tie it down.
“Well, not all succubi,” Jezzy said. “One girl I knew was just terrified of birds. She was utterly convinced they were watching her. Planning something. I was so nervous when I first saw birds, because I’d only ever heard what she had to say about them. But they’re just...birds.”
“They don’t really have a plan beyond ‘eat’ and ‘sleep’,” Victor agreed as he finished up.
Fiona slithered up behind him. “And ‘mate’,” she murmured in his ear, wrapping her arms around him. She slowly slipped a hand down the front of his pants.
He exhaled sharply, feeling her large, bare breasts pressing against his back. “Yes...that too,” he managed.
“You’re getting bolder,” Jezzy grinned. She stepped away from the horse and up to him, and now he was surrounded by them. She settled her hands on his hips, grinning fiercely as she stared down at him with her glowing pink eyes.
“You both are...so tall,” Victor murmured.
“I love how much you like that about us,” Jezzy replied. “Can I tempt you to take a break? Do naughty things behind that tree over there?’
“You can but you shouldn’t.”
“Why not?”
“Because you’re sending me in there to try and talk Hazel into some fun and I’d rather save it for the potential foursome or threesome, depending on how much Fiona wants to watch,” he replied.
“I won’t know until we’re actually in the moment,” Fiona murmured. She sighed and took her hand out of his pants. “And that’s fair enough.”
“Yes, I suppose so,” Jezzy said. She gave him a kiss, then stepped back. “I like this horse, but it’s too bad we had to spend so much coin on it…”
“We had to,” he replied, “we can’t very well have you hauling this into town. People would lose their minds. Now, I should really get to work selling this stuff off. The sooner I get to it, the sooner I’ll be back. Hopefully with Hazel.”
“Unless there’s some kind of emergency, I imagine she will come back with you once she knows I’m back around,” Jezzy replied.
“I hope so.” He kissed them both and then hopped up onto the cart.
Getting settled, he began guiding the horse and they started the slow roll into the township proper. He took the opportunity to just relax for a little bit. That was what yesterday was supposed to have been: relaxation.
Only it hadn’t.
Not that he was complaining, exactly.
After the long day of getting everything back from the abandoned mine, the four of them had decided to just take it easy for a bit. But when all four people involved in ‘taking it easy’ were horny, and one of them was a succubus, there tended to be a lot of sex happening. And what was supposed to be a day of rest had turned into a lot of exciting lovemaking.
Victor yawned and rubbed at his eyes as he tried to rouse himself.
Velena had finally parted ways with them last night. Fiona said she tended to get flighty after spending too much time in one place, and sure enough, she’d sort of just left after a quick and abrupt goodbye.
Fiona had told him not to take it personally, and in truth he could respect the feeling.
Victor reached into his pocket and checked that the parchment was still there. It was. They had actually done the responsible thing after she’d left and made a complete list of everything they needed to finish repairing the inn.
Tools, nails, lumber, doors, windows, furniture, and a bunch of other odds and ends.
He was pretty confident they wouldn’t get it all. In truth, they’d be lucky to get half of it, even with the haul from the mine, but it would be another big step forward and they weren’t exactly in a rush to get this done.
As the Hinterland drifted by to either side of him, he found his thoughts drifting. Today was the first day he’d had of alone time in what felt like a while. And now that he was by himself and relatively safe, he could think more on where his life had taken him.
It had brought him to strange places over the years.
Mostly good places, some really, really bad places. At times he felt like he was leading his own life, but at others he felt like he was as helpless to control the course of his existence as a shipwreck victim clinging desperately to a piece of driftwood in a storm.
Victor had gone a lot of places, seen a great deal, had many adventures, but he never really thought he’d end up in the Hinterlands, romantically involved with not one, but two monster girls, repairing an old inn.
Unlikely didn’t seem like a strong enough word to describe the situation.
This, however unlikely it seemed, felt different than every other adventure he’d found himself in over the years.
An adventurer’s life was, by default, a wanderer’s life.
But there was an extra layer of intensity to that fact when the adventurer had no home to return to. Victor had actually encountered many adventurers who intended to return to their home village and settle back down some day. And even some who did return and stay for a season out of the year. There were some who intended to adventure until they died, but they were rare.
It always seemed to him that the adventurers who had no home to return to were of that last variety, but he supposed it was possible that he had simply met those adventurers and spoken with them at a point before they did eventually settle down.
Was that what he intended to do here?
Could he live out his days in an inn situated in the Hinter?
The fact that he didn’t immediately think no was giving him a bit of anxiety, and he couldn’t even figure out why.
Was it because he had grown so used to the idea that, eventually, he would move on?
It could be that simple, but he somehow doubted that it was.
As Hearth Haven came into view, Victor pushed the thoughts from his head. For the moment, he had a very long stretch of bargaining, negotiating and, perhaps, intimidating in front of him, depending on how much the merchants thought they could take advantage of him. He wasn’t really prone to that last one, but…
He wasn’t above it.
He needed a clear head for this next part, Fiona and Jezzy were relying on him.
…
Victor reined in his temper. “No,” he repeated, “I don’t want that one. Just these.”
“Are you sure?” the shopkeeper asked again.
“I’m completely, absolutely sure. And I promise, if I ever want that window, I will march promptly back to this store and purchase it.”
“Well, if you’re sure.”
“I’m sure.”
“All right. Well, it’s two hundred fifty coins even for the rest,” the shopkeeper said.
Victor nodded and dropped two of his one hundred coin pouches, his final two, in fact, and a fifty coin pouch on the counter between them. The merchant picked each up and weighed them in his hand, then peered inside, then made it all disappear behind the counter.
“Thanks for the business,” he said.
“Yep,” Victor replied, and picked up the first of the five windows he’d purchased. He had wanted more, but this was the last of his coin for now.
He began shifting them out to the cart.
The journey through town had lasted longer than he’d feared. It had been a complicated route along the cobblestone roads, making a stop at each of the varied places he needed to visit, to both sell and buy. Given he wasn’t as familiar with the town yet, it was a bit stop and start as he just went to the stores as he saw them.
And just about all of the merchants had been difficult in one way or another.
Given how much experience they all no doubt had with adventurers coming through, each had honed their skills to a fine art, able to extract much and give little in return. Victor had his own methods for dealing with their tactics, but at this point he was just getting sick of it. He wasn’t even thirty yet, but inside these stores he began to feel like a grumpy old man.
Victor noted that now that the shopkeeper had his coin, the man made no move to help load the leather-wrapped windows into the cart. Not that he particularly wanted help at this point, if he had one more poor interaction he was liable to do something regrettable, but it was just one more irritating thing on a long list of them.
Finally, he got the last window in and secured.
Before anything else could annoy him, Victor got up into the seat and set the horse towards Hazel’s place. He glanced skywards. The sun was a few hours past its highest point. He relaxed a little. Despite how long it had taken, there was still more than enough time to talk with Hazel, get out of the town, return the horse, and then get to the inn and relax.
And maybe do other things.
A few moments later, he brought the cart to a halt and put the horse in the shade. Walking in through the front door into the darkened shop, he felt a strange sensation. Not of anything magical, but of the passage of time.
With all that had happened, it felt like he’d been here last season, not last week.
“Well, look who’s back.”
Hazel was again standing behind the counter, this time working on a potion. She had a little cluster of small glass containers, each filled with a different kind of liquid, centered around one glass vial held upright.
“I missed you,” he replied, walking slowly closer, not wanting to mess up her work.
But she seemed a pro at it, able to continue on with the work and conversation and other distractions at the same time.
“Did you now?” she murmured, pouring some glowing blue liquid into the vial.
“Very much so.”
She laughed softly. “Took you long enough.”
“I was, uh, busy out there.”
“Oh were you now?” She picked up another glass bottle with a murky green liquid and swirled it around, then paused and sniffed. She looked up at him with her glowing eyes and a broader grin spread slowly across her beautiful face. “You found a girl with horns out there.”
“And a tail,” he replied. “Two girls with tails, actually.”
“Oh my.” She focused on the potion again. “One moment.” She carefully poured five drops of the green liquid into it, then began corking everything. “Care to share the details?”
“Well, there was a lot of fucking,” Victor replied.
“I figured as much.” She leaned down, putting the containers under the counter.
She was wearing an especially revealing shirt, and her pale breasts seemed to threaten to tumble out each time she leaned down.
“I found Jezzy,” he said.
She laughed. “Knew it! Knew that girl would find you. I was hoping she was back...hmm. Who is the other girl with a tail? Another succubus?”
“No, a viper named Fiona.”
“Oh my. Most men would admit to making love with a succubus, but I knew few men who would seek out a viper...fewer still who would openly admit to being intimate with one.” She picked up the vial and swirled it around gently a few times, then corked it and placed it under the counter. Hazel fixed him with a confident smile and an intense stare. “But I knew there was something special about you as soon as you walked in here...I’ve never met Fiona, but I do know of her. Jezzy has told me. She sounds sweet.”
“She really is,” he replied.
“Oh.” Hazel gave him a more appraising stare.
“What?”
“I’ve heard that tone before. You...are something truly special, aren’t you?”
He laughed awkwardly. “I...don’t know. Am I?”
“You traveled here from who knows how far away to fuck monster girls. Rare, but not unheard of,” she replied.
“How did you know, by the way?”
“I guessed. Just a strong feeling. But,” she continued, “I have come across almost no one who is willing to have a romantic relationship with monster girls. It’s difficult enough for most to contemplate building a life and sharing a home with a different race, but a village-dweller and a forest-dweller? Almost never.”
“Really? That rare?” he asked.
“Yes. I spent a lot of time traveling the land. Occasionally I still do. As a witch, I’m more accepted among the forest-dwellers. And yes, they tend to stay on their sides of the line.” She regained that smile. “Have you been with anyone else?”
“A harpy.”
“Oh my.”
“And a gekon adventuress.”
“You get around.”
“Apparently,” he replied.
“So, is that why you’re here?” she asked, putting her hands on her pleasantly sized hips.
“Yeah. I was hoping to get around to you. Jezzy said you can’t stay away from her and you’d do anything to be with her again, so I should use that as a lure to get you to come spend time with us out in the Hinter,” he said.
“Oh that pink bitch,” Hazel muttered, rolling her eyes. “She thinks she’s so great.”
“...she is,” Victor said. “Having been with her now, I feel like I can safely confirm that.”
Hazel laughed. “Yeah, but she’s still annoying!”
“Because she’s right?”
“Not as right as she thinks...but yes, I do want to get back with her. And I must say that the idea of taking you and her to bed at the same time is exceptionally appealing to me.” She looked around her shop. “Okay, go on and wait for me. I’ll wrap everything up here and then I will join you for some fun in the woods.”
“Very glad to hear that,” he said, heading for the exit.
This was going to be a really good night.




CHAPTER II

 
“So what exactly are you three getting up to out there? Because you’ve got a lot of stuff you’re hauling,” Hazel asked, glancing behind them into the cart.
“You promise to keep it a secret for now?” Victor replied.
She shifted her intense gaze to him. “I will provided that no one is going to be hurt.”
“No one’s going to be hurt,” he replied. Then paused and reconsidered that. “Provided no one tries to hurt us.”
“I suppose that’s fair enough out in the Hinter.”
“I’m helping Fiona and Jezzy fix up an old inn. They want to open it up and help people.”
Hazel was quiet for the next several moments.
“So we’re talking an inn that caters to just forest-dwellers?” she asked finally.
Victor shook his head. “No, both. Forest and village-dwellers.”
“Do you think that’s going to work?”
He shrugged. “No idea, but it’s an idea I can get behind. I have to admit, I had doubts about how a meeting with a forest-dweller might go, but so far, all of them I’ve met and spoken with have been either very agreeable or, at the very least, no more disagreeable than your average adventurer. Surprisingly little separates us.”
“It is surprising,” Hazel murmured. “I thought the same when I was younger. They seemed so different. And, in some ways, they really are. I imagine you’ve had to explain things you never have before, things that are really simple to you but weird to them.”
“Yeah. They don’t really understand clothes.”
Hazel laughed. “That makes sense. Jezzy understood it, and even embraced it...does she still have that sexy little dress?”
“Uh...yeah. Yes, she does.”
“That’s thanks to me. We were talking about clothing and, being a succubus, she didn’t fully understand how clothed can be sexier than naked. But once I explained to her how clothing can leave more to the imagination and how there’s this feeling of sexual tension that can be created with the right clothing, making the other person really want to know what you look like without the clothes on...she was annoyed for a bit, but then she embraced it.”
“And started using it,” he replied.
“Yes. I got her that dress. Took her measurements. I’m glad she still has it.”
“So am I.”
They headed off the main path and came onto the smaller side path he’d been looking for. After another few moments, they came to the spot he’d agreed to meet them at.
“I’m back!” Victor called as he dismounted the cart and walked up to the horse.
“And you found Hazel!” Jezzy cried as she and Fiona emerged from the greenery.
Hazel hopped off and walked over to the succubus. She wrapped her in a hug. “It’s been a long time. I missed you.”
“Missed you, too. You look like you’re doing well,” Jezzy replied, hugging her back and lifting her off the ground a little.
“I am. I’ve been busy, but now that Victor has come and invited me for a night of fun, I’m taking the opportunity to leave that all behind for a little bit.”
“Very good to hear,” Jezzy said. She stepped back. “This is Fiona. Fiona, this is Hazel. I think it’s about time the two of you actually met.”
“Hi,” Fiona said, a little awkwardly. “Jezzy’s mentioned you a lot.”
“Same about you,” Hazel replied. “It’s nice to meet you.”
“I’m going to walk the horse back to town, and then I’ll be back, and then we can get going back to the inn,” Victor said.
“We’ll be here,” Jezzy replied.
…
Some time later, he reunited with the three women after returning the horse to the stable he’d rented it from. They’d considered just buying a horse, but the Hinter wasn’t really the best place to keep a horse. Even with the land and the three of them, it just seemed like too much of a risk. As he came back, Victor found the three of them talking in front of the cart.
“We ready to go?” Jezzy asked.
“I am,” he replied. “You eager?”
“Very,” she said, grabbing the handles of the cart and starting to pull it up the pathway.
“Just don’t go too fast. There’s windows in there and they’re a bit expensive.”
“I’ll be careful,” Jezzy said, and set off.
The three of them followed in her wake up the path.
“So, now you know all about me,” Fiona said, “what about you?”
“Nothing too interesting,” Hazel replied. “But for the sake of conversation...I was born in a village way west of here, though within walking distance of the Hinter. We lived in its shadow, which means I grew up around it. My mom was a witch and my dad was an adventurer with some magical prowess. I spent my youth running around town, then exploring the woods that weren’t a part of the Hinterlands, and finally the Hinter itself. Probably when I was too young but I was rather full of myself. Not only was I particularly magically inclined, but I had a great grasp of magic, even as a teenager.”
“You must’ve been pretty dangerous,” Fiona said.
“Oh, I was lethal when I wanted to be. But I rarely wanted to be, in truth. I just wanted to explore. I wanted to see things, poke through old ruins, ancient caves, crumbling castles. I got that from my dad. When it became obvious that village life wasn’t going to be enough for me, my father took me on an adventure that lasted about half a year, to show me what it’s really like out here, what it takes to survive.”
“Think he was hoping you’d give up?” Victor asked.
“Oh no. That was my mother. That was the only reason she agreed to it. My mother was fierce and strong-willed, but she had faced some real danger and just wanted a quiet village life with a family. She got it for about two decades or so. When I came back, it was obvious that I was dead set on seeing the world. And my father knew that I could take care of myself. I had all the skills and a lot of magic to back it up. So I went out into the world.”
She fell silent.
“You said ‘was’ about your parents, did something happen?” Fiona asked quietly.
“Yes. About ten years later, a mercenary company who was run by a man who fancied himself a king made a raid on my village. He wanted to take over. Of course my parents were the first in line to defend the village, and in the end the company was broken, the attack repelled, but both my parents were among those who had been killed,” she replied.
“I’m so sorry,” Victor said.
She sighed. “So am I. It was fifteen years ago, and I’ve since...I’ve mostly made peace with it. I did some bad things afterwards that I don’t regret.” A moment of silence passed. “I suppose that warrants explanation...the leader of the company survived. As did a few of his top lieutenants. I spent a year hunting them down, and murdering them. They thought they could walk away and disappear, but I am very tenacious and very good at tracking. I don’t regret what I did, because men and women like that will just do more damage, kill more parents, raid more villages, or worse things. But...I had hoped it would bring me more peace.”
“It doesn’t bring peace so much as diminish hurt,” Victor murmured.
She looked over at him. “You’ve dealt with that too, then?”
He nodded. “Yeah. I suppose most adventurers have. Some friends have been killed. This lifestyle is dangerous and risky, but sometimes death and pain happen and they absolutely did not need to. So I handled it. Because it felt wrong not to.”
“Do you regret any of it?” Fiona asked.
“...I regret that it needed to be done, but so far, no.”
Another long moment of silence passed, the only sound that of the material in the cart shifting as Jezzy pulled it ahead of them.
“I’m sorry, I brought down the mood,” Hazel said.
“No, I asked, it’s my fault,” Fiona replied.
“It’s fine, I don’t mind talking about it. Like I said: it’s in the past. I’ve buried them, I’ve grieved, I’ve moved on. I kept adventuring for a long time, and, a few years ago, I settled here.”
“I know it’s a bad question, and I’ll accept ‘none of your business’ as an answer, but...how old are you?” he asked.
Hazel smirked. “I don’t fear my age. I’m forty eight.”
“Oh. Nice.”
“Nice?” She laughed and reached over, running a finger slowly down his jawline. “You got a thing for older women?”
“I thought that would’ve been obvious by now,” he replied.
“He has a thing for...lots of women, it seems,” Fiona said. He felt her brush the back of his legs with her tail.
“Well...you aren’t wrong,” he said.
“So, just to get it out in the open, so I don’t have to hang around wondering if I’ve misread the situation: you’re all interested in sex with me, yes? I know Jezzy is, but...it’s obvious that she’s heavily involved with Victor now, so…”
“Yes,” Jezzy said from ahead of them, “I need to speak with you about that. But yes, that is why we invited you out here. Although I thought Victor would have been more direct about that.”
“I feel like I was,” Victor said.
“You were,” Hazel replied, “I’m just...let’s just say that I’ve run into a number of situations where things weren’t really quite as they appeared. Quarreling lovers are, um...well, I never want to be involved with that again if I can help it. So now I have a policy of asking directly.”
“Smart,” Victor said.
“Yep,” Jezzy agreed immediately.
“Guess I’m glad I dodged that,” Fiona murmured.
“Very much so. Casual sex with adventurers is high risk, high reward,” Victor replied.
Hazel nodded. “Yeah, usually you’ll get lucky, but every now and then you’ll have someone coming at you with a dagger or a fireball. People get just...crazy about sex sometimes.”
“Surprisingly demons do, too. There were fights in my realm, and almost all of them were about sex. They would try to dress up the reason, but that’s really what it usually came down to. And there were a lot of fights to the death,” Jezzy said.
“Sounds like fun,” Hazel muttered.
“Yep...okay, we’re here,” Jezzy replied.
“Wow,” Hazel said as they came out of the trees and onto the property. “How’d you find this place? I haven’t come across it. Granted I don’t explore that much these days, but I’ve been out and about in this region over the past few years.”
“Luck, I guess,” Fiona replied.
Hazel took a few steps forward, moving past the low stone wall, then hesitated. “Hmm...I’m getting a bad feeling about the place. You’re sure it’s safe?”
“Well, we haven’t really finished securing it,” Fiona admitted. “And this is the Hinter…”
“Plus there’s a big hole in the wall in the basement,” Jezzy said.
Victor sighed and drew his blade. “It’s probably another zombie or a skeleton. I’ll take care of it.”
“Let me go with you,” Hazel said.
“We can cover the above ground locations, see if anything’s gotten in,” Jezzy said.
Victor nodded. “Yell if you need help with anything.”
“You too.”
They checked the exterior first, to see if anything was wandering around the property itself and, when they found nothing, headed inside. As he entered the stairwell that led to the basement, Victor began to feel what Hazel had mentioned.
That bad vibe an area got when there were undead around.
He saw that she had drawn a short sword with one hand and the other was flowing with magical energy. He had no doubt she could handle herself and was glad to have her watching his back. They got into the main room of the basement.
They quickly checked the spare rooms, found them empty, and came to stand at the closed door. Victor opened it up.
“Shit!” he cried, ducking under a bony fist.
Hazel was ready, sending a ball of fire over his head the moment he ducked. It smashed into the skeleton that stood just beyond the door, like it had been waiting for them, but didn’t blow it to bits. This thing was tougher than the others.
“I’ve got it,” Victor said, and threw himself at it, preparing to decapitate it.
He was shocked by two things: the first being that this skeleton had on some actual gear and a weapon, the second being that it blocked his attack.
He didn’t let himself become distracted by it. He’d fought more adept undead before, he could do it again. He started hacking away at it and quickly learned that it wasn’t that skilled. It had only basic moves, nothing like a real sword fighter, and after a few moments of testing its skills and defenses, he beat the blade aside and chopped its head off.
The skeleton held its shape for just a few seconds before collapsing into a heap of bones and basic leather armor.
“Huh,” he muttered, staring into the tunnel.
Jezzy had set a ward that would fend off weaker undead, and warn them if stronger undead arrived. But they hadn’t been here for the warning.
“Is this normal?” Hazel asked.
“Kind of, although this thing was by far the most skilled undead to show up,” Victor replied. The tunnel looked empty. He looked down at the skeleton and nudged it with his boot. “This is the first one to have armor or any kind of ability in defense and attack.”
“Have you considered covering up the tunnel?” she asked, joining him in the room.
“Nothing big enough to cover it right now.”
“How about collapsing it?”
“We’re too curious about where it goes,” he replied.
“Hmm. That’s a fair point. Although it seems like this is escalating.”
“Yeah...what do you think it is?”
“It’s hard to say, but if I had to guess? This feels like a minion.”
“Really?”
“Yeah. Although it’s rare for undead to come equipped with armor and a blade, it’s far rarer for them to come equipped with combat skills. This is a skeleton, meaning it had a long time to rot, but the armor...that’s newer. Meaning someone put it on.”
“I’ve heard reports of them doing it themselves, when the magic is strong enough,” he said.
“Yeah, that’s why it’s hard to say, especially in the Hinter. Could be anything. But I think maybe there’s a necromancer around. Probably at the other end of this tunnel.”
“Hmm. Well, if that’s the case then it’d be worth investigating just to deal with that alone. Necromancers can be bad news for everyone around,” Victor said.
Hazel pursed her lips. “Depends on what they’re up to. Not all necromancers are bad.”
“Don’t worry, I’m not from that camp of thought. I’ve known good necromancers.”
Hazel smirked. “Yeah, I’ll bet you’ve known them.”
He chuckled awkwardly. “Some of them, yeah. They’re, uh...interesting.”
“Hey, is everything all right down here!?” Jezzy called. “I heard some fighting.”
“We’re fine,” Victor called back. He and Hazel left the room and he shut and locked the door again, not wanting to deal with the skeleton for right now. And being it was a skeleton, he could leave it for a while yet and it wouldn’t stink up the place.
“Hazel thinks we’ve got a necromancer somewhere at the other end of the tunnel,” he said as they came back upstairs. “We all clear up here?”
“We are,” Jezzy replied. “And that would make sense.”
“Well, we’re safe...now what?” Fiona asked.
Victor opened his mouth, as he knew exactly what he would like to come next, but then looked out the front windows of the inn at the cart.
He sighed. “We should at least unload that stuff. I know it’s gonna bother me if we just leave it sitting out there.”
“All right, let’s get it inside then,” Jezzy said.
“Actually...I’m very hungry,” Hazel said. “Could we eat?”
“Yes,” Victor said. “We can do that.”
Jezzy sighed. “Okay, first we unload, then we eat, then we fuck.”




CHAPTER III

 
“Fiona, you are really good at cooking,” Hazel said as she finished off the last of her stew.
“Thank you. I’ve been practicing, trying to figure out how to do this stuff. Everything I’ve heard about inns indicates preparing food is very important,” Fiona replied.
“It is,” Victor said. “As someone who has visited hundreds of inns over the years, two things really stick with me after I’ve gone: how good was the food and how comfortable was the bed.”
“Yep,” Hazel agreed immediately.
“Well, I’m glad I got that figured out early then,” Fiona said.
“Before I forget, because I will, I wanted to ask: how do we actually deal with a necromancer, if it is a necromancer causing all these undead?” Jezzy asked.
“Well...you’d need someone who specializes in that kind of thing. Usually the holy warriors do. Paladins are your best bet, but they’re...mmm, how to put it?” Hazel murmured.
“They’re stuck up their own asses,” Jezzy replied, rolling her eyes.
“A bit yes. Not all of them, I’ve met some kind, genuine paladins in my time. But yes, mostly they think very highly of themselves. Their brand of magic, however, is very important for combating undead and necromancers.”
“Could you help?” Fiona asked.
“I could help, sure, but in truth, I’d rather not. I’m more than capable of defending myself, but I don’t really go looking for trouble anymore.”
“And yet you found me,” Jezzy murmured.
“You found me, if I recall correctly. Stalked me, actually.”
“I did not stalk you. I was just...curious.”
“Curious, hmm? Well, now that we’ve eaten, I am curious about to what all...this is about,” Hazel said, indicating the three of them with a sweep of her arm.
“Right,” Jezzy said, “we need to cover that. So...I’ve explained to you about how relationships work from where I come from?”
“Oh yes, you did. I remember.”
“Well…” She raised her eyebrows and nodded towards Victor.
“Really?” Hazel asked. “Both of you?”
“Yes,” Jezzy replied, reaching out and running a hand down Fiona’s tail. With her other hand she touched Victor’s leg. “Both of us.”
“So, if I remember right, in your society, there tends to be several women hooked up with one man in a harem,” Hazel said.
“Yes,” Jezzy replied.
“There are similar arrangements, sometimes, among forest-dwellers,” Fiona added.
“I’m...a little surprised,” Hazel replied after a moment.
“Why? From what he tells me, you saw the potential in him,” Jezzy said with a smirk.
Hazel let out a surprisingly awkward laugh. “Yes, well…”
“Are you blushing?” Jezzy asked, her smirk widening as she leaned forward.
“No!” Hazel replied, then sighed heavily. “I guess I am.”
“Should I not have mentioned that?” Victor asked. “I just figured, with what you said about Jezzy…”
“No, it’s fine,” she replied. She took a drink of the cup of wine she’d poured for herself earlier. “Just-you know, it’s been a while since I’ve actually engaged with this kind of...activity.”
Jezzy giggled. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen you like this.”
“I got used to being the one in control of the situation. You’re all a bit...intimidating.”
“Wait, I’m intimidating?” Victor asked. “I can see how Jezzy and Fiona are, but how am I?”
“You got a demon and a monster girl to submit to you. That’s intimidating,” Hazel replied. “I mean, that’s what it is, right? You used the words ‘harem’ and ‘submission’ if I remember right.”
“Pretty much, yes,” Jezzy replied, and Fiona nodded. Jezzy stretched out and laid down, putting her head in Victor’s lap. “We are his now. We’ve put ourselves mostly into his hands and he may do as he pleases.”
“Mostly?” Hazel asked.
“Well, obviously if he neglects us or betrays us, the bond is broken. But I don’t think he will. Which was why I chose to do this,” Jezzy replied.
“So where does that leave us?”
“Well, it leaves us in Victor’s hands,” she said, looking up at him. He reached down and slipped a hand into her dress, which she had undone a bit during the meal. He settled his hand over one large, pink breast and began massaging it gently.
“If Victor wishes to bring another woman into our bed, it is his choice,” Fiona said.
“What if he wants to bang a woman you aren’t particularly fond of?” Hazel asked.
“Then we will have a discussion about it and come to an agreement of some kind,” Jezzy answered.
“Interesting. Are you planning on taking anyone else into this little harem of yours?”
“You offering?” Victor asked.
She let out another awkwardly laugh, blushing worse than ever. “Whew boy, I shouldn’t be saying words right now,” she murmured, and took another drink. “I’m not drunk,” she added, “just...bubbly. Mmm. It’s strangely tempting actually, but no. No, I can’t. I like my life. Where I live, what I do, how I run my life...I’m not the kind of person to submit to someone else.” She pursed her lips. “Well...for very long, anyway.”
“So, say, for a night maybe?” Victor asked.
“For the right man.”
“All right then, get upstairs,” he said.
She grinned and threw back the rest of her drink in a quick go, then set her cup down hard on the floor and got to her feet. “Yes! I want you inside me! And I want that weird forked succubus tongue again…”
“You will get all that and more,” Victor said as they got up as well.
A few moments later, he found himself upstairs and stripping down. They went through that awkward segment of time where the clothes were coming off and they all took the opportunity to quickly wash up.
“Are you hanging back?” Hazel asked when she noticed that Fiona was keeping her distance.
“I really like to watch,” she replied.
“That can be fun,” Hazel agreed with a smile.
Victor found his eyes drawn to her as her clothes came off and she began running a rag along her body. She was pale and had more tattoos that the clothes had hidden. Vines and flowers spiraled up her right leg, and she had a skull and crossbones on her inner left thigh, and more that he couldn’t quite make out. And she had some scars, too.
Not many, which made sense, given she was a magical healer.
“Like what you see?” she asked when she noticed him looking.
“A lot,” he replied.
She had the body of someone who had spent most of their life being in great shape, something adventurers tended to have given all the fighting and traveling and training they put themselves through to survive, but had been settling into a more comfortable routine for the past few years. She was still relatively fit, but now had some quite pleasant padding, especially in her thighs and hips. Her breasts were nearly as bountiful as Jezzy’s.
“I love your tattoos,” Fiona murmured.
“Thank you. I’ve loved getting them,” she replied as she finished washing herself off. She took another look at Victor as he finished cleaning up and headed towards the bed. “Very nice,” she said. As he came to stand before her she stepped closer to him and stared into his eyes. “This is going to be fun,” she murmured, and then kissed him.
There was that moment of pure connection that sometimes happened as their lips pressed together.
So far, it had happened with every especially magical woman he had hooked up with, and that streak remained unbroken.
He ran his hands down her sides, settling them on her broad hips for a moment as she tilted her head and deepened the kiss, moaning quietly. Victor slid his hands around and got a good hold on her pleasantly padded ass, immediately enjoying the feel of her and envisioning what it would be like to fuck her from the back.
Her tongue slid into his mouth smoothly, searching, seeking his own. He moved it forward eagerly and soon they twisted and twined, dancing together as he enjoyed her taste. He could feel her hands running across his body as she pressed her large, naked breasts against his bare chest. One of her hands slid down and then back around, to his front, until it was between them and she grasped his erection.
Her smile broke the kiss. “Someone is happy,” she murmured teasingly.
“Very,” he agreed. He kissed her again, then gave her a gentle push towards the large bed they all shared.
She giggled, letting herself fall back as she released him.
Jezzy was already there, taking her opportunity, ducking down and kissing him firmly on the mouth, probing with her own forked tongue while she teased his erection with the tip of her tail, running it along his shaft.
“Wow...I’ve always wondered what it would look like: you and a man together,” Hazel murmured. She was propped up on her elbows, studying them with a lusty gaze.
“We look good together, yeah?” Jezzy replied with that confident smirk she wore whenever she was doing something sexual with him.
She did many things well, but it was in these instances she was most in her element.
“So good,” Hazel replied.
Victor kissed her again, then pushed her onto the bed next to Hazel. She fell onto her back with a delighted laugh, then gasped as he crawled onto the bed with her and kissed her pink inner thigh. She started breathing more heavily as he kissed up, higher, over he lower bellow, up her chest, lingering for a time on her large breasts, licking across her nipples.
She let out a sharp exhalation as he stopped and shifted over to Hazel, who smiled up at him with hungry lust in her eyes. He kissed her on the mouth for a time, then shifted lower, holding himself up as he gave a similar attention to her breasts.
In the midst of sucking on one of her big, pale tits, she let out a sharp moan of surprised pleasure as Jezzy shifted closer. She got a hand between them and he knew she must be pleasuring her with those skilled fingers of hers.
Before long, Hazel let out a panting series of moans that grew in volume and pitch and suddenly he could feel her trembling beneath him. She grabbed at his back, letting out half-shouts of overwhelming bliss, and then abruptly fell slack against the bed.
“Wow, that was fast,” Jezzy murmured.
“I told you, it’s been a while,” Hazel replied, getting her breath back. “Oh wow...here, why don’t you let me see if I’ve still got my oral skills.” She patted Victor on the chest. “Roll over.”
“Yes ma’am,” he replied, rolling off of her and getting in between the two women.
“Bet you never thought you were going to be in bed with mature witch and a succubus,” Jezzy said as she settled a bit closer, watching Hazel get down between his legs.
“I had always hoped,” he replied, then let out a groan as Hazel dragged her tongue slowly across his head.
“There we go,” she murmured, grinning at his reaction.
Then she really got to work. Her mouth was a place of hot, wet bliss. Her lips and tongue so very skilled. He found himself writhing in sheer pleasure as she worked his cock with her lips, taking it into her mouth and bobbing her head.
Victor reached down, running his fingers through her soft red hair, watching, enraptured, as she pleasured him. She looked up at him with that intense sexual confidence he found nearly all older women he’d hooked up with had. She kept it up for a bit longer, then took him all the way back to her throat, holding it there and swallowing.
“Ah! Yeah! Fuck!” he groaned, feeling all those slick muscles tightened reflexively around his head, sending a pulse of raw rapture into him. “Just like that…”
She did it twice more, then pulled his dick from her mouth. “Okay, I still got it. Now what?”
“Well…” Victor said, studying her nude, tattooed body.
“Come on, I put you in charge for a reason. I’m used to be in charge, but I gotta admit, I forgot how fun it could be to not be the one calling the shots,” Hazel said, blowing an errant strand of red hair away from her face.
“All right then, on your back,” he said, “spread your legs.”
“You got it,” she replied, assuming that position and opening her wonderful, pale legs for him.
He took a moment to study her again as he shifted between her thighs, resting on his knees. She seemed to radiate beauty like the light that fell from stars in the sky. He saw a dusting of red stubble around her pussy.
She saw him looking. “Had a feeling you’d be coming back,” she said, “hope you weren’t hoping for a bush. I like it trim.”
“I’m happy regardless,” he replied, and laid down on top of her.
They shifted around for a moment and then she inhaled sharply as his head found her wet opening. She bit her lower lip, staring up at him, their eyes locked together. He pushed into her a little, making her gasp.
Then he pushed a bit deeper and she moaned.
“That’s it, come on. All the way in,” she whispered, reaching up and gripping his back.
Victor kept going until he was all the way into her hot perfection.
Hazel let out a long moan of pleasure as he began stroking into her, and he quickly joined her as the pleasure hit him like a wave. She felt amazing inside and the raw bliss of making love with her mesmerized him.
He was lost in her.
After a few moments fucking her, listening to Hazel’s shouts of pleasure fill their bedroom, he felt something dragging along his back. Glancing over, he saw that Jezzy was laying on her back, staring at him with a small smile, prodding him with her tail.
“Right, sorry,” he said. He gave Hazel and kiss and pulled out of her. “How about you put those skills to use for Jezzy?”
Jezzy laughed. “You’re really into Hazel’s pussy right now, huh?”
“Very much so,” he replied.
“Well, I did miss her tongue,” Jezzy murmured, settling a bit more and opening her legs.
“I’m happy to accommodate,” Hazel said as he got off of her. She got onto her hands and knees between Jezzy’s long legs.
Getting behind her, he got a good look at her broad ass and found it as thick and sexy as he’d imagined it.
Her glistening pink opening looked extremely inviting, and he was back inside of her in an instant. Both women were quickly panting and moaning in sheer ecstasy as Hazel put her wonderful tongue to use and, grasping her broad hips, Victor stroked into her sweet pussy.
He fucked her through another pair of orgasms, and when she was exhausted, he let go of her and she fell onto her side, panting, and he climbed onto Jezzy and dove right into that hot demon pussy. She let out a long squealing cry of pleasure, sticking her hooves up in the air as she grabbed at him, and he groaned loudly, fucking her furiously.
“Oh yes! OH YES! RIGHT THERE!” she screamed as he pounded her, hitting it hard and fast.
He went until they both had orgasmed intensely, and then fell against her, panting and slicked with a sheen of sweat.
For a long moment, there was only the sound of them panting.
Hazel broke the silence that fell after. “I’ve really missed sex.”
Victor laughed softly and reached over, trailing his fingertips down her side, making her shiver. “With a beauty like yours, it clearly missed you.”
She stretched and then popped her neck. “I have to admit, I’m so relieved.”
“By what?” Fiona asked, coming closer and joining them on the bed.
“That I can still fuck like a teenager when I’m pushing fifty. I used to worry sometimes that, I don’t know, it’d be different, worse somehow, when I got older. And it’s a relief that that isn’t true. Because that was fantastic.”
“It was,” Victor agreed.
“Can I have a turn now? I need it really bad…” Fiona complained, brushing him with her tail.
“Yes,” he replied, and rolled off of Jezzy, towards her.




CHAPTER IV

 
“Sure we can’t interest you in more fun?” Jezzy asked, lifting up her skirt with her tail while she leaned forward, her breasts almost falling from her dress.
“Unhappily yes,” Hazel replied. “Running a shop is a full-time job and it’s a busy time. The local lord knows exactly what he’s got in Hearth Haven, so taxes are expensive. But don’t worry, I promise I will come visit now that I know where this place is.”
“After we’ve done all the work?” Victor asked with a smile.
She laughed. “You caught me. I can go all day in a shop, or walking the woods looking for rare herbs, but fixing up an old inn isn’t exactly my idea of fun.”
“It’s okay, I’m just teasing,” Victor said.
“Yeah, we just brought you out here for sex and now you’ve done that so run along back to your shop,” Jezzy said, making shooing gestures to her.
Hazel crossed her arms. “You are such a smart-ass little bitch sometimes, you know that?”
“Yeah...gonna do something about it? I’m sure Victor would be happy joining you in holding me down and doing some rough stuff…” she murmured.
“Very tempting, but no.” She gave them each a hug and a kiss. “It has been very fun, and I’ll be back at some point. For now, I must go.”
“All right, we’ll welcome you anytime you wish to visit,” Fiona said. “Thanks for the, um, show.”
“Yeah, and also, we’re probably inviting our hot dragoness friend to come stay with us,” Jezzy said.
Hazel paused, raising an eyebrow. “Dragoness?”
“Yep.”
“...maybe I’ll visit again sooner.”
Jezzy laughed. “Thought so.”
“Okay, later everyone.”
They told her goodbye and watched her walk back into the forest, away from the inn. When she was out of sight, he turned to face the others.
“She knows how to take care of herself,” Jezzy said, noticing his look.
“I figured, just...it’s dangerous out there,” he replied, glancing briefly back at the woods.
“She has more friends than us in these woods,” Jezzy said, “and more know not to mess with a witch, let alone a mature witch. Hazel can be very dangerous when she wants to be.”
“That’s true,” he murmured, then cleared the worry from his mind. Jezzy was right. He looked at Fiona. “What’d you think of last night?”
“It was really fun,” Fiona replied. “And I’d like to do stuff like that more often.”
“Would you now?” he asked.
“Yes.”
“If you think we’re tall, just wait until you meet Nyx,” Jezzy said. “She is noticeably taller.”
“That’s good to hear. Where is she right now?” he asked.
“I’m not completely sure, to be honest,” Jezzy replied. “Nyx is a...she’s a bit of a free spirit, being a dragoness who can fly across the continent if the mood strikes her. But I’m fairly confident that she’s within the region. She has moods, and also not quite the same sense of time as we do. So when she says something like ‘I think I want to go to the ocean and just relax for a time’, she means a decade, not a few months. She got done visiting another continent about two years ago and this is her home, so she’s still settling in. She’s got a few regular hangouts, but...it’s almost certainly going to be an entire thing to find her.”
“Do we still feel good about doing that?” he asked. “To be clear: I do, and I want to, but our priority is rebuilding the inn.”
“It is, but we also should be thinking more about dealing with the threats in the surrounding area,” Fiona replied. “I know there’s a few problem spots that we’ll need real help dealing with. And then there’s the undead problem…”
“Do we really think it’s a necromancer?” Jezzy asked.
Fiona sighed heavily. “That’s the problem, it could be. Or it could be something else. There’s a lot of graveyards, tombs, catacombs, battlefields...just a lot of places that have a lot of corpses around. Could be coming from one, two, or all of them. There’s ways to deal with it, but I’ll feel a lot better if we have Nyx.”
“Yeah, she’s a fucking badass. Way stronger than either of us, plus: she can fly. And breathe fire,” Jezzy said.
“Okay. What makes the most sense to do?” he asked.
“Well...I was hoping to at least get a little more work done on the inn…” Fiona murmured.
“How about we spend the rest of today making repairs, and then tomorrow we head out?” Victor suggested. He looked to Jezzy. “How long do you think we’ll be out there doing this?”
“Probably a few days,” she replied.
“I’m okay with this,” Fiona said.
“Perfect. Let’s get to work.”
…
“Victor...are you still awake?” Fiona asked quietly.
“Yeah, I’m still awake. You okay?” he replied.
She didn’t respond right away.
He waited, rolling over and facing her. Jezzy was, as far as he could tell, sound asleep. She seemed to sleep the best of the three of them.
It had been a good, productive day. They’d mostly made repairs to the exterior walls in between meals and some fun rolls in the bedding. When they were finished, they had secured everything downstairs in one of the secure rooms, and Jezzy had put a locking ward on it. It wouldn’t be perfect, but it should hold against most things or people that may come looking to steal.
“I’m just thinking,” Fiona said finally, “about this whole thing.”
“What about it?” he asked, studying her. It was cloudy now, so there wasn’t much light filtering in through the windows.
She was laying on her back, and he could just barely see her face.
“I’m wondering what will happen if it’s all for nothing. If we go through all this trouble, spend weeks or months or even seasons on this place, rebuilding it, furnishing it, and...no one comes. What will we do? What will you do?” she asked, looking at him now.
“I will keep trying,” he replied, “for however long you want. If we can’t make this work, then...well, that’s a decision we’ll all have to make, to discuss. But it isn’t the end, Fiona. I believe in your goal, in helping bridge the gap between village-dwellers and forest-dwellers. There are other ways to do that.”
“What if I go my entire life trying to do this thing and it never works out?”
“Then, as long as you remember to take care of yourself and the people around you, it will have been a life well lived.”
She laughed softly, a little bitterly. “A life of failure?”
“Fiona, I imagine that in trying to do this you’ve already helped several people. We helped that merchant. You’ve helped Jezzy. You’ve helped Velena. You’ve helped me. Fiona...do you know how most people live their lives, on my side of the line, anyway? They find a job, they get married, they have children, and they work that job until they die. And that can also definitely be a life well lived. Life is...complicated. It’s many things. Do you enjoy helping people?”
“I do.”
“Then walking the path of trying to help people will give you a good life. Don’t hang all your hopes on this inn working out, Fiona. I mean, try. Try hard at it. But if it fails, then it fails. Mourn it and try something else. I know it’s easier said than done, but that’s how it is. I mean, I think so, at least,” he replied.
“That makes sense,” she murmured softly. “I’ve just...failed at so many things. I’m tired of it. But, I have to admit, it became easier to bear when I met Velena. And then even easier to bear when I met Jezzy. And now, with you...I believe what you say. I think I could bear this not working, and move onto other things, try new things, but...I’m scared. Of you leaving.”
“Fiona...I’m not with you because of a building,” he said. He scooted closer to her and hugged her. She hugged him back tightly. “I don’t know what’s coming, but I know that I intend to stay with you and Jezzy. We’ll have each other. Okay?”
“Okay,” she said. “Sorry. I get really scared sometimes.”
“I understand. So do I.”
“You don’t seem like it.”
“I’ve gotten good at hiding it. I fear losing you, too. What if you decide having a human lover isn’t the best thing?”
“I doubt that will happen,” she said. “But...I understand the feeling.”
“You feel better?” he asked after a moment.
“I do.”
“Good. Try to sleep. I imagine we’ve got several long days ahead of us,” he said, and kissed her.
She embraced him, kissing him deeply, and then they got settled and began to drift off to sleep.
…
They awoke with the rising sun and, after a quick but intense threesome, prepared for the journey ahead. The trio had a light breakfast, packed their backpacks, secured the inn as best they could, and then struck out to the east.
“So, what does this journey actually look like?” Victor asked. “I imagine we have an ultimate destination in mind.”
“We do,” Jezzy replied. “Right now, we are headed for the path out of Grayrock. It heads south and then connects with a larger path that moves east. We’ll be walking...near that path. I imagine it would be best if we stuck to the side paths, given people tend not to react well to succubi and vipers. But our first stop is an old watchtower near where those paths meet. That place is one of Nyx’s more favored spots. And it has a marvelous view.”
“All right, and if she isn’t there?”
“We continue along the road. Farther east is an old castle she likes to sleep in, and finally, our ultimate destination if we can’t find her at either of those two places, is an abandoned town called Shoreside. It was a port town. There’s actually a good-sized sea in the Hinter and this is the far side of it. There’s a lighthouse there she enjoys. She likes high places.”
“And if we don’t find here there either?” he asked.
“I know a few other places, but it gets more complicated if we don’t find here there,” Jezzy replied. “Worried?”
“I wouldn’t say worried so much as curious. I like being prepared. If being an adventurer has taught me anything, it’s that while being able to react to situations as they change is crucial, knowing how the situation is supposed to go will help with that reaction,” he replied.
“That’s true,” Jezzy said. She prodded him with her tail. “You’re good at what you do.”
“I’ve had a lot of practice,” he replied.
“I still think you’re good at what you do, even setting that aside. I’ve observed many people from the shadows, and it gets easier to separate out the really good adventurers.”
“Well...I also have something else on my side,” he admitted.
“What’s that?” Fiona asked.
“I’m lucky. Unusually so. I don’t know how else to describe it. And it wasn’t always true, and it comes and goes, but overall I’d say I’m luckier than the average adventurer. Things work out for me. I’ve survived more things intact than I really should have. I’ve fallen down the side of a mountain and managed to avoid serious injury. I’ve done a lot of fighting, obviously, and yeah, I’ve come away with bad injuries and I’ve got scars, but I’m still going. I’ve walked into a lot of really dangerous places and made it back out alive.”
“Do you think there’s anything to that?” Fiona asked.
“Maybe, I don’t know. I do know there exist ways to increase your luck. There’s magical things or some rare spells,” he replied.
“What about you, Jezzy? You know more about the larger stuff like this than most people,” Fiona asked, looking at their succubus lover.
“I do know that the gods and goddesses sometimes take a particular fancy to some people and grant them a little something. Sometimes it’s charisma, sometimes it’s strength, sometimes it’s luck. Maybe you caught the attention of some deity at some point in your life.”
He considered that. “I wouldn’t say it’s impossible...although given the nature of how my life has been going just lately, I’m very curious about which god or goddess.”
“Maybe the Goddess of Natural Order, Vyxus? Maybe she’s been steering you towards a harem of monster girls over the past decade?” Jezzy asked, smiling at the idea.
“Maybe,” he replied. “That would be very interesting.” Victor decided to try and get the conversation back on the right path. “What is Nyx like?”
“Nyx is...hmm. She can be very wild, very crazy. She likes to risk. But she can also be very down, very ‘I don’t want to go anywhere or do anything’, almost like the seasons. Sometimes she’s wild as a spring storm, others she’s as sluggish and uninterested as a dead winter landscape. So, a bit unpredictable,” Jezzy explained.
“She’s good in a fight, though?”
“Oh yes. Quite good. A little too good, sometimes. She gets a bit...reckless,” Jezzy said.
“Yeah,” Fiona murmured. “She’s done a bit of damage over the years. But having her backing us up would pretty much eliminate any real fears I’d have of dealing with the threats around the inn. She’s very strong.”
“Also, she will almost certainly want to have sex with you,” Jezzy said.
He laughed, rubbing the back of his neck. “You think so?”
“Oh yes. She has a...particular desire that she finds difficult to fulfill.”
“What desire is that?”
“To be fucked by someone noticeably shorter than her. Which basically means: village-dwellers. Humans, elves, gekon, you’re all smaller than her. Shit, I’m small to her.”
“How big is she?” he asked.
“She’s not one of the, you know, dragon dragons, the huge ones. But she’s a good two heads taller than me at least,” Jezzy replied.
“Wow,” he murmured, considering what that would be like. Given how much he enjoyed the difference in height between himself and Jezzy and Fiona…
This could prove to be extremely fun.
“Yeah, and you’ve got some of that fetish but in reverse. So I think the two of you will fit together very well,” Jezzy said.
Something else occurred to him. “Oh...hmm.”
“What? You sound worried now.”
“Fit together...I mean, if she’s that much larger than me, am I going to really be able to, you know, satisfy her?”
“Oh, yeah. That isn’t a problem. Dragons are magical and they possess some simple shapeshifting abilities. Meaning she will conform to your size and shape, just like I can.”
“You two have talked about this, haven’t you?” he asked.
“Many times. Actually, unless something has changed, I’m convinced she will jump you. I mean, most men are frightened of me and Fiona. Can you imagine how many more are frightened of her, being as tall as that, and a dragon as well?”
“Yeah, that makes sense.”
They came through the dense foliage of the Hinter onto a path. Victor looked up and down it and found them to be alone.
To their left: Grayrock.
To their right: the main path, and their first destination.
“There it is,” Jezzy murmured.
He nodded, seeing the top of a stone tower in the distance, through the canopy.
They began to head south, towards it.




CHAPTER V

 
“Any idea how old it is?” Victor asked as the three of them stood at the base of the stone tower and stared up at it.
“It looked old when I arrived,” Fiona replied, shading her eyes. “But I haven’t really been in the area for all that long.”
“Think she’s here?” Victor asked.
“I don’t think so. Her scent isn’t strong here,” Jezzy said. “But I can smell her presence, so I think she was here kind of recently. Maybe within the past week or so.”
“We should go up,” Fiona said. “Even if she isn’t, I’d really like to see the view. I’ve been up a few times and it’s amazing.”
“Sounds good to me,” Jezzy replied, and Victor nodded.
He led the way in through the large opening at the bottom of the tower. The doors were long gone, and the room at the base of the tower was stripped bare. He saw signs of visitors and figured this would be a decently popular spot to at least investigate by curious adventurers, maybe spend the night in. It was visible for quite a ways.
Victor took a moment to study the stairs leading up, circling the inner wall. They looked solid enough to hold everyone’s weight, so he led the way up.
He loved visiting places like these, seeing what there was to see, even if most of the time there wasn’t a whole lot.
Sometimes they told stories.
They were simple stories, and usually recurring ones. Someone had a fight in a building. Someone took shelter during a bad storm. Someone was being hunted and stopped there briefly, and their hunter showed up sometime after, on the trail.
Victor had learned to pick up all manner of hints, but sometimes the stories were told literally. He’d found more than a few pieces of parchment tucked away, written on with scratchy handwriting. It was a curious thing but he’d felt the urge himself and indulged in it more than once over the years. Writing down something in hopes that a complete stranger might read it.
He never fully understood the urge to leave some sign of your being in a particular spot, but it was clearly a fairly universal urge.
On the third floor he found a large wooden desk, still relatively intact.
“Hold on a moment,” he murmured, walking over to it and drawing his hunting knife.
“What are you doing?” Jezzy asked as he began carving something into the top.
“Just...memorializing something,” he replied, distracted.
A moment later, he straightened back up and the girls stood on either side of him, inspecting his handiwork.
“I don’t understand what it means,” Fiona said, running her fingers across the desktop.
“It’s a symbol in many cultures that means...mmm, it’s a little hard to put into words, I suppose. It means ‘I am in a relationship and I and my lover were here, in this spot’,” he said, looking at the heart he’d carved.
“I’ve seen this many times,” Jezzy murmured, then laughed softly. “Normally there are two letters.”
“Most relationships only involve two people. I mean, on the surface,” he said, studying the V, F, and J within the heart.
“On the surface?” Fiona repeated.
“Well, I think, in truth, a lot of relationships also involve other people, but not in a public way, and often not in a healthy way.”
“So you want to memorialize that we were here, together?” Fiona asked.
“Yep,” he replied.
“Even though no one will know what it means?”
“It’s more for us than for other people.”
“Oh...I guess I do like the idea.”
They lingered a moment longer, then continued up to the top. Sure enough, they found no one there waiting for them, no dragoness.
Just a spectacular view.
“Wow, this is amazing,” Victor murmured as he walked slowly along the roof’s perimeter, looking out over the vast wilderness of the Hinterlands.
In all directions but south it seemed to stretch on forever.
“She was here, and recently,” Jezzy confirmed, looking at a pile of hay set beneath a large piece of leather canvas held up by old wooden poles. “This is where she likes to sleep and it smells of her. She was probably here a few days ago.”
“Good sign,” Fiona said.
“Yep.” Jezzy moved over to join Victor, who was studying the landscape around them.
“What’s that?” he asked, pointing to the southeast at an old crumbling ruin that seemed much larger than most of the others he could see.
“An old military fort. Gekon, I think,” Jezzy replied. “It’s cursed.”
“In what way?” he asked.
“Not sure, I never actually got close enough to determine that. Mostly I’ve heard about it and once I went to visit. It’s a bad place, and I decided to stay away.”
“Interesting...how about that?” He pointed back in the direction of Hearth Haven and the inn. There was a large, looming structure with a great wall built around it. It wasn’t too far from the main path he followed up from Hearth Haven, just farther up the path than he’d yet gone.
“Black Rot Prison,” Fiona said, joining them. “Very old. Also a very bad place.”
“I suppose it’d make sense, someone building a prison out here,” Victor said.
“It was supposed to hold very bad criminals,” Fiona replied. “But that was three hundred years ago. It’s also a dangerous place.”
“How do you know about it?” he asked.
“I found a book someone wrote about the place last year. A historian. It was in the pack of an adventurer who got himself killed.”
“There’s the castle I was talking about,” Jezzy said, pointing to the east. “And you can just make out the edge of the sea beyond it.”
He nodded, surveying the land, taking it all in.
It occurred to him in a way it hadn’t yet that he could spend the rest of his life investigating the Hinter and never see it all.
Not even see a tenth of it.
He looked out over it, and then at Fiona and Jezzy, and wondered again if he really could settle down in one place.
The more time he spent here, the more it seemed like a good compromise for one such as he who inevitably felt the call of adventure.
…
They left the tower behind and stuck relatively close to the main path as it headed east.
It was a bit busier, but all three of them were used to keeping out of sight. They saw several merchant wagons go by, all of them with no less than half a dozen armed mercenaries escorting them. There were a few lone wanderers and a few groups of adventurers.
As they walked, it made him wonder just how many times he’d been walking through the wilderness being observed by those just out of sight.
How many forest-dwellers had stalked him out of curiosity?
“What are you thinking of?” Jezzy asked after a while.
“I guess, how my life would have changed if a monster girl had approached me, looking for sex, much sooner,” he replied.
She laughed. “Do you think you would’ve been up for it when you were younger? Or too scared to say yes?”
“I can’t think of even a single woman who has come onto me where my intimidation outweighed my lust,” he replied after a moment’s consideration.
“Really? Not one?” Fiona asked.
“Nope.”
“So if I had approached you within the first year or two of you starting out your adventuring, you’d have said yes?”
“I think so,” he replied. “I’ve wanted to become, uh, involved with a monster girl for quite a long time now.”
Jezzy laughed, poking him with her tail. “Involved? You’re a veteran adventurer who’s had sex with how many women? And you have trouble saying it?”
“I guess so,” he admitted, laughing awkwardly. “I don’t know, sometimes it’s just weird to talk about, even now.”
“Yeah, you might be the odd one out here, Jezzy, being a succubus. Sex is second nature to you,” Fiona agreed.
“Well, don’t worry, I’ll make sure it’s second nature to the two of you before long,” she replied.
“You are well on your way to doing that,” Victor said.
Fiona began to say something, but stopped abruptly. He and Jezzy stopped with her, both of them looking around for whatever had caused the sudden change in behavior.
“Fauna,” Fiona said, and Victor jerked in surprise as a figure seemed to melt out of the vegetation ahead of them.
A dryad, he realized.
“Hello Fiona, Jezzy,” she said, then looked curiously at Victor. “You have a new friend.”
“More than a friend,” Jezzy replied. “How are you, Fauna?”
“In need of help,” she replied. “But the help is not so immediately needed that introductions can’t be made.” She smiled. “Who is this?”
Both women looked at him, almost a little demurely. He saw Fauna tilt her head slightly at that.
“My name is Victor, I’m an adventurer,” he said, then considered further. “I am Fiona’s and Jezzy’s…” He paused, suddenly wondering what word or term best described him in their relationship.
“Mate,” Jezzy said. “That would best suit it.”
“Truly? Both of you have bound yourselves to him?” Fauna asked.
“We have,” Fiona replied, a little firmly.
“Interesting. Well then, I am Fauna, a guardian of the Hinterland, and I formally request your help,” she said.
“Me, or...all three of us?” he asked.
“All three of you.”
“With what?”
“I have been tracking a shade-possessed rynar, trying to put it down, but my skills are not as suited to dealing with possession as I’d like,” she said, looking as though it pained her to admit it. “I was going in search of another dryad who is more suited to this line of work, as I had cornered and trapped the rynar in the cellar of an old building, but if you’re willing to help…”
“What do you think?” he asked, looking at Jezzy and Fiona.
“I’m down to help,” Jezzy said.
“It seems dangerous, given how the last battle fought against a shade went,” she murmured, looking uncertain, then shook her head. “But we will encounter dangerous things in our line of work. And I shouldn’t back away from them. If you think we can handle it, I will go.”
“I think we can probably handle it,” he replied. “Rynar aren’t that dangerous and if you do enough damage, the shade will flee the body. Will you be able to help out at all or are we doing this by ourselves?”
Fauna walked over to a nearby tree and reached up to one of the lower branches. Wrapping her hand around its back, she gripped, squeezed, and pulled.
The branch broke off. She closed her eyes, focusing for a moment, and then a burst of magic escaped from.
Most of the branch fell away, and what remained in her hand was a short, sturdy-looking spear covered in a faint white glow.
“I can defend myself,” she said.
“Well, all right then, show us where you have it trapped.”
…
He couldn’t tell what the building might once have been.
It was made of weathered wood and old stone, the roof partially collapsed, the windows long since broken out.
Weeds grew in a brilliant proliferation around the property and vines crept up along one side of the building.
The Hinter was well on its way to reclaiming it.
He speculated that it might once have been someone’s home, or perhaps the hunting lodge of a particularly arrogant or stupid lord. He almost laughed at himself for that thought. Wasn’t he doing something of the same thing, helping rebuild this inn? Trying to establish something, some plot of land, in the wildlands of the Hinter?
Victor supposed the differences there were that he knew how wrong it could go, and he had some monster girls on his side.
And perhaps a dryad, too.
He remembered Fiona describing Fauna as mysterious the one time she’d really talked about her dryad friend, and she did seem to have an air of enigma about her. But the way she kept surreptitiously glancing at him made him think what she wanted to do with him wasn’t such a mystery. And he would certainly welcome a roll in the grass with her.
Fauna was typical of the few dryads he had seen: tall, curvaceous, a visage of mysterious beauty, nude.
Her skin was a light green in color, her hair a tangle of crimson with leaves and twigs mixed in. Her eyes were a deep, deep green. She was the shape of beauty and of fertility, well-endowed in the chest and broad in the hip.
He felt as aroused by and attracted to her as he had the only other dryad he had known in the most intimate of senses.
“Here,” she said, taking them around the back and showing them a dense patch of vegetation that looked almost like a scab over a wound. “I sealed it in. I checked inside and the only way down was packed with furniture. I looked in while we were walking around and it’s still in place, so it hasn’t left that way.”
“You’re sure it’s still down there?” Victor asked, his sword drawn.
“I can still feel it,” she replied. “I’m sure.”
“Okay then. Open it up.”
He looked at the others to get a feel for their confidence. Jezzy definitely seemed good to go, opting to use just her hands, give her raw strength as a demon compared to most other things in the Hinter.
Fauna had made Fiona a striking staff out of a fallen tree branch on their way over that she seemed fairly confident with.
He watched as Fauna worked her nature magic and the vegetation fell away. Victor tensed, expecting the cellar doors to burst open, for the rynar to rush out, all shrieking and claws, but nothing happened.
After a moment, Fauna flicked her wrist and a vine slithered over to the doors, looped around a handle, and pulled one of the doors open, then repeated the action with the second door. Darkness beckoned in the cellar below.
Fiona raised and clenched her fist. A sphere of green light appeared just over the stairwell, then descended into the cellar, lighting it up somewhat.
Victor took the lead, his blade at the ready.
He thought of what he knew of rynar. They were basically large lizards that walked on two legs instead of four. They had sharp teeth and sharp claws and a tail that could swipe the legs out from under you if you weren’t paying attention. He’d fought them before, though this would be the first time he’d fought a shade-possessed one.
Moving slowly down the stairs, he listened, and heard nothing.
The ball of magical green light shifted deeper as the others backed him up, coming down the stairs after him.
Victor got to the bottom and looked around.
The cellar was mostly an empty place dug into the earth and reinforced with stone and wood. There were old signs of travelers: bones, ashes, old firewood, other random debris sometimes left by adventurers.
Shadows lurked around the edges of the room.
“Where is it?” Fiona asked softly, her voice barely audible.
“There!” Victor yelled as he heard movement coming from their left.
A second later, a scaly creature suffused in a strange purple glow and a few months’ worth of decay stepped into the light. It issued a strange hissing shriek and began lumbering towards them. Victor held his ground, sword raised, seeing a good opportunity presenting itself. Rynar had longer necks than most creatures, which meant…
He stepped aside and swung, chopping his sword down in a tight arc and severing its head in one swift swing.
The body took a few more stumbling steps as its head fell to the dusty floor. It came to a halt, lingered for a few seconds more, then collapsed, the purple glow fading.
“Well that was easy,” Jezzy muttered.
“A lot easier than our last battle with a shade-possessed entity,” Fiona agreed.
“Not all shades are of equal strength,” Victor replied as he slowly relaxed. He looked at Fauna. “That was it, right?”
“Yes,” she said, looking a little embarrassed. “As I said, I am weak against shades. I had the misfortune of being the one to find it.”
“It’s fine, we’re all weak against something,” he replied, cleaning his sword and then putting it away.
She fixed him with a stare, then glanced briefly at Fiona and Jezzy.
“Maybe we could celebrate this victory,” she suggested. “I know of a waterfall nearby that is quite...private, and pleasant to experience.”
“Is that so?” Jezzy asked with an amused smile.
“It is,” Fauna replied.
“I’d like to do this,” Jezzy said. Fiona nodded and looked to Victor.
“Yeah, I could do with a visit to a waterfall,” he replied.




CHAPTER VI

 
“How did you meet?” Fauna asked.
She kept studying him out of the corner of her eye as they walked along a more well-hidden path just north of the old building.
“He saved me in an old church,” Fiona replied. “I was in over my head and he just showed up and helped out. And we spent some time together and…”
“And then he slammed that sweet pussy,” Jezzy said.
Fiona sighed heavily.
“Am I wrong?” Jezzy asked.
“No, just...crude. So very crude.”
“I’m a succubus.”
“And you?” Fauna asked, looking at Jezzy.
“They tracked me down when I was helping out a merchant who had wandered into some bad luck. And then we fucked that sexy merchant, and started spending time together after that. We’re finally working on Fiona’s dream project.”
“You found a place to establish your inn?” Fauna asked.
“I did. And we’ve made progress on it. Victor has been extremely helpful. We’ve cleaned the place out and are making repairs,” Fiona replied.
“That’s impressive, but…” She hesitated for a moment. “I don’t mean to be disrespectful, but do you really think it will work? Village-dwellers who are willing to work with or even interact with forest-dwellers have, in my experience, been few and far between.” She looked at Victor. “Again, I mean no disrespect.”
“I understand,” he replied. “Though I have wondered, now that I’ve been spending time with Fiona and Jezzy, how many of all our kinds don’t interact simply because we traditionally haven’t. I get that not everyone will get along, but would some? Half? Most? It’s a question not answered because it hasn’t really been asked.”
“That’s a fair point,” Fauna murmured.
“Even if it fails, I still want to do this,” Fiona said. “It’s worth trying.”
“I agree,” Fauna said after a moment’s consideration. “The Hinter would be a much safer place if village-dwellers and forest-dwellers were willing to work together.” She looked at Victor. “I take it you haven’t interacted with those of us who dwell the forest all your life?”
“That is correct,” he replied.
“Why? What kept you from doing so?”
“Fear, mostly. There’s many stories of the dangers of interacting with monsters. Suspicion and paranoia, too.”
Fauna nodded. “That is sad, but not unreasonable. We have had many encounters with village-dwellers that have ended poorly, and we tend to be far stronger than most on average, so I can see why we would be viewed as dangerous. Although…” She reached out and placed a hand briefly on his forearm. “You yourself seem quite...dangerous.”
He glanced down at her hand that lingered before it was withdrawn, then cast quick looks at the others. Jezzy was smiling openly, Fiona had a shy grin on her face and was blushing a little. Neither said anything.
“I suppose I am,” he replied, “though all three of you outclass me in that regard.”
“Perhaps,” Fauna said. “But I would not like to fight you.”
“I definitely wouldn’t want to fight you,” he agreed.
“There are other things I would not mind doing, though.”
“Oh yeah? Like what?”
“I’m not sure,” she said after a moment, “I suppose that depends on how things play out.”
“Uh-huh.”
“The waterfall’s up here,” she said, taking the lead.
His eyes slipped down her back to her well-proportioned ass, and the way her hips were swaying as she walked.
Skye, the first monster girl he had ever gotten with, also a dryad, had been like this.
Now that he had some more experience, Victor decided he wanted things to go a little different. There was a kind of superiority to her that bordered on being condescending. She was clearly trying to entice him into sex, but he had to admit, it would be great if he could entice her. A few more quick glances at the others revealed amused smiles.
Maybe they felt the same way.
She was obviously interested, but how far would that go?
The sound of the waterfall indicated it wasn’t massive, and indeed as they came into a little grove he found it to be small, the water tumbling over a rock sheer and letting into a creek. It was the kind of waterfall adventurers like him always looked for: not too big to be a pain to stand beneath, not so weak that it wasn’t satisfying.
“This place is very nice,” he said as he took off his pack and began getting out of his armor.
“I don’t show it to most, and you’re the first adventurer I’ve ever taken here,” Fauna replied.
“Thank you. I appreciate it.” He felt her eyes on him as he finished getting his armor off, then took off his traveling shirt and tossed it aside.
A long moment of silence passed as his boots and pants came off.
He stood in his undershorts in the clearing, Jezzy to one side of him, Fiona to the other. Victor stared back at Fauna, who had crossed her arms, cocking her head to one side.
“You three are...involved,” the dryad said finally, slowly lowering her arms.
“We are,” Victor replied.
Fauna sighed softly. “I had hoped to do this my way, but...I suppose I should respect the way of things. Fiona, Jezzy, if you two have bound yourself to this human, then it would be very rude of me to try and seduce him without your permission. So I request permission to enjoy the pleasures of intimacy with him.”
“You have my permission,” Jezzy said, looking extremely amused.
“You have my permission,” Fiona said, a little more subdued, though equally intrigued.
“Thank you.”
“Is this normally how something like this goes?” Victor asked as Fauna began walking towards him.
“Usually,” she murmured. She stopped directly in front of him, staring into his eyes with her incredibly green gaze. “Well?” she asked finally, her enigmatic veneer cracking a little.
“Well what?” he asked, trying very hard not to smile.
“You know what.”
“You still haven’t asked me yet.”
She sighed. “Do I even have to? I can smell your lust for me.”
“Maybe I’d like you to.”
Fauna pursed her lips. She looked over as Jezzy giggled, then returned her gaze to him. He had to admit, being directly in front of an irritated dryad was very intimidating. But he held his ground. “You are very brave for a village-dweller surrounded by forest-dwellers in their natural environment,” she murmured finally.
He raised an eyebrow, waiting. She sighed again. “Will you accompany me to the waterfall for some...fun?” she asked, reaching out and wrapping her hand around his erection, which was straining against the cloth of his undershorts.
That was probably as good as he was going to get. “Yes,” he said, “I would be happy to.”
She held his gaze a moment longer, then he heard rustling at his feet. Glancing down, he saw a pair of roots slip up out of the ground. She released her hold on his erection and he watched as the roots came up, gripped his undershorts, and pulled them down in one hard yank.
“You’ve annoyed her,” Fiona murmured.
“Consider yourself lucky,” Fauna said as she turned and began walking to the waterfall, “I normally do not tolerate insolence.”
“Is this insolence?” he replied, following after her. “And I do consider myself very lucky.”
She scoffed, stepping into the water. He joined her and for a moment lost himself. The water was warmed by the sun, but not too much, making it that perfect warmth as it cascaded over him. He refocused on Fauna’s voluptuous body as the water streamed down her, wetting her hair instantly. She stood facing him now, hands on her broad hips, looking him up and down.
He looked back at her, now unable to keep from grinning at her. This was a fun feeling and one he admittedly enjoyed indulging in from time to time.
It came from the clash of personalities when a woman he was hooking up with was used to being in charge and he wasn’t going along with it.
It was a risk, but often he found they enjoyed the challenge.
Or, and it was rare they admitted this, they found that they enjoyed being on the receiving end of that for once.
Victor stepped up to her and placed his hands on the swell of her hips. He looked up into her eyes, (she was a few inches taller than he was), and then kissed her.
Fauna seemed a little surprised by it, but she leaned into it, kissing him back hard.
As she slipped her tongue into his mouth, the taste of her came like a spring flood. She tasted like honeysuckle and springwater, like sweet berries and, somehow, like clean, clear sunshine streaming in from a high canopy.
He ran his hands across her body, quickly losing himself in the lust he felt for her. It rose, and rose sharply, as she pushed herself again him.
Fauna smiled into the kiss. He felt his control slipping and knew she thought she had gained the upper hand in this...engagement.
He broke the kiss and slipped around behind her.
“What are you-oh…” She gasped as he kissed the side of her neck and cupped one of her breasts in his grasp.
His other hand came up, fingers playing across her nipple, and a hard shiver ran through her.
He switch to her other side, kissed her a neck a bit more, then shifted his mouth a little higher. “You doing okay?” he murmured in her ear.
Fauna shuddered again. “Yes,” she whispered.
He began running his hand down her front, across her belly, then paused, just above her crotch. “You sure you don’t want me to slow down?”
“Don’t you dare,” she growled.
Victor laughed softly, ran his tongue delicately along her ear, making her gasp sharply, then went back to kissing her neck. His hand went lower and he caressed her inner thighs. He enjoyed every sound she made, ever shiver that ran through her long, curvaceous body, how she felt, wet and naked against him.
She made a sound that was almost a word when his fingertip found her clit and he began to rub it gently. Fauna exhaled again, hard and fast, then grinded her thick ass against his crotch. He soon began to go faster, a little harder, at first going up and down, then making small circles. Her whole body twitched and danced with ecstasy.
He moved his other hand down to join his first and slipped a finger inside of her. She gasped, then moaned even louder as he started fucking her with it.
Inside, she felt different than Jezzy or Fiona, different from any other woman he’d been with except for Skye.
There was more suction, and inside of her was what almost felt like tree sap.
Before long, she made a louder sound and went rigid, then trembled hard. He held her, his fingers coming out of her and his arm coming up to support her. She put out a hand on the rock wall behind the waterfall to stead herself as she orgasmed.
It lasted a long time, and he kept rubbing her clit throughout it until finally she gently pushed away, and he let his hand drop to her hip.
“How was that?” he asked quietly in her ear.
“That…” She shuddered again, seemed to be collecting herself. “That was very special. I did not know humans were capable of such...skill.” She swallowed and then cleared her throat.
“Some of us are,” he replied.
“I can see a bit more of why Fiona and Jezzy have chosen to mate themselves to you.”
“Speaking of which…” He looked over. “Did either of you want in on this?” They both looked enraptured.
“I’m good to watch,” Fiona murmured.
“Yeah. I was gonna but now I’m really curious to see what you two look like having sex. That was just...something else. Incredible to watch. Keep going,” Jezzy said.
“All right then,” he replied, and turned his attention back to Fauna. She was facing him now, and looking at him in a different way. “Are you reconsidering a few things?” he asked.
“Perhaps,” she admitted. “I...don’t have the highest opinion of village-dwellers, I will admit. I’ve experienced much, and seen many, and for the most part, your kind are...loud, and cruel, and violent. I often wonder how your villages stay together.”
“Because most people aren’t loud and cruel and violent out in the open, usually they are that way within their walls or out here, away from the village, unfortunately,” he replied.
“Why are you different?” she asked.
“I’m not so different,” he said. “I’m capable of all those things. It’s just...not in most people’s nature to challenge their own beliefs. But I think there are better times to speak of this.”
She looked down and regained her smile. “Yes. You have helped me achieve pleasure...it is only fair I help you.”
“And then we can achieve together,” he said as she went down on her knees.
“Yes,” she murmured, wrapping her fingers around his erection.
She leaned in and got to it, and he found her mouth to be a thing of skilled, intense pleasure. Her lips slipped down over his head, his shaft, all the way to the base, taking his entire length in. Then she pulled back up and her tongue dragged across the head, sending bursts of bliss into him. Fauna continued like this, going faster, filling him with pleasure as her lips and her tongue worked his cock. She went until he was at the edge of orgasm…
And then kept going.
Victor cried out, both hands on her head now, her red hair wet and soft against his skin, as he began to unleash his seed into her mouth.
She let out a small sound of surprise and he was careful not to hold her in place, so that she could break away if she wanted to, but she didn’t.
Fauna kept sucking and the pleasure intensified as his seed came out of him in hard contractions. Raw ecstasy ran up and down him as he came in her mouth and she took it all in, sucked out everything he had, and swallowed it all.
Victor let out a long, satisfied breath as he finished.
“That tasted different than I thought it would,” Fauna murmured. She looked up at him. “Would you have me now?”
“Yes,” he replied.
She nodded and turned away from him, getting onto her hands and knees, showing her well-padded ass and the light green slit of her pussy, open and dripping in anticipation. He was still mostly hard as he got quickly onto his knees and once he slid into her, regained a full erection immediately. He groaned loudly and hunched over as he pushed into her perfect wet depths.
“Wow…” Fiona murmured.
He glanced over as he grasped Fauna’s broad hips and began thrusting into her. Both Fiona and Jezzy were in the creek now, for a better view, staring at the two of them with wide eyes.
“I can see why you enjoy watching so much,” Jezzy said quietly.
He returned his attention to Fauna, who was moaning quietly as he slipped in and out of her. She let out a louder cry of bliss as he began to go harder, faster, deeper.
Inside, she had a strange slick texture, and the quality of wetness was stickier, and seemed to be trying to keep him inside each time he pulled back, increasing the quality of the pleasure. She felt like a dream or a fantasy.
And the sounds she made.
Soon she was grunting and moaning, her body inviting him, almost demanding of him to go harder, which he did. The sound of their skin slapping together beneath the waterfall was loud, but was soon overtaken by their furious grunting and her loud cries of pleasure.
She orgasmed once more in the first few moments of their sex, and then again some time later, and that was when he came with her, unable to withstand the raw pleasure of her dryad pussy any longer.
He climaxed long and deep inside of her, unleashing his seed into her, and the bliss of it was intense. He felt it deeper, and it was somehow more satisfying to plant his seed deep within a dryad. Victor ended up hunched over her completely, one arm propping himself up, his other up under her, grasping one of her big, soft breasts as the last of his seed came out of him and grunts of absolute bliss fell from his mouth.
He murmured her name twice, and she his, and then they both slipped onto their sides, out from beneath the waterfall, in a little cavern of space behind it, him still inside of her. Both of them caught their breaths.
“That was incredible,” he murmured, running his palm slowly up and down her thigh.
“Yes,” she agreed quietly. “That was deeply gratifying.”
Another long moment passed before she sighed softly and got up, and he fell out of her the rest of the way. She got to her feet and stood beneath the waterfall. He stood and joined her.
“I must leave now,” she said.
“Any particular reason?” Fiona asked. “We wouldn’t mind your company, Fauna.”
“I definitely wouldn’t mind it,” Jezzy murmured. “With you and Victor…”
“I’m sorry, I can’t. Most can’t see it, but shades do damage just by being here. Damage to the land, to nature. I cannot repair it myself, I don’t have that capability. So I need to go find someone who can, another dryad. What were you doing out here? I never asked,” she replied, finishing up her washing and stepping out from beneath the fall.
He was surprised by how quickly the water fell from her body, even her hair.
Magic definitely had its perks.
“We’re looking for Nyx,” Fiona replied. “We want her help dealing with the threats around the area. We’re trying to make it safer.”
“Oh, she’s at Shoreside,” Fauna said.
“You know for sure?” Jezzy asked.
Fauna nodded. “I saw her this morning. She was out flying and she saw me and came down. We talked for a bit. She said she was heading out to Shoreside to see if there were any big monsters to fight.”
“Mmm. So she’s in a fighting mood...that’ll probably be fine,” Fiona murmured.
“Thank you for this experience, and for allowing it,” Fauna said, looking at the three of them. She gave each of them a hug, and a kiss, Victor’s own kiss lasting a bit longer, then began walking back into the forest.
They watched her go until she disappeared into the trees and vegetation.
“She is...something else,” he murmured.
“That she is,” Jezzy agreed. “Come on, now that we know where Nyx is, we should go get her.”
“Why are you so eager all of a sudden?” he asked.
“Watching you with Fauna was quite the experience,” Jezzy replied as she began leading them away from the waterfall. “I am now imagining what it’s going to look like with you and Nyx and now I really want to see it.”




CHAPTER VII

 
“There...that’s it. That’s Shoreside,” Jezzy said.
Victor shaded his eyes as he studied the collection of dilapidated structures nestled along the curve of the water. Some were partially collapsed, others little more than heaps of debris. None of them looked particularly suitable for sustaining someone for more than a night or two.
The most obviously feature was a lighthouse to the left, on the far north side of town, built atop a rise in the land.
“Given everything I’ve learned about the Hinterland,” he said as he stared at Shoreside, “I’m impressed that anyone even managed to build this, let alone maintain it for a length of time.”
“Well, Shoreside wasn’t exactly a normal town,” Jezzy replied. “From what I hear, it was more of a permanent mercenary camp. There weren’t families here, and everyone who lived here did so with the understanding that they’d likely have to fight probably every day.”
“Wonder why they bothered,” he said.
“There are a great many treasures in the Hinter,” Fiona said from his other side. “I’ve often heard that said, when I was hiding from adventurers, listening to them talk. Often younger ones would ask why anyone bothered with this place, and that’s usually what was told to them. There are a great many treasures to be found, and one can walk away rich or powerful or both if one keeps at it and the luck of the Gods is with them.”
“That sounds about right,” Victor murmured. He adjusted his pack and his sword, then began walking down the overgrown path that had once seen hundreds of people and carts packed with merchandise.
Now there was nothing, just the three of them.
And, hopefully, a dragoness named Nyx, somewhere ahead.
Something was bothering him as he walked along the path, getting closer to the remnants of the old village.
After a moment, he had it. “Why is it so quiet?” he asked, slowing. “Why isn’t there anything in the town?”
“Well, it is abandoned,” Jezzy said.
“Yeah, by village-dwellers. Usually places abandoned by my kind end up as homes for, if nothing else, wildlife. I don’t see anything moving around the buildings,” he replied.
“Perhaps there is something dangerous in the town,” Fiona murmured.
“Or in the water,” he said.
“We’ll avoid the water then,” Jezzy said, “and the town.”
“Could be some good stuff in there…” Victor replied. “Stuff we can sell for the inn.”
“Maybe we should see what Nyx has to say?” Fiona suggested.
He nodded. “Good idea.”
They reached the edge of the abandoned village and headed north, following the edge of the structures towards the lighthouse. Victor tried to get a sense of what might be waiting for them in the village, but he saw nothing save for old, washed out buildings.
There was no bad feeling, no ill omen, no cursed shadow laying over the township as far as he could feel.
There were no bodies, at least none he could see. No fresh blood or old bones.
And yet…
His sense of danger was being alerted, very slightly.
He still didn’t have any kind of sense of what might be lurking in the village by the time they climbed the hillside and arrived at the base of the lighthouse.
Out of everything he could see, it had held up the best.
It was a monolithic stone structure rising higher into the air than the tallest trees in the Hinter. Though even it wore the signs of the passage of time and weather.
“Think she’s up there?” Jezzy murmured.
“Only one way to find out,” Victor replied.
He pushed the heavy wooden door open and looked inside. A barren room awaited them, nothing but old remnants of camps come and gone scattered across the floor. The spiral staircase led up. He saw no signs of recent passageway.
“I guess she wouldn’t have come this way,” he said, heading up the steps.
“No,” Fiona agreed, “not with her ability to fly.”
They listened as they walked higher and higher, pausing to check each floor for anything valuable. All they found was trash and stains and the remnants of wooden furniture broken down for burning, and all they heard was the sound of small waves lapping against the shore through the broken windows they passed by.
“Let me go first,” Jezzy said when they reached the top and came to a ladder that led up to a hatch in the ceiling. “If she gets...excited, I’m the one she’s least likely to injure.”
“Injure?” he asked. “Like you’re the least likely for her to take a swing at?”
“Oh no, she might take a swing at anyone, or more accurately a swipe of her tail, I’m just the one who has the strongest body to stand up to it. She’s...excitable,” Jezzy replied.
“Great.”
“We can trust her,” Fiona said.
“All right, I’ll take your word on it. Why not just warn her before opening the hatch?” he asked, looking up as Jezzy climbed the ladder.
“She’s probably sleeping up there, but that makes enough sense.” She reached the top and knocked on the hatch. “Nyx?! It’s Jezzy! Can you hear me!?” she called.
There was no response.
“She’s a heavy sleeper,” Jezzy said, and opened the hatch. Victor squinted as sunshine came in and Jezzy went up, out of sight. A moment later, she reappeared. “She isn’t here.”
“Great,” Victor muttered, and started climbing up after her. He paused, looked back at Fiona. “Hmm...how can we help get you up here?”
“I can wait here,” Fiona replied.
“The view has to be amazing, and you appreciate that, you should see it,” he said.
She smiled. “Well, in that case, I think we can manage something.”
Victor came up and joined Jezzy, and, though it took a moment, they managed to help Fiona up the ladder and through the hatch.
“Thank you,” she said, looking around. “Oh wow, it really is amazing.”
“Yeah,” Victor murmured, joining her.
The view was even better than the stone tower.
The sea stretched out before them, vast and glittering and blue-gray, the waves mild, barely disturbing the surface.
The Hinterlands expanded in every other direction, an immense proliferation of life and colors and vegetation. An intricate web of thousands of different things trying to survive in their own different ways.
“This is beautiful...but she isn’t here,” Fiona said after a moment.
“She might be out flying, or maybe she saw something interesting to fight from up here,” Jezzy replied, searching the skies. “Maybe...oh, hey, there she is!”
Victor and Fiona joined her on the seaside of the old lighthouse. Sure enough, he saw a dark figure growing steadily closer, large wings flapping occasionally. Although they had already explained to him her size, part of him had been imagining the largest of dragons. The ones with fifty foot wingspans and bodies the size of a cabin, heads bigger than a full-grown cow.
Seeing her in growing detail as she came closer painted a much different picture.
When she noticed them, she hesitated, briefly, hovering in the air, and then suddenly shot forward.
“Fiona! Jezzy!” she called.
“Nyx!” Fiona called back, waving with Jezzy.
The dragoness swooped down abruptly, disappearing from sight, and then reappeared right in front of them, flying straight up the side of the lighthouse and then coming to a hover a few feet away once she was level with them.
“I see you have a new friend,” she said.
“Yes. Nyx, this is Victor. Victor, meet Nyx,” Fiona replied. “Victor?”
Jezzy giggled.
Victor found himself staring at the dragoness floating in front of him. He had never actually met one before.
Her wings were the most obvious thing about her in that moment. Spread out, they seemed huge, sprouting from her back, mostly red, shot through with dark black. Lighter red horns grew back from the top of her head, which resembled a typical dragon more than a human or elf. Her body, though, was very much like the women he was most familiar with.
She had long limbs and a limber, athletic build. Most of her skin was a deep jade but her torso and up to her neck was a very pale green, almost white in the sunlight. She was completely naked and he found it very difficult not to stare at her big, firm breasts.
Though he found it less difficult when he looked her directly in the eye, something hard to do, given how intimidating she was. Not just in size but in presence.
But her eyes were immediately captivating, they were deep green flickering with an inner yellow light.
“Victor…” Fiona murmured.
“Sorry,” he managed, and cleared his throat. “Hi. I’ve never met a dragon before.”
“There aren’t that many of us around this far south in the Hinter,” she replied, smiling at him in a beguiling sort of way.
It was the same look Jezzy gave him when she was trying to get him to fuck her.
Not that she ever had to try particularly hard.
“I’ve never have a conversation last this long with a human before,” she said after a moment. “They all run from me.”
“You are rather intimidating,” he replied.
She laughed. “I suppose so.” She came forward a little and landed on the edge of the lighthouse’s roof, gripping it with clawed feet.
Her wings folded up behind her and that was when her tail became more obvious. It was long, dark green on the top, light green on the bottom, with a row of ridges running along the top. It swayed gently back and forth behind her.
“I don’t know a proper greeting for dragons,” he said after a moment.
“I don’t either,” she replied. “How about a hug?”
“I...am okay with that.”
She let out a soft laugh, and a puff of smoke escaped her nose. She leaned down and wrapped her arms around him, then lifted him a good two feet off the roof.
“It’s good to meet you, Victor. I imagine you must be a very unique person to be traveling with a demoness and a viper, and to be so calm around a dragoness,” she said, staring into his eyes, his face an inch from hers.
“I have been told that I am,” he replied.
She held him a moment longer, then put him back down.
“Victor is our mate,” Fiona said.
An expression that landed somewhere between joy and deep amusement came onto Nyx’s face. “Really now?” she asked.
“Yep. We have found ourselves a man,” Jezzy agreed, wrapping her tail around his wrist.
“This is quite the development,” she said. “I’m a little...honestly, I’m kind of at a loss for words. Uh, not in a bad way! I’m happy for you, just...this isn’t what I was expecting to discover today.” She let out a little laugh. “Honestly, when I saw you three standing here, I thought…”
“You thought what?” Jezzy asked.
“Uh...maybe I’ll tell you later,” Nyx replied. She shifted, her wings briefly stretching out and then returning to their folded position. “So...why did you come out here?”
“We’re doing some dangerous work,” Fiona replied, “and we thought it would be smart to ask a fierce dragoness for help.”
She smiled, this one of a very different variety. “You got something big and bad for me to fight?” she asked.
“We might, we aren’t sure of the nature of the danger yet,” Fiona replied.
“Could be a necromancer, there’s undead around,” Jezzy said.
“Hmm. Been a while since I’ve fought undead. Or a necromancer. They burn all the same as anything else.” She looked off to the south as she considered. He followed her gaze. From up here, he could see an old shipwreck on the other side of the village. She looked back at them. “I’m curious, though...is there a particular reason you can’t just go to another part of the Hinter where this isn’t a problem?”
“Oh, right,” Fiona said, “that part is important: I finally found a place I want to call my own and try to help people. We’re fixing up an inn. And the undead keep showing up around the inn.”
“Where is this inn?” Nyx asked.
“A little ways north and slightly east of Hearth Haven,” Jezzy replied.
Nyx’s eyes flashed with excitement. “There are other, more dangerous things around that area. Things that would also need to be dealt with…”
“And you’d help us deal with them?” Fiona asked.
“Of course. I’d be more than happy to. And I’d like to see this inn. But first…” She looked again to the shipwreck in the distance. “I came this way for a reason. I want to check out that old ship. It’s been there for years and I’ve always been kind of curious, but always had other things I wanted to do. But now, I want to investigate.”
“That seems really dangerous,” Fiona murmured. “It could collapse on us.”
“It’s elven, they built them pretty sturdy,” Nyx replied. “Come on, you’re rebuilding an inn, that means you need coin, right? For supplies? Tools?”
“Yes,” Fiona admitted.
“I bet there’s some kind of treasure in that ship. Something you could sell.”
“Yeah, you’re right,” Fiona murmured.
“You could hang back, if you wanted,” Victor said, looking between Nyx and Fiona. He wasn’t sure he liked this particular dynamic of their friendship. And from what he could see on Jezzy’s face, he thought she might think something similar.
“How about this?” Jezzy suggested. “Why don’t you fly Victor down there, Nyx, and you two can poke around. And by the time Fiona and I get down there, you’ll probably be done.”
Nyx looked like she wasn’t sure, then she nodded. “If you want to fly, we can fly,” she said, looking at Victor then.
“Yeah, all right,” he replied, adjusting his stuff. He’d never flown before, but he’d always been curious.
In truth, it was one of the things he wanted to experience with a monster girl.
“Well then, here we go,” she said, her wings unfolding.
She scooped him up in her arms and shot into the air.




CHAPTER VIII

 
“Whoa! Holy shit!” he cried, his heart thundering madly in his chest as he looked down at the dead village and the shifting sea some three hundred feet down.
Nyx laughed easily. “Yeah, it’s kinda like jumping into a cold lake. You aren’t really gonna be ready for it, you just gotta do it,” she said.
He chuckled anxiously. “I-uh, I guess you have a point. Wow. Shit. We’re really high up.”
“We can go much higher,” she said.
“I’d rather not.”
“Hmm...all right. I’m guessing this is your first time?”
“Yeah.”
“I’ll go easy on you.”
“Oh, thanks,” he replied, rolling his eyes even though she was focused on the ship ahead of them. She laughed, though.
The feeling of intense fear quickly began to fade and was replaced by a powerful thrill that seemed to rush through his body as the air blasted by him. He could see even farther now, as she’d taken him a bit higher up, but actually moving made the experience completely different. And then, too quickly, it was over.
She brought them down to land in the surf a little shy of the shipwreck.
“Wow,” he said.
“I haven’t done that for many people, and I’m over five hundred years old, so you should count yourself lucky,” she replied.
“I do,” he said, then hesitated. They were alone now. He turned and looked squarely at her. “There’s something I wanted to talk with you about.”
“Yeah?” she asked, a little eagerly.
“It’s about Fiona.”
“What about her?”
“How long have you known her?”
“A few years now...she’s a close friend.”
“I got that impression. I also got the impression you wanted to push her into going into the shipwreck. She didn’t want to. But I think she would have agreed if Jezzy hadn’t made her suggestion,” Victor said.
“What’s wrong with that?” Nyx asked. She crossed her arms, but she looked vaguely uncomfortable. Her tail drew random lines in the sand behind her.
“I know she isn’t helpless, but she is without magic...what I’m saying is, I appreciate your friendship with her, but I think you shouldn’t try to push her into doing dangerous things if she isn’t comfortable with it. You clearly have a love of it, but she does not. But she does want to make you happy, so she’ll say yes even when she doesn’t necessarily want to, or maybe even when she knows she might not be able to handle a situation,” he said.
Nyx was staring at him intensely, and her tail had gone from twitching back and forth to smacking into the sand, but he still said his piece.
For a moment, he thought he might have gone over the line and pissed her off, but he still felt it needed to be said.
He’d seen that particular relationship dynamic before, and it was never a good thing.
All at once, Nyx relaxed. She looked a little guilty. “You’re right,” she said. “Sometimes I forget that not everyone shares my enthusiasm for danger and wild adventure. And Fiona isn’t helpless, but the fact that she is without magic, but from a race that is naturally very magical, and also isn’t much of a fighter by choice, should be taken into consideration. I’ll bear it in mind.”
“Thank you,” he said.
She smiled suddenly. “You’re something else, you know that? You were ready to argue with me, on her behalf. Knowing that if it really came down to it, I could break you in half.”
“You wouldn’t though,” he said.
“Why are you so sure?” she asked.
He considered that for a moment. Something he was learning was that surprisingly little separated him from the ‘monsters’ he now found himself living among. Emotions played across their faces, they had similar tells to the humans and elves and gekon he’d lived among for his entire life.
“I’ve gotten good at reading people, all kinds of people,” he said. “It’s not perfect, but while you obviously like a good fight, I don’t think you’re cruel. Fiona wouldn’t be your friend if you were cruel, and Jezzy certainly wouldn’t.”
“Fair reasoning,” she said. “Still pretty brave, though.” She turned to face the ship and gave him a playful push with her tail. He shot her a look, a little surprised by it, then remembered what Jezzy had said about how much she’d probably want to sleep with him. “Come on, let’s do this.”
“All right,” he replied, drawing his sword.
“I think we’re going to get along really well,” Nyx said.
“Jezzy seemed to think something similar,” he replied.
She looked like she wanted to say more, then hesitated and glanced back at the village, then returned her attention to the shipwreck and set off towards it.
He moved alongside her, studying the old ship.
It was probably a bad storm that had sent the ship aground, but the damaged to it seemed somehow worse than a simple storm.
He knew there were great monsters in the oceans of the world, and doubted if this sea was any different. They checked for signs of recent activity as they walked up to the old vessel, but found nothing. Not that that particularly meant anything. The wind and the water often erased much.
The biggest, most obvious damage done to the vessel was a huge hole in its hull, allowing access to its interior. And Nyx had been right: it was of elven design and the overall structure had remained mostly intact, despite the initial damage and passage of time.
He glanced over at Nyx and stared. “You’re shorter,” he said. He looked again, just to be sure, and then confirmed his original assessment. She was almost a foot shorter than she had been when they’d landed on the beach.
She nodded. “I have simple shapeshifting magic. I can make myself larger or smaller, depending on my needs.”
“Interesting.”
He made himself focus and look away from her firm, fit, nude body, back into the shipwreck. They slowly walked into what had once been someone’s cabin, presumably. He saw what seemed to be the remnants of a bed and maybe a dresser. Sand had blown in, covering the floor and spilling out the open door into the hallway beyond.
Nyx seemed to want to take the lead and, she being the most powerful being here, he let her.
Even making herself a foot shorter, she still had to duck to get into the hallway. She looked left, then right, then began making her way deeper into the ship.
“Nyx...do you know if there was anything in the town?” he murmured as that unsettling feeling returned to him.
“What do you mean?” she replied.
“Like something dangerous. I got a bad feeling about it as we passed by.”
“No, nothing I know of.” She paused, looked around. “If it helps, I don’t sense any kind of curse or undead magic or anything like that.”
“Neither do I, but something’s off...maybe.” He sighed. “Maybe it’s just that it’s a creepy old ship and a creepy old town.”
“Could be, although I’ve been here several times. I’ve never seen anything particularly dangerous hanging around.”
They paused by each open door and looked inside as they moved down the main hall. The rooms were largely barren, though there was a bit more around than normal, so it wasn’t quite as picked over as he was used to finding.
He found an old dagger in a leather sheath that was still in okay condition, a bag of coin, some clothing. He stuffed it all into his pack as they moved from room to room. All around them, the ship creaked and groaned, and the mild waves ran up onto the shore and lapped against the hull. Eventually, they found some stairs and came up onto the deck.
“So…” Nyx murmured as they walked around on the awkwardly slanted deck, “things are kind of serious with you and Fiona and Jezzy, right?”
“Yeah, you could say that,” he replied. “Unless mated means something else to you?”
“It doesn’t. It’s just...it would have to be for them to claim you as their mate and submit to you.” She gave him a long look, scrutinizing him. “So what’s your deal, exactly? Because I’ve met so few humans that are okay with sex, let alone romance, with us ‘monster girls’. And, as I’ve said, I’ve been around for over five hundred years, and I wasn’t exactly a hermit for most of it.”
“Um...well,” he considered how to explain it, “...you’re going to be around a lot, so I guess I’ll just tell you how it is. I’ve been adventuring across the land for about ten years now. I’ve always had a...I guess you could say a taste for those not like me. I spent the night with and courted gekon and vix as easily as I did humans and elves. And then, one day about a month and a half ago, I met a dryad. We had sex. It was amazing. She pointed me towards the Hinter when I said I was interested in more, and so I came up here and met Fiona by chance, and we had sex, and she introduced me to Jezzy, and we also had sex, and...now I’m realizing I could’ve been doing this for a lot longer.”
Nyx laughed. “You regret not fucking monster girls sooner?”
“Deeply regret,” he replied.
“Oh yeah? We better at fucking?”
“So far, yes.”
She laughed again, louder. “Knew it.” She began to say something else, then stopped, looking frustrated. Turning, she looked back towards the beach, then sighed. “They’re taking forever to get here.”
“Maybe they’re in trouble,” he muttered, turning back.
“No, I can see them, walking along the edge of town. They’re fine, just slow.” She let out an annoyed huff.
“Well, let’s try and finish up then,” he said, wondering what exactly she wanted to say to him. Whatever it was, it seemed to involve Jezzy and Fiona.
He wondered if it was exactly what he hoped it was.
They moved along the wooden deck, careful of the rotted spots. Well-built though it was, the ship still had been subjected to who knew how many storms. They made for the captain’s cabin, at the rear of the vessel.
It still looked fairly intact, just a few windows broken out.
Victor peered inside as they got up to it. “Someone’s definitely been through at some point in the past,” he said. “Was there a specific reason you wanted to come here?” he asked as they walked inside.
“Curiosity,” Nyx replied, ducking to get into the room.
He looked around. While no doubt it had once been a finely furnished place, now it was mostly empty. One whole wall was made of shelves. Only a few old books and trinkets remained. He moved over and checked each of them. One was too chewed up by weather and time, but the other two were intact, so he slipped them and an inkwell, a compass, and an old spyglass into his pack. Then he moved over to the big desk that took up the center of the room and began investigating.
“Curiosity is important,” he murmured as he opened the drawers.
“It is,” Nyx said with a heaviness that made him glance at her. She was looking out the back windows now, at the sea. “Take it from me...given enough time, ‘firsts’ stop happening, or they start to lose their meaning. I’ve killed a lot of bad people, fought a lot of nasty monsters. I’ve been almost killed hundreds of times. I’ve flown all over the world. Eaten food and drank wine that would surprise you to learn even existed. Your emotions get a bit dulled out. You don’t get as angry anymore, or as lonely, or as sad...but that’s also true of happiness, and contentment, and even the thrill of combat. The things you value change.”
“What do you value now?” he asked.
She sighed wearily. “Experiences, I guess. And relationships. A lot of the people I know are dead now. Long dead. It still matters to me, though. Fiona and Jezzy matter to me. And...curiosity. When something hits you just right, it becomes increasingly important to pursue it, experience it. I’ve seen this shipwreck a dozen times, more maybe, and I’ve always had the passing curiosity to see what was in it, but today, for some reason...it hit. I suddenly wanted to do it more. Wanting to...that’s a thing to value. You don’t want to do much of anything, the older you get...or maybe that’s just me.”
“That seems sad,” he murmured.
“It is,” she replied. Then she laughed. “But I guess the alternative is death. And so far, being alive beats that. I’ll die eventually, but I still get enough enjoyment out of life that I’d like to hang onto it.” She turned to look at him. “And I must say...you are quite the curiosity.”
“Apparently I am,” he replied. Victor finished his search of the desk by pulling open the final drawer. “Whoa, nice.”
“What?” Nyx asked. She laughed as he pulled out a large, shiny ruby. “See? Told you there’d be something worthwhile.”
“Apparently,” he agreed, and slipped it into his pack.
“I think–” Nyx paused, cocked her head a certain way, “–you hear that?” she murmured.
Victor listened. At first, there was just the sound of the sea. But then he realized something was a little off about it, though he couldn’t tell what, exactly. “I think so…”
Nyx stepped out the back of the cabin, onto a small deck that overlooked the sea. He joined her, now himself very curious.
The two of them stood together on the deck, looking down into the mild waves.
“Oh,” Nyx murmured.
Victor swallowed as he saw a dark shape beneath the water, up against the boat. A very large dark shape that was moving sluggishly.
A dark black tentacle breached the surface, questing along the edge of the boat, slowly getting higher.
“Well, I must say, you have great instincts,” Nyx said.
“Crap,” Victor muttered.
Three more tentacles rose up out of the water.
“You should definitely get back to the beach,” Nyx replied, her wings unfolding.
“Yep.”
A monstrous head with eyes as big as wagon wheels burst up. He looked at it for just an instant, getting an impression of a giant squid. He had seen the likes of them drawn in books and heard them described before, but had never actually encountered one.
Well, this would be a first for him.
Although it didn’t look quite like what had been depicted. It wasn’t quite as large and the face seemed different.
Didn’t matter, though, because he was not sticking around, as this thing seemed intent on reaching up to the deck and if even one of those tentacles got ahold of him…
Victor ran back into the cabin and right on through it as Nyx shot straight up into the air. He kept going, coming out on the tilted deck and tripping. He barely managed to catch himself. Up ahead, on the beach, he could see Jezzy and Fiona now.
Well, they should be okay, given this thing was a sea creature and wasn’t coming up onto the land.
Victor kept going, fear more than reason pushing him to get off the boat. He reached the far end and hopped down. Landing with a heavy grunt in the sand, he turned to see where Nyx had gotten to, then froze.
“Oh shit,” he whispered.
The giant squid was oozing up out of the sea, coming around the side of the ship, looking like it and its mass of dark tentacles were coming directly for him.
“Victor, get back!” Nyx yelled from above.
She was diving, he saw, wings tucked up tight, eyes wide and glowing.
He fell back, stumbled a few times in the sand, and he could hear Fiona shouting his name in the distance. The writhing mass of tentacles was growing, spilling out of the sea, around the wreckage, and onto the shore.
Nyx was dropping like a stone but with a sense of perfect timing and no little amount of flourish, she snapped her wings open at the last second, flew across the largest concentration of the creature’s body, and unleashed a jet of white-hot flame.
A wild shriek echoed across the beach, piercing his ears and sending a shock of pain into his skull as the tentacles flailed wildly. He’d managed to get some good distance between them, as it became obvious that this was not a fight for a guy with a sword. Nyx shot back up into the sky, wheeled, and came back in again for a second attack.
As she repeated it, coming back down and releasing another jet of flame, one of the tentacles shot out and wrapped around her leg.
She let out a sharp curse and began pumping her wings while simultaneously getting larger. He watched in amazement, prepared to jump in if he had to, as she gained another foot of height, her wings growing larger to compensate.
“Let go!” she roared as she strained directly upwards, pulling the creature partially with her. He could see the tentacle, its flesh charred and sizzling still, bulging with effort to pull her back down. With a final shout of effort there was an awful ripping sound and the tentacle came away from the central mass.
Nyx shot up into the air, jerking her leg, and the tentacle fell back to the earth.
Another ear-splitting shriek rolled across the beach, and then the creature was retreating. It splashed as it hastily slipped back into the water, and within a moment, it was gone. He heard a loud laugh and then a shadow fell across him as Nyx flew overhead.
“Victor! Are you okay!?” Fiona cried as she came up behind him.
He turned to look and saw both of the women rushing towards him.
“I’m all right,” he said. “It was just-oof!” He was almost knocked off his feet as Fiona all but crashed into him, hugging him tightly and lifting him off the ground.
“Are you sure?” she asked.
“I’m really fine,” he wheezed. “Too tight.”
“Sorry!” She put him back down, anxiety plain on her face.
“Seriously, I’m okay, it didn’t even get to me. I promise,” he replied.
“He’s okay, Fiona,” Jezzy said.
“That was great!” Nyx yelled and she landed behind him with a heavy thud. He turned around to face her and…
She looked incredible. She was about nine feet tall now, but it wasn’t just height that she had gained. Her muscles were a bit bulkier and more obvious, her wings and tail larger, her frame more filled out.
“You okay, Nyx?” Jezzy asked.
“Yeah! Stupid thing grabbed me but I showed it. I was hoping to run into something like that and...why are you looking at me like that?” she asked, an amused smile coming onto her face.
“Um. Tall,” he managed.
She laughed. “What? What happened? Are you okay? You didn’t hit your head or anything?”
“He likes tall women,” Jezzy offered.
“Oh...oh. So that’s horniness I’m seeing,” she said, then walked over to him. Towering over him, standing directly in front of him, she looked down at him and put her hands on her broad, bare hips. “You like tall women, hmm?”
“Very much so, I’m finding,” he replied.
“I see.” She looked at him intently, then shifted her gaze to Fiona and Jezzy. “The three of you are intimate, and you came looking for me. Jezzy must have mentioned that I would almost certainly feel about you how you would almost certainly, and clearly do, feel about me.”
“I did,” Jezzy murmured.
“So, can we drop any real pretense and discuss things of a carnal nature?” Nyx asked. “Because if everyone here is comfortable with Victor and I have wildly passionate sex, then there is a place I’d really like to get to.”
“I’m good with that,” Victor said.
“So am I, but! You can’t just fly away with him,” Fiona said. “We all need to be there.”
Nyx let out a huff of irritation, a small jet of flame escaping her mouth. “Fine,” she said. “Come on, we’re going to the castle.”




CHAPTER IX

 
“Okay, I’m going ahead to prepare everything, Jezzy you know how to get to where I want to go, bye!” Nyx said in a string of quick words before launching herself in the air so fast that Victor was nearly knocked over.
“Wow, she is excited,” Fiona murmured.
“How about you, Victor?” Jezzy asked, prodding him with her tail. “Are you excited?”
“Come on, do you even need to ask? Of course I am,” he replied.
The walk to the castle had been difficult. Not to actually do, but to endure. The sexual tension between himself and Nyx had only risen as they’d hurried back through the Hinter towards that castle he’d seen earlier from the tower.
They’d talked and had told Nyx more about how they had met and some of what they’d done so far, but he wasn’t sure if she was paying attention for most of it.
He himself had hardly been paying attention for most of it.
Wanting to take a woman to bed was one thing, but that woman being a dragoness, and being just as interested in you as you were in her, if not more so, was something else entirely.
They were now making their way up a winding, overgrown path that led up to the castle in question.
It was, like the rest of the structures he’d encountered in the Hinter, old. And crumbling. Though it was more intact than he’d thought it might be when viewed from a distance. At the very least, it seemed secure.
“So what’s the deal with this place? Anyone know?” he asked.
“I don’t,” Jezzy said.
“I think it was built by a retired lord who liked to hunt and had way too much coin for his own good. But I don’t know for sure. Nyx might, but she’s a little preoccupied at the moment,” Fiona replied, looking up.
Nyx had disappeared onto the roof by now.
“So is there a good place to fuck in there?” he asked.
“Oh yes,” Fiona replied, “Jezzy and I have investigated this place a few times, and visited Nyx here as well. It’s mostly been looted, though we might be able to get one or two good pieces of furniture, but there’s this big bed. Just huge. It’s big enough for her even in her tall form. It’s up on the third floor.”
“Excellent,” Victor said.
“This is kind of cute,” Jezzy murmured as they came into the front courtyard.
“Not the word I was hoping for,” he replied.
“Well, it is. I’ve always wanted to find Nyx a good village-dwelling man. It’s been a long time, from what I understand. She’s horny, but she’s also lonely for a specific kind of relationship, I think,” Jezzy said.
“What kind would that be?” he asked, marching up to the front entrance, a huge pair of double doors that, thankfully, opened when he pushed against them.
“Well, romantic...are you paying attention?” Jezzy asked, then giggled.
“Yes, I am...wait, what? Romantic?” he asked, stopping as they walked into the main entryway. He looked back at her. “What do you mean, exactly?”
“I mean it wouldn’t be out of the realm of possibility that perhaps Nyx would be interested in joining our little harem,” Jezzy replied.
He wanted to keep going but this was important. He turned fully to face the two of them. Jezzy and Fiona were in the doorway now, framed by the setting sun. “You’ve known this?” he asked.
“I have,” Jezzy said.
“I thought you knew,” Fiona replied. “I guess I thought it was obvious.”
“So...does that mean you’d be okay with it? Are you sure? You said it yourself that she likes to move around, drift across the world. That feels like a bit of a commitment.”
“Victor, she is a dragoness. She is over five centuries old. It is a commitment yes, but you have to remember that it’s not exactly the same. Humans can typically expect to live as long as each other, but there’s going to be some disparity here. Well...for you and her. You and Fiona will have about similar lifespans,” Jezzy said.
“So...what about you?” he asked.
She shrugged. “I have no idea.”
“You have no idea how long you can expect to live?” he asked, a little dubiously.
“Yeah. I mean, in my realm? I could expect to live about a thousand years. Here? I don’t know. There’s not much precedent for it. Most demons don’t try to live out their days in another realm. The magic here...isn’t the same as the magic in my realm. It also isn’t as concentrated. But I’m not sure how much longer I can expect to live. I mean, probably several more decades, maybe even centuries, but maybe not?”
“And that doesn’t bother you?” Victor asked.
“Not particularly. I’d rather live fifty years here with the two of you than a thousand in my old life,” Jezzy replied.
“Wow. That...means a lot,” he murmured.
She laughed and walked forward, then hugged him suddenly. “You mean a lot to me. You both do. I know we haven’t known each other very long, but I can feel it.” She stood back at arm’s length, staring at him intently, then reached out and put the tip of her finger to his chest. “We are,” she murmured, and then drew her finger back and touched her own chest, “connected.” She smiled, then moved over to Fiona and touched her chest. “The three of us.”
“Yes,” Fiona murmured, smiling broadly.
“I, um...man, I feel like we should talk about this more,” Victor said.
Jezzy giggled again. “It’s okay, we’ll have time to talk about it later. Now come on, I want to see you pound some dragoness pussy.”
“I, uh, yeah, all right,” Victor replied. “I feel the same way,” he added.
“I know,” Jezzy said, and Fiona nodded.
“Okay, uh–” Somewhere overhead, a loud bang echoed throughout the castle, like a door being slammed open, and then came Nyx’s voice.
“Come on! I want to fuck!” she called.
“Better not keep a nine-foot horny dragoness waiting,” Jezzy said, prodding him with her tail.
“Yeah,” he agreed, and set off.
They followed after him, guiding him, given it was his first time in the huge structure. They moved through large rooms and down tall hallways, up stairs that had once been grand and now only felt old.
He reached the third floor and came to a long corridor that ended in a large doorway, the door open, and he could see the bed that they had spoken of.
Nyx was laying on it.
He began at a fast walk, broke into a light jog and then, halfway down, ran the rest of the way. He skidded to a halt as he came into the room.
“That eager?” Nyx asked with a smirk.
“Yes,” he replied, getting out of his armor and clothing with a bit more speed than the last time.
“I smell dryad on you,” she murmured. “Faintly.”
“We ran into Fauna,” Fiona called from back in the corridor.
“Oh my. You’re so strange,” Nyx replied, her eyes flickering with a bright inner light as she stared at him. “You must be born different if you’re sticking your dick in this many monster girls.”
“Apparently,” he replied, tossing his shirt off and then sitting down heavily on the edge of the bed to get his boots off.
“How was Fauna? She’s always been a little too intimidated by me,” Nyx asked.
“Very, very good,” he replied. “And a bit stubborn.”
Nyx laughed. “Yeah, she’s like that. Did you make her angry? I bet you did, you’ve got a stubborn streak in you yourself.”
“I did,” he replied, tossing his boot away and then standing back up and undoing his belt. “She was a little pissed. But it was good.”
“We sure liked watching,” Fiona said as they came into the room.
“Although this time around I’m getting some after you two are done,” Jezzy said.
“Same,” Fiona agreed.
“You must have a lot of stamina,” Nyx murmured as he finished getting naked.
“I do,” he replied.
“Good, get in this bed and show me,” she replied.
He climbed onto the bed and then let out a surprised grunt as he felt something unexpectedly press against his back and sent him falling forward onto her. It was her tail, he realized as he landed face-first in her large, pale green breasts, and then stopped thinking about much beside that.
“I thought you’d enjoy my largest form,” Nyx said, and he felt her run her claws gently down his back as he reached up and settled his hands on her breasts.
“Yeah,” he managed, just laying there on her for a moment and groping her. Her skin had a faint scaly quality, a different texture than Fiona’s, but she was very smooth, and not just warm, but hot. He felt her shift and his lower half fell as she parted her legs, spreading them.
“I’ve waited long enough,” she said, feeling her tail come out and wrap around his midsection. She began adjusting him, pulling him lower. “Come on, let me have it.”
He responded by settling in between her tremendous thighs, shifting until he felt his head resting against a part of her that was not just hot but actively hot, almost like heat coming off a fireplace. It made him hesitate, briefly, but he was too overcome with lust to really care. Angling himself just right, he pushed into her.
Both of them moaned in a long moment of pure ecstasy that seemed to stretch out as he got inside of her, pushing his entire rigid length into her.
He had never fucked a dragoness before, and he learned in that moment precisely what that meant.
It meant that he had never before enjoyed the very specific pleasure of that experience, and what an experience it was.
Victor found that in her tallest form, his head didn’t even come up to her breasts. He reached up again and groped them, feeling their strange texture, their softness, their amazing size. They were bigger than his head at this point.
“Okay, this is actually incredibly arousing to watch,” Jezzy murmured. Her voice came to him from seemingly faraway.
Mostly, all he could hear was Nyx’s voice. And what an experience it was, to hear this sexy dragoness moaning in pure pleasure as he drove into her, his pace already furious, like he was being driven mad from pure lust, pure desire and need for her.
And to know that he was the one making her make those sounds was a pleasure all its own.
“That’s it,” she panted, moaning, twitching beneath him. “Oh yes...right there. Don’t-ah! Don’t stop! Fuck, yes! Oh, it’s been way too long!” she cried.
Inside she was a dream, a fantasy turned reality. He could feel her coiling around his rigid length, moving, her inner muscles slick and hot and amazingly mobile. Sex with her felt strange but wonderful, unlike anyone else he had been with.
He had heard some rumors about dragon pussy and apparently at least some of them were true.
Victor pushed himself up, suddenly desperate to see more of her. Looking up at her face, her exotic beauty seemed more highlighted than ever. Her eyes were closed and her mouth was open and she looked absolutely enraptured.
He looked lower, to her huge, bouncing breasts, and then lower, his eyes drifting across her taut, light green belly, down to broad hips.
And her amazingly thick thighs, which he found himself between.
And then to seeing himself, disappearing into her again and again.
The pleasure went from overwhelming to mind-numbing and he fought desperately for control of himself.
“Don’t you dare slow down!” she snapped.
“I...oh fuck...I can’t hold on!” he groaned. “It’s too fucking good, Nyx!”
“Just go,” she said, “I can let go at the same time. It’s okay.”
He collapsed back on top of her, hugging her body against his own, and fucked her faster, driving her into her harder, and the sound of their sex filled the large room. He listened to her panting, crying out in bliss, her moans coming faster and higher in pitch, building towards something in the exact same way that he was.
And then…
Victor let out an inarticulate yell of pleasure as he began to unleash his seed inside of her, filling her up as it left him in hard, furious spurts, absolute primal pleasure smashing through his body like a runaway landslide.
He heard her shout and felt a wave of heat pass over him, and at the same time heard Fiona shout in surprise and Jezzy start laughing, but he was too lost in the pleasure of their shared orgasms to follow what was happening.
His climax lasted for a long time, and he let out everything, coming deep inside of her sweet dragoness pussy until he had nothing left to give.
And then he was left panting, gasping for breath, atop her.
He shivered as he felt a blast of sudden cold.
“Nyx!” Fiona cried.
“Oops,” Nyx murmured.
Laughing loudly, Jezzy said, “It’s okay! I’ve got it.”
“What happened?” Victor asked, having a hard time focusing.
“I had a little flame accident,” she murmured.
“Oh, shit. Should I be worried?” he asked. “I don’t think I can move.”
“I’ve got it, you’re both fine,” Jezzy said. “I know ice magic.”
“Oh. Thanks.”
A moment of silence passed. “It’s been fifty six years,” Nyx murmured dreamily.
“What? Since what?” he asked, struggling not to drift off. That had taken a lot out of him, and being atop her now, awash in post-orgasmic bliss, while she was breathing, lifting him and lowering him steadily, was like being rocked to sleep in a boat by a gentle sea.
“Since I’ve been with a human,” she replied.
“Wow.”
“Mmm. Indeed. That was so very good. I already want more,” she murmured.
“You will have to wait your turn,” Fiona said firmly.
“Yep,” Jezzy agreed.
“In that case, I need a little lust magic boost,” Victor said.
“Get out of her first,” Jezzy replied, “or I know exactly where that magic will go.”
“Mmm...no, you can stay in a little while longer,” Nyx murmured, and he felt the tip of her tail caress his back.
“Out!” Jezzy said firmly, and he began to get out of the dragoness.




CHAPTER X

 
“Jezzy, there you are...are you all right?” Victor asked.
After all the fun, he thought for sure he would fall asleep right away, but he didn’t, and neither did they. It made more sense with them, given they were monster girls and had a lot more stamina than he did on the whole.
They had washed up in a large tub that Jezzy had filled with hot water with a neat magical trick, and then had dinner and sat around and talked for a while. Eventually, they’d laid down to sleep in the bed that was indeed massive enough to handle not just Nyx, but all four of them.
He’d been drifting along the edges of sleep when Jezzy had gotten up and left. It had taken him a moment to realize that he wasn’t dreaming, that she really had left the bedroom. Worried, he’d pulled on his undershorts and gone after her, leaving Fiona and Nyx sleeping heavily in the bed. After some wandering, he’d finally found her on the roof.
“Oh, Victor...I didn’t mean to wake you,” she murmured.
“It’s fine. Are you okay?” he asked, walking over to her.
Above them, the stars twinkled across the obsidian sky. The moon lit the landscape with its pale light. She looked ethereally beautiful in it, but also very sad.
“I’m okay,” she murmured.
“You don’t seem it,” he replied. She didn’t say anything, but she did take his hand. “Is this about our conversation earlier?” he asked finally.
“Sort of,” she admitted.
“Did I say something wrong?”
She laughed softly. “No, Victor. Not at all. It isn’t...it’s not you, exactly. It’s more…” She sighed softly, still looking out over the Hinter.
“Come on, if we’re seriously going to be together, I want you to feel like you can come to me with things that are difficult,” he said.
Now she looked at him. “I’m scared,” she said finally.
“Of what?”
“I suppose the same thing everyone is: losing their mate. But I’ve never...done this before.”
“Done what before?”
“Been in a relationship like this.”
“How do you mean? With two other people? Or with a village-dweller?”
“Well, yes to the village-dweller, but...how do I say this? Something I’ve come to realize, and I’m coming to realize even more, is that relationships are not the same in this realm as in mine. They are...deeper, and more complex. Or, perhaps just the really good ones are. I don’t know, I’m not sure...I’m not even sure what I’m thinking. All I know is that what we have is different than anything else I’ve ever had. It feels...purer. Truer. Deeper. I’ve never met anyone like you. And now that I have this connection with you, I’m absolutely terrified of losing it, because it makes me feel...ways I’ve never felt before. It makes me vulnerable in a way I never have been before.”
“Oh...I think I understand,” he said.
“Do you?”
“Yes. You’re trying to tell me you love me, and the enormity of that emotion is frightening.”
“Yes, exactly!...have you felt it before? You have,” she murmured, looking into his eyes.
“I have,” he replied. “It…” He sighed heavily. “You are right, to be scared. I am. It’s very big, and powerful, and its loss hurts in ways nothing else does...have you really never been in love before?” he asked.
She pursed her lips. “I...that is a difficult question,” she said finally. “Not like this, I know that now. I can’t say I’ve never loved anyone else before, but I haven’t loved them like this. It’s the size of the emotions, the depth of them that worries me. I didn’t know it could be this powerful. And now that I have it, I’m scared of losing it.”
“I understand,” he replied, and hugged her. She hugged him back tightly. “You trust me.”
“With my life,” she murmured.
“So trust that if we ever run into problems, serious problems, I won’t just leave. I won’t just end the relationship. I won’t just disappear or walk away one day. I’ll work with you. I’ll tell you. If there’s any kind of problem, we can work it out. Because we both want this to work. Because, I love you as well, Jezzy,” he said.
She made a small sound and squeezed him more tightly. “I love you so much,” she whispered.
“Too tight,” he said after a moment.
“I’m sorry!” she replied, releasing him quickly. “I just got so excited, hearing you say that–”
“It’s okay, Jezzy.” He reached up and laid a hand against her cheek. Looked in her glowing pink eyes. “I know you would never hurt me.”
“Never,” she whispered, reaching up and putting her hand over the back of his. She smiled more broadly. “Come on, you’re tired, I can tell. Let’s go to sleep.”
“Do you feel better?” he asked.
“Much,” she replied.
“Let’s go to sleep.”
…
“So, this is it…” Nyx murmured, staring at the inn as they approached it.
“This is it,” Victor replied.
“Wait,” Nyx said when they began to move closer.
“What?” Fiona asked, worried.
“Something’s wrong. I’m definitely feeling an evil presence.”
“How strong?” Victor asked, concentrating. “I don’t feel much…” He could feel something, but it didn’t seem particularly powerful.
“Not very,” Nyx admitted, “I’m really sensitive. But definitely something in the inn.”
Jezzy growled. “Probably the tunnel again.”
“You mentioned a tunnel earlier, what, exactly, do you mean?” she asked.
“There is a tunnel that was broken through into the basement,” Fiona replied. “They keep coming out of it.”
“Any particular reason you haven’t sealed it up?” Nyx asked.
“We want to see where it goes,” Victor replied.
“Huh. Well, all right then, let’s go make sure it’s safe.”
“Should we do the usual?” Jezzy asked.
“Yeah, Nyx and I will go downstairs, you two check the grounds and the upstairs, yell if there’s trouble,” Victor replied.
“Perfect,” Nyx said, walking forward, her fists clenched.
She got smaller as she approached the inn, her wings folding up more, her body shrinking, though as she reached her ‘small’ form, Victor saw that she was still noticeably taller than Jezzy and she had to duck slightly to get in through the front door.
He followed in her wake, glad to let her take the lead, as he was actually pretty curious to see what she was like in combat.
They went downstairs and did the thing he had gotten used to doing after leaving the inn for any real length of time: checking all the rooms, saving the one the tunnel connected to for last, and then finding something dangerous waiting for them.
This time, there were two skeletons there, both suffused in a dull dark glow, both also equipped with basic armor and weapons. Nyx struck immediately, lifting her leg and planting it firmly in the nearest skeleton’s chest so hard it flew into pieces. Stepping into the room, she knocked the skeleton’s arm clean off when it tried to swing on her, and responded to the attack by spinning around and hitting it with her tail.
It, too, blew into bony bits that scattered across the room.
“Is that it then?” she asked.
“I guess so,” Victor replied. “You are...very impressive.”
“I should hope so after centuries of fighting,” Nyx replied as she walked over to the tunnel and peered in. It was taller than she was in this form. “Hmm, I can’t see the end, so it must go on for quite a ways...is there a particular reason why you haven’t gone down it yet?”
“We haven’t gotten around to it, is the honest answer.”
“All right then. We’ve got some time left in the day...why not see where it goes?” she asked, then gave him a curious look.
He thought about it for a moment, considered how he felt.
He felt great, actually.
And that gave him pause. After he’d fucked Nyx last night, he’d made passionate love with Jezzy and Fiona, and in the morning he’d had sex with Nyx again. They’d slept in a little bit, but not all that much, maybe two or three hours past dawn. And then they’d got up and marched across the Hinter, back towards the inn.
It was still a few hours shy of sunset, but he wasn’t tired.
He was invigorated. Victor frowned as he clenched his fist, tightened his leg muscles experimentally. At this point, he should be at least somewhat tired after two days of hard walking and harder sex, and yet…
He wasn’t.
He looked at Nyx, who had a sly smile on her face. “Okay, what’s going on? I feel...strange.”
“Strange how?” she asked, amusement creeping into her voice.
“Strange like, I’ve got more stamina than normal.”
She laughed. “I was wondering when you’d notice. Although it also takes different lengths of time to take effect.”
“What does?”
“Have you not heard the legends of intimacy with a dragon?” she asked.
He began to respond that he’d heard many, but then stopped and thought about it. He had heard, he remembered suddenly, that sex with a dragon was supposed to give you a boost in vitality. He’d also heard that it cured illness and lengthened life. Not immeasurably or even considerably, but noticeably. How much of that was true, he wondered suddenly.
“I have,” Victor replied. “So, what, am I healthier now? Or do I just feel better? Will I live longer?” he asked.
“Relax,” Nyx replied with a small smile. “It just gives you a boost to your vitality, a temporary one. Maybe a few days...but that’s every time we have sex. So if we start doing it regularly, you’ll have quite the boost. And don’t worry, there’s no damage being done, no cost being levied on you. It’s magical.”
“When were you going to mention this?” he asked.
“I thought it would be a nice surprise,” she replied. “And, in truth, it’s sort of hit or miss. You might not have gotten anything more than a good mood. I didn’t want to lie and get your hopes up.”
“Huh.” He looked down at his hands. He didn’t look any different, but now that he thought about it, he did feel a bit different. Definitely in a good way. “Interesting.”
“You’re welcome,” she said.
“Was it intentional?” he asked.
“Yes, to a certain degree.”
“Well, thank you. Truly.”
She smiled and repeated, a little more kindly and sincerely, “You’re welcome.”
“Well, I don’t hear anything bad happening upstairs. Let me go check on the others, and then we can finally see where this tunnel leads,” he said.
“I’ll be here,” Nyx replied.
…
“So, are we ready?” Victor asked.
It was pretty obvious that Nyx was eager to go, and he had to admit, now that he was more aware of this boost of energy in himself, he was, too.
Jezzy seemed good with the idea, but Fiona seemed a little nervous.
“I’m ready,” Jezzy said.
“You know I am,” Nyx replied.
“Fiona, you can stay at the inn if you want,” Victor said.
She sighed. “No. I should be there with you.”
“Fiona...I know you want to be involved in this, but I want you to know that you don’t have to come with us on every dangerous thing we do.”
“I know,” she replied, but it didn’t sound like her heart was in the statement. “But I feel like this is important, and I should be there for it. I’ll be okay. I’ve got you and Jezzy and now Nyx. And I am capable of defending myself if I have to.”
“All right. In that case, let’s do this.”
“I’ll lead the way,” Nyx said. She was already in the tunnel, so as soon as they came in after her, she set off. A sphere of magical green light floated ahead of her, lighting the way. Victor studied the tunnel as they moved down it, trying to pull clues from it.
It was obvious that this was a natural tunnel that had been expanded at the end, for some reason, and had broken into the inn’s basement. They even found a few old pickaxes and shovels scattered around deeper in.
“How much experience do you have with undead?” Victor asked after a bit.
“A lot, but...I guess I have a lot of experience with damn near everything simply because I’ve been alive for so long and fought so many things. I’ll admit that I can’t claim to be an expert on much. At least in terms of combat. I’m great at it, just…”
“Just you’re basically a big battleaxe,” Jezzy said, laughing. “You just swing around and smash into things until they die. And sometimes breathe fire.”
“Those who fear me and are more diplomatic tend to call me ‘inelegant’,” Nyx replied.
“Neither of those things apply to me.”
“Clearly. I will say, it has been over a decade or two since I’ve fought any undead in any significant capacity. Really the most I’ve done is clear out the occasional graveyard when the winds blow just the wrong way and the dead begin to rise.”
“So what I’m hearing is that you aren’t particularly skilled at tracking them,” Victor said.
“Correct.”
“Which means we still have a group of people, none of whom have any real skill at tracking undead or necromancers,” he said.
“Also correct,” Jezzy said.
“I don’t suppose any of you know any holy people or paladins? Because if whatever it is that’s causing this isn’t at the other end of this tunnel, we should probably go looking for one,” he replied.
“I don’t know anyone like that,” Fiona said.
“I obviously don’t,” Jezzy said.
“I know someone,” Nyx replied. “Though she might not be glad to see me.”
“Oh really?” Jezzy asked. “And why might that be?”
“Last time we saw each other things got a little...heated.”
“Oh?”
“Not like that. I wish. She was okay with working with me, but she was never really comfortable enough with the idea of ‘sex with a dragon’ to actually get that far,” Nyx replied. “I was a little, uh...reckless, the last time we worked together. It was about a year ago now.”
“Would she work with us?” Victor asked.
“Probably.”
“Is it going to be a problem that I’m an actual demon?” Jezzy asked.
Nyx shifted awkwardly. “...probably.”
Jezzy sighed heavily.
“I could be wrong. I’ve been wrong before. We fought demons once, but they were very evil. There are those who consider dragons evil, but she didn’t, so maybe not?” Nyx added.
“When and if we need to find her, maybe just you and I will go,” Victor said.
“Probably for the best,” Fiona murmured.
“Yeah, I don’t want to have to kill a friend of yours in self defense,” Jezzy said.
“I wouldn’t want that either. But she’s not a crazy zealot or anything. She’s a bit hedonistic. I know, surprising, right? But they aren’t all hard edge, no-nonsense types. She drinks, she smokes, and she’s kind of like me in that she loves a good fight. She can get vicious about the ‘evil’ stuff, but...I don’t know, we’ll see. Trust me, I wouldn’t be suggesting her if I didn’t think there was a good chance she would at least tolerate you, Jezzy.”
“Being tolerated: what I aim for,” Jezzy replied.
“I didn’t mean–”
“I know, Nyx. Don’t worry, I’m not going to get all messed up over this. If we really do need her, I won’t take it personally if I have to wait it out in the inn or something while she does her thing. I understand that many people’s negative views of demons, including succubi, are well-earned. My kind have done much to breed hate from the people of this realm. In truth, that’s some of the reason I’m doing this.”
“I can respect that. My own kind have...caused problems, in the past,” Nyx murmured. “I don’t really feel responsible for them, but I can understand people’s wariness of dragons...oh. Yeah. All right, I feel evil up ahead. Getting stronger. Be ready.”
They fell silent as they walked on.
The group checked any side passages they found, but each dead-ended and led to nothing. Before long, Victor felt it as well. It began as just a bad feeling, a vaguely negative vibe that set him on edge. It wasn’t all that dissimilar from the feeling of being awoken in the middle of the night and being unsure of if you had just awoken naturally, or something had awoken you, and now you needed to be concerned.
It only grew worse from there.
His skin began to crawl, his muscles began to tense, his guts began to tighten. A chill came to him, like a stiff breeze preceding a sudden storm.
“Found the other end,” Nyx murmured.
A moment later, his less powerful eyes spotted the opening. The tunnel had curved more than once and for the past several hundred feet they’d been on an incline, descending slightly deeper into the earth.
Now it was time to see what lay at the other end of this passage.




CHAPTER XI

 
This end of the tunnel had also been dug out, opening into a torchlit passageway.
The difference here was that they had broken into the tunnel from their side. They found more excavation tools, covered in dirt and dust, abandoned around the hole. The passageway stretched out to the left and right of them.
Nyx pushed the sphere of magical light in and poked her head out.
“Clear,” she said quietly. The passageway was just barely tall enough to accommodate her. She looked vaguely irritated as they stepped out into it. “So, how do you want to do this?” she asked, looking at Victor.
“You’re asking me?” he replied.
“Well, the inn belongs to the three of you, and Jezzy and Fiona had said that they’ve submitted to you, and I’m comfortable with being a weapon to be aimed and loosed upon evil things, provided I trust the person aiming me.”
“And you trust me.”
“I do. Believe it or not, I don’t let just anyone fuck me, let alone any village-dweller,” she said.
“All right then. How about: Fiona, you go with Nyx to the left, and Jezzy and I will go to the right. Search the area for clues about what might be causing this. Does that work?”
“Works for me,” Nyx said. “I’ll keep you safe, Fiona.”
“Thank you,” Fiona replied. “I can do that.”
“I’m good with it,” Jezzy said.
“All right then. Be careful and if you run into anything you can’t handle, shout.”
“Got it,” Nyx said, “come on, Fiona.”
They parted ways, Jezzy casting her own sphere of magical light and sending it ahead of Victor. He kept his blade tightly in his grasp, ready to fight. Although the place wasn’t what he would call saturated overwhelmingly with evil, it was obvious that there was a dark presence to the halls they now occupied.
“What is this place?” Jezzy murmured as they walked down it.
“I believe these are catacombs,” he replied. “The dead are buried here. Which...I must admit, I’m not that happy about. I figured there would probably be something like this at the other end of the tunnel, but knowing that our basement connects to a catacomb...it’s not great knowledge.”
“Whatever’s in here, I’m sure we can handle it,” Jezzy said.
“I hope so.”
They walked until the hall they were in opened up into a larger room. The earthen walls looked old, little more than simple stonework, chipped and scratched by the passage of time and many people. The torches that hung on the wall were few and far between, providing a flickering, dismal lighting where the magic’s light didn’t reach.
There were holes in the walls, with simple coffins shoved in, stacked three high.
Some of the holes were empty, the coffins laid out on the ground, which was little more than smoothed out rock and earth.
The coffins had been pried open crudely, divested of those left inside, no trace of them remaining.
Though judging by the footprints leading away from them…
“I guess we’ve found where our uninvited guests have been coming from,” Victor murmured as he crouched by one of the coffins and studied it.
“Obviously they didn’t just get up themselves,” she said.
“Yeah,” he agreed. “If they had been resurrected unintentionally, these coffins wouldn’t look like this. They’d be damaged from the inside and they would have had to kick them free of the hole or break them open. But these coffins were pulled out and then pried open. So, someone’s doing this. Probably a necromancer.”
“Probably,” Jezzy agreed.
He got back up and they spent several moments investigating the immediate area, looking for more clues as to who might have been doing this. But there was nothing save for the coffins. They found three other ways out of the room. Two of them led to similar rooms at the end of short passageways, each showing more signs of life, or undead life, but no further clues to help them with their investigation.
They took the final passageway and moved down it slowly, wary of traps or any lingering undead, or perhaps the necromancer themselves.
As he and Jezzy hunted through the catacombs, he thought of what he knew of necromancers and the undead. It was less than he’d like. Similar to Nyx, he had fought many zombies, skeletons, and other undead types, but he didn’t actually know a lot about them beyond the best ways to kill them. And it wasn’t like that was a secret knowledge.
Hit them enough and they died.
Well, ‘died’.
They stopped moving, anyhow.
Typically taking the head off would do the job, though it depended on the magical prowess of the undead. Usually there were three types of undead. Those who had been resurrected incidentally, or essentially, the magical conditions happened to be correct. It occurred sometimes in nature. Those reanimated corpses tended to wander and attack at random and weren’t much of a threat. The next variety were those possessed, typically by shades, but there were other things. Unless you were dealing with something truly magically gifted, they tended to possess one corpse at a time, and often went wandering around, executing violence with more skill.
It was the last variety, what they had been dealing with, that were really most dangerous. Those resurrected with intention, by a necromancer, or a lich, or a handful of other beings with this power. They tended to cause problems.
Because you could, if you had the skill and knowledge and power, reanimate corpses, arm and armor them, and send them to do your bidding.
He’d fought more than one campaign against a necromancer or lich looking for power and, honestly, he’d enjoyed them. Well, as much as you can enjoy a brutal battle against a power-mad maniac controlling an army of corpses.
There was blood and death and slaughter, but there always was. Mostly he enjoyed fighting the undead because they were an enemy that had no moral ambiguity. The undead had no children or family or friends they were leaving behind when you cut them down. They didn’t feel pain, they didn’t suffer, they didn’t beg for their lives.
They just came at you until they died.
Over the next hour or so, they found a lot less than Victor had been hoping for, but, admittedly, he was grateful that they also didn’t find any active undead. Much as he enjoyed fighting them, the prospect of having to do so in a creepy catacomb did not appeal to him. Though the whole thing left him more than a little unnerved.
He’d come here expecting to probably fight dangerous undead things, but at the very least expecting to do some sort of fighting.
The place, though, was abandoned.
No undead, no necromancer, not even any creatures.
He and Jezzy wandered through passageways and entombment rooms until they reached the entrance, which let out into a dim little clearing. It had been sealed up with a door of metal bars, but the lock had been picked, the door left open.
Victor found footprints in the dirt, coming and going.
“What do you think?” Jezzy asked as he studied them.
“Village-dweller,” he said, “someone with small feet. Either an elf or maybe a woman.”
“You sure?” she asked.
“No, but in my experience most people who would be out and about in the Hinter are likely adventurers, and most male adventurers have big feet. Not all, but most,” he replied. “These tracks are about a day old, maybe less.”
“So our necromancer then? I mean, it is a necromancer, right?” Jezzy asked.
“Almost certainly,” he replied. “To both answers. Could be an adventurer, but I doubt it. Lemme look around some more.”
“I’ll be here.”
He moved around the immediate area, looking for hints, seeing if anyone or anything else had come or gone in the past few days.
Ten minutes later, he was back where he started.
“Anything?” Jezzy asked, staring at him.
“Not a thing,” he replied, “not a trace. Just the one set. Which tells us a few things, at least.”
“Oh yeah? Like what?” she asked.
He frowned, studying the tracks again. “This place is scary, not just to people like you and I, but to animals as well. Everything’s staying clear of this place, which makes sense, given the evil vibes it’s giving off. And it also tells us that our necromancer, if that’s who it is, is moving and working alone. They aren’t coming here with any friends, guards, or undead, and they aren’t leaving with any either, which...doesn’t make a lot of sense…” He looked up at her. “What? Why are you looking at me like that?”
“Just...this is attractive,” she replied with a smile.
“What? Tracking?”
“Kinda, yeah. I don’t know, I just...I like seeing you be skilled at something. And you are clearly skilled in this. The way you move, the way you talk, you know exactly what you’re doing, including your own limits. Arousing.”
He laughed. “All right, I’ll take it.”
“I’d rather take it,” she murmured, and her tail came out and poked his back. “If you know what I mean.”
“I know what you mean, Jezzy,” he replied, standing back up. “We should focus, though. This is important.”
“Yeah, you’re right,” she said with a sigh. “So...what do we do?”
“Find the others,” he replied, “get their ideas on it. This doesn’t really add up.”
They headed back inside and managed to find Fiona and Nyx before long, locating them only a few chambers back from the entrance.
“Find something?” Victor asked.
“No, nothing. Just chambers with coffins and nothing else. Our side sort of petered out before long, so we’ve been hunting around for you for a bit now,” Nyx replied. “I assume from the lack of shouts and mayhem that you didn’t find anything either?”
“Almost nothing,” Victor replied.
“But not nothing,” Fiona said.
He nodded. “One person came here and left within the last day, no one and nothing else. Probably a necromancer. Which is weird.”
“Why is it weird?” Nyx asked.
“Necromancers who have reached the point where they’re resurrecting corpses out in the wilds and sending them off to do things tend not to travel alone. Either they’re with other necromancers, hired help, or, at the very least, their creations. I don’t know if I’ve ever encountered a necromancer traveling alone.”
“Maybe it wasn’t a necromancer,” Nyx said.
“Maybe, but nothing else was wandering around. I found no other tracks. It makes sense to me that the only person willingly coming into this place is our necromancer. Front entrance was locked, and the lock was picked...unless you found another way in back there?”
Nyx shook her head. “No, we searched it pretty thoroughly. That tunnel is the only other way we could find.”
“Good then. The problem is...this is weird. It seems to follow that the undead we’ve been dealing with in our basement came from here. The empty coffins would suggest that. And the timeline fits too well. They were here within the past day, while we were gone. So, they come here, they resurrect a corpse or two, and in the past few cases, give it armor and a weapon, and send it down the tunnel to our little inn. Except...why don’t they open the door? We always find them just standing there.”
“Undead aren’t exactly known for their intelligence,” Fiona replied.
“Yeah, but that’s the thing. They can be imbued with a certain level of intelligence, and also given orders. So if we’ve got a necromancer that’s skilled enough to resurrect them, and then put armor on them and give them a weapon, and the knowledge to use that weapon at at least a basic level, then why not give them the knowledge to open a door? It doesn’t make sense. But...there’s difficulty there. There’s a lot of factors. We don’t know that it’s a necromancer for sure. All we know is undead likely came from here and someone visited this place in the last day. Sometimes things don’t line up as nicely as we’d like them to.”
“What kind of factors?” Jezzy asked.
“Mostly the magical skill of the person involved, their own knowledge and intelligence levels, and what exactly they’re after. Not all necromancers are after death and murder and conquer, though most of the ones I’ve encountered are. It’s possible we’re dealing with a necromancer who has enough in the way of natural magical talent and know-how to resurrect the dead, but maybe not the brains to consider to tell them what to do. And, shit, maybe they’re just playing a practical joke?”
“That seems unlikely,” Fiona murmured.
“Oh it is, very unlikely, but it’s happened. Five years ago I was visiting a little village that was having an undead problem. Mostly dead animals, but a few dead people, too. They were wandering into town, not really doing any damage, mostly just scaring people. I did some investigative work, found out a damned kid was doing it. Like, seven years old. She thought it was funny. She was a freaking natural at magic, a savant, and had found a page from an old necromancy book in her attic. Thankfully that one was resolved with a stern talking-to from her parents and them hiring a mage from a nearby village to help train her how to use her magic more...reasonably, and safely.”
Nyx and Jezzy were laughing and Fiona looked amused.
“That’s fucking hilarious,” Nyx said.
“That’s what I thought. I thought it was less hilarious when they cut the bounty by half. They’d been desperate and willing to pay me a thousand gold to deal with this problem, but once we all learned the truth they didn’t want to pay me anything. I was honestly willing to let it go, except that in the course of the investigation I learned that their village mayor was a dick. I scared him by letting him know that adventurers had friends, in my case some powerful friends, and he’d do well not to piss us off.”
“That doesn’t seem like you,” Fiona said.
“Yeah, honestly not normally how I do things, but the guy really was a dick. So I got five hundred coin out of him, and then spent most of it around the village, at the shops belonging to the people who were kind. Put the coin back in the hands of the people...at least until he took it back from them,” he replied.
“That sounds more like you,” Jezzy said.
“So, where does this leave us, exactly?” Nyx asked. “What should we do?”
He sighed and looked around the chamber they were in. “Jezzy, you mentioned earlier you thought you might be able to cave the tunnel in. You sure about that?”
“Yes, especially with Nyx here now,” she replied.
“All right, let’s find a good spot and cave it in. Then, tomorrow, we go looking for your paladin friend. She is a paladin, right?” he asked.
“More or less, yeah,” Nyx replied.
“How sure are you that you can find her?” he asked.
“I’m sure. I’m less sure if she’ll work with us, but she probably will,” Nyx replied. “She is, if nothing else, pragmatic. She’ll probably agree to help track down a necromancer and purify a place like this.”
“Hmm...if we’re coming back, I guess we probably shouldn’t collapse the tunnel yet,” he murmured. “Might be a pain in the ass to find again from the surface.”
“Makes sense,” Fiona agreed.
“She will also probably want to ride you,” Nyx added as they began making their way back.
Victor looked over at her. “Seriously?”
“Yeah. She’s horny. Same problem as me, just not quite so intense. She scares men. She’s taller than most men. Fierce. Strong. Plus, you know, the whole ‘holy warrior’ thing. A lot of guys think that means ‘thou shalt not fuck’, either for her or for them, so they don’t want to get involved, even just casually. She’s complained about it a number of times. And you apparently have no sexual fear–”
“Not no fear. My own horniness outweighs my fear,” he interrupted.
Jezzy snorted and Nyx laughed. “Apparently.”
“I assume she’s attractive?”
“I mean, I certainly think so. She’s taller than you, pale, slim but her body is made of well-defined musculature. Pale blonde hair. Icy blue eyes. She always looks angry, or like she’s contemplating righteous violence, though she once admitted to me that mostly she’s thinking about good books she’s read or stories she’s heard. She’s got scars and some tattoos...yeah, you’ll like her.”
“Tomorrow then,” he said.
“Tomorrow,” Nyx agreed.
They found the tunnel and began heading back down it.




CHAPTER XII

 
“Are you nervous?” Nyx asked, a broad smile on her face.
“Obviously,” he replied, looking up at her.
She laughed, a puff of smoke escaping her mouth. “Obviously not that nervous,” she said, her tail snaking out from behind her, the tip of it gently prodding his erection.
“We’ve been over this.”
“I suppose we have.” She sat down on the bedding beside him. “What are you nervous about? If you don’t want me to ride you…”
“No, I want that,” he replied. “I mean, it is a little nerve-wracking: the idea of a nine-foot dragoness on top of me. It’s more...putting my dick into a mouth that breathes fire.”
“That’s what I figured...you’ve obviously been with magical women before. Do you have any problems putting it in their hands? Hands that can conjure fire and ice?”
“No, but it’s...not quite the same.”
“I get that. If you don’t want me to suck your dick…”
“Again: I want that. It’s just like you said with the flying, I guess, I’m not really going to be ready, you just kind of have to-whoa!”
She gripped his hips and thighs suddenly and picked him up. Her grip was strong and sure, and, in her largest form, she could pick him up with ease.
“Wow, you can just sort pick him right up,” Jezzy murmured.
“Mmm-hmm,” Nyx replied. “Just relax, Victor,” she added, and then shifting both of them around, she ended up on her knees and he ended up laying on his back in her hands, almost like he was a platter and she was holding him before herself.
She smiled down at him, then lowered her head, opened her mouth, and closed her lips carefully around his erection.
“Ah...holy shit…” he groaned as she began to pleasure him with her mouth.
For a bit, she held him still and moved her head up and down. And then she switched it up, keeping her head still and lifting him up and down.
This was an utterly surreal experience.
He had never been with a woman even close to Nyx’s stature. Sometimes he hooked up with petite adventuresses, the smallest of which tended to be slim, trim elven women who didn’t even come up to his shoulder but tended to be older than he was, as elves lived about five times as long as humans and usually didn’t get out into their adventuring days until they were, at the very least, beyond fifty years of age.
He had known the fun of being able to pick up your lover with relative ease, but had always wondered what it would be like to be on the other side of that.
And now, here he was, living it, and he could see why the women who enjoyed it did as much as they did.
Her mouth was incredible. It was right at the edge of being too hot for comfort, like getting as close to a campfire as possible on a frigid night without actually hurting yourself. And her lips, the way they felt slipping over his head, up and down his erection again and again, they were simply incredible. He wasn’t sure if she was better at this than Jezzy, but certainly the sensation was, at the very least, comparable, and very different.
“Okay,” Nyx murmured after a bit, taking his cock from her mouth, “let’s try something else. I have been told this is quite enjoyable.” She readjusted him, and ended up getting his legs resting over her shoulders and she held him up by the waist with one large hand while placing the other beneath him, like a seat.
Almost without thinking, he reached out and gripped her horns. She laughed softly. “Yes, exactly,” she said. “Have fun with me.”
“You are really amazing,” he replied.
“I know,” she replied, and got back to it.
Gripping her horns tightly, he guided her large head back and forth, and soon found himself pulling her face into his lap while pushing forward with his hips, wanting to go deeper. She let him do whatever he wanted.
Before long he was going faster and harder, and he could hear her panting, her hot breath coming out of her nose and blowing against his belly as she sucked him off.
Victor let out an inarticulate cry of bliss as he started to orgasm. Nyx moaned quietly as she continued sucking, extracting everything he had to give from him, taking his seed into her mouth and swallowing it all.
She kept going throughout the entire orgasm, and for some after, then opened her mouth and laid him back down on the bed.
“Wine,” she said, sticking her hand out without looking away from him. Jezzy slapped a bottle into her hand and Nyx upended it, draining the entire thing in one go. “That was fun,” she said, passing it back.
“Extremely,” Victor agreed. “Holy Gods.”
“You are, I imagine, one of the few living human men who can say, without lying or exaggeration, that you have been given a blowjob by a dragoness,” Nyx said. She stretched her wings out behind her, then tucked them back up, grinning at him.
“And had sex with one,” he murmured.
“Yes. Though we fuck more easily than we give oral. At least with village-dwellers. Even among those who have sex with us, most of them let their fear of the exact thing you were afraid of overwhelm their lust.”
“Interesting,” Victor replied. “Now...why don’t you lay back and I’ll return the favor.”
She stared at him for a long moment, then a large smile broke out slowly onto her face. “Really?” she asked.
“Really,” he replied, sitting up.
“Impressive. You are something special. I can count on one hand how many village-dwellers have returned the favor.”
“Told you,” Jezzy murmured.
“So you did. All right, show me what you can do,” she said, and took his spot on the bed. It was just barely big enough to accommodate her in all her large, dragoness glory.
Victor, eager to do just that, got between her enormous thighs. He half-expected to find her proportions more than he could handle, given the three foot height difference between them right now, but he found her pussy and clit to be roughly the same size he was accustomed to. Without further hesitation, he got to work.
Nyx let out a loud moan and a hard shudder ran through her as he applied his tongue to her smooth light green clit. His intimidation had pretty much disappeared once she’d put his dick in her mouth, but now that he’d orgasmed, that was no longer the case. He really felt their size difference as her thighs shifted to either side of him, occasionally squeezing in.
“Don’t worry,” she murmured as he continued eating her out. “I’m not going to squish you.”
He thought about responding, but decided to just go harder with his tongue. She gasped and then let out a shout, another tremor running through her.
“Don’t you dare set my inn on fire,” Fiona said.
“I won’t,” Nyx replied, then groaned loudly. “This is so good,” she whispered.
He kept going, licking at her, feeling that raw heat coming off of her like an open flame, hearing the sounds she was making, feeling her immense body shuddering and shifting around him. He could hear the other two women in the room breathing heavily as they watched this display.
After another few moments, Nyx let out a loud cry of prolonged bliss as she orgasmed, a hot jet of feminine sex juices escaping her and getting onto his chin, jaw, neck, shoulders, and chest as she came intensely.
“Damn, Nyx,” he said as he sat up.
“I didn’t get any in your eyes, did I?” she murmured as she went slack against the bed.
“No, thankfully,” he replied.
“Here,” Jezzy said, appearing at his side with a warm, wet rag.
“Thank you,” he said, cleaning himself up.
“I’ve been there,” Jezzy replied.
Nyx laughed serenely. “Yes, you have...as I have.”
He finished cleaning himself up and then as he passed it back to Jezzy, he felt her touch his back, and felt a jolt of lustful energy shoot through him.
“Figured you two wouldn’t want to wait that long,” she murmured.
“Definitely don’t like waiting,” he replied.
“Good,” Nyx said, her tail snaking out. It wrapped around his midsection and picked him up, then laid him on his back beside her.
“You have a strong tail,” he murmured as it uncoiled from around him.
“I do,” she agreed, sitting up and then carefully getting on top of him. He stared up at her, his feeling of awe reasserting itself.
She looked enormous.
“Now, let’s continue with our fun,” Nyx said, slipping his renewed erection into herself. They both moaned in sexual reunion as she began to ride him.
…
“Isn’t it traditional that people ride dragons while they fly?” Victor asked.
Nyx laughed and he could hear it as much as feel it in her chest, his head against it as she cradled him to her breasts.
“No, boyfriend of mine,” she replied. “At least not the traditions I hear of.”
“Am I your boyfriend?” he asked, looking around as they soared over the treetops.
“That’s the terminology, right? We’re together, you and I.”
“Are we now?”
She laughed again. “That was my understanding...did I misunderstand?”
“No. I just...didn’t think you’d be so, uh...um…”
“So easily caught?” she asked.
“Well, caught isn’t exactly the word I’d use. I just didn’t think you’d be so quick to, uh, tie yourself to me like that. Unless I’ve misunderstood your understanding?”
“This is fun,” she said. “Talking around each other...I spoke with Jezzy last night, after you and Fiona slept.”
“Oh really?”
“Yep. Here, hold on.”
She began heading down.
After investigating the catacomb, they’d returned home to the inn and enjoyed a large dinner. He’d had the idea to get some measure of work done, but by the time they were finished eating and talking, it was long past moonrise and he was horny.
And so was Nyx.
So they’d had a long, fun night.
Thanks to Nyx’s sex energy, he awoke early this morning and made breakfast, then got a little bit of work done before Nyx woke.
They ate and over breakfast and discussed their next big move: finding the paladin. After some consideration, they’d determined it made the most sense for Victor to go with Nyx. Jezzy and Fiona would stay behind and work on the inn.
Nyx landed in a clearing and set him down.
“What’d you two talk about?” he asked.
“Mostly about her and Fiona’s relationship with you. You live long enough, you get so you can read people. You live longer than that, and you pay attention...and if you can scent certain things that people put off without realizing it, you get real good at reading people. What you have with Jezzy and Fiona, it’s serious.” She looked away from him suddenly, an expression of guilt of her face. It was amazing, he thought, how he could read emotions so easily on such a different face. He’d always imagined that dragons would be inscrutable.
“What?” he asked.
“I just...feel bad. With age, well, I guess you get jaded. There was a part of me, when I began to get an idea of your relationship, I was a little...suspicious. Not of you, but more of the...authenticity of the relationship. Or maybe its seriousness.” She sighed softly. “I could tell Fiona was very into you, but ‘into’ fades with time if it’s not serious. And Jezzy...is a succubus. Not that I doubt the sincerity of her feelings, but sex and lust are kind of her thing. And I thought you...were having fun with monster girls.”
“Having fun?” he asked.
“Yeah. I’ve seen it before. You aren’t the first adventurer to discover the wild world of monster girls and how amazing sex feels with them. How thrilling it can be. Which, hey, I’m okay with. Not every relationship is going to be as deep as the sea. In truth, I thought the three of you might have been...fooling yourselves,” she admitted awkwardly.
“Really?” he asked.
“Yes.”
“But you don’t think that anymore?”
“No.”
“Why?” he asked, genuinely curious. “I mean, in truth, I could see why you might think that. We haven’t known each other for years, or even months…”
“It’s nuance,” Nyx replied, “and intuition. It’s subtle, and very difficult to explain. Especially to a non-dragon. I know it seems like I don’t take a lot of stuff seriously, and it’s true...but I take my friendships seriously. I care about Fiona and Jezzy. I’d go to a great length to protect them. So obviously I have a vested interest in getting to know this adventurer they’ve tied themselves to. They’ve so clearly fallen for.”
“So...what do you know about me so far?” he asked.
“You’re very brave. And very odd. And very horny. You’re a hard worker, you have a lot of endurance, skill with combat…”
“You haven’t even seen me fight. You’ve absolutely destroyed the only things we’ve come up against,” he said.
“I can read your abilities from your movements, your stance, just as easily as you can read words in a book,” she replied.
“Fair enough. Anything else?”
“You’re very kind, and considerate, and a skilled lover. Not just in that you are good at providing pleasure, but that you care to. Your efforts are very appreciated.”
“So are yours. That blowjob was...absolutely amazing,” he replied.
She smiled. “Good to know I still have the ability.”
“You certainly do...so, do you approve of me? Mating your friends?” he asked.
“Yes, actually. I do. I wasn’t sure how their love lives were going to go, certainly not like this, but I am glad. They are both...outcasts of their people. I don’t like bringing it up, obviously, as it is painful for them, more for Fiona than for Jezzy, but for both of them. You obviously care about them, and you care for them. And isn’t that what we want for our friends? For them to find someone who will care for them, and make them happy?”
He nodded. “Yeah. And that they’ll get satisfaction from their lives.”
“Yes, exactly.”
“So...what exactly did you mean by you and I being together?”
She smiled. “I thought it was obvious. I want it, too, what you have with them.”
“I...really? Are you sure? It’s barely been a day,” he said.
She laughed. “As I believe I said: I am fast as assessing people, and I know what I want. I’ve already spoken with Jezzy, and some with Fiona, about it, though I’ll understand if more conversations between all of us need to take place.”
Victor stared at her for a long moment. “This is a bit much to throw at me this early in the morning and this soon after being hurtled through the air...so are you telling me you want to join the harem?” he asked.
“Yes,” she said. “Plainly: yes, I wish to join your harem.”
“And submit to me?”
“Well…” She smirked.
“If you aren’t comfortable submitting to a puny human…” he said, looking up at her.
Her smirk broadened and she put her hands on her broad hips. “I don’t know. Not uncomfortable, exactly, but...hmm. Maybe I’d like you to work for it a little more. I am a dragoness, after all. I can’t submit to just anyone.”
“I thought you just demonstrated that I’m not just ‘anyone’.”
“Yeah, but still, the point stands.”
“Okay, that’s fair. You’re worth it.”
“Well, thank you.”
He walked over to her and slipped a hand over the back of her neck, then stood up on his toes and pulled her gently towards him. She let him and he kissed her on the mouth. She let out a little sound of satisfaction.
“Come on,” he said, stepping back. “Let’s find this paladin of yours.”
“This way,” Nyx replied, and began leading him north.




CHAPTER XIII

 
“So, before we find her, I need to know: what exactly happened between you and this paladin friend of yours? Also, what’s her name?” Victor asked as they pushed deeper into what was clearly a wilder part of the Hinter.
“Her name is Delphine. As for what happened, well...for this to make sense, you need to know that Delphine is a follower of Nystalla, the Goddess of True Justice.”
“True Justice? As opposed to False Justice? I haven’t heard of Nystalla.”
“So, you know how there are guards who are just on a power trip and will use any excuse to arrest someone? And there are other guards who are actually good people who are more interested in catching genuinely bad people, and aren’t too fucking stupid to understand the concept of ‘extenuating circumstances’?”
“Yes. I’ve heard it described as ‘the spirit of the law versus the letter of the law’,” Victor replied.
“Yes, exactly. Nystalla is the embodiment of that. She is a Goddess who is interested in punishing actual criminals who commit evil deeds. She requires little from her followers beyond a strict adherence to do the right thing, and, if they are a paladin of her order, to seek and eliminate evil. Delphine...did not have a great childhood. She dedicated herself to Nystalla young.”
“Okay, so, she follows Nystalla intensely,” Victor said.
“Correct. We’ve known each other off and on for five years. I helped her on a number of bigger fights or when she needed someone big and threatening around. People are a lot more willing to listen if you’ve got a dragoness backing you up. Well, last year, she comes to me and asks for help tracking down an old relic of Nystalla. A sword that was blessed by the Goddess Herself. She’d finally found it, but it was in a dangerous place: a temple to Nystalla that had become corrupted. She wanted to recover the relic and purify the temple.”
“With you so far,” Victor said.
“Well, it was going well for a bit. But this was an old temple. We fought our way in, got the relic, and then began the purification process. Only something big and bad was waiting for us, something with a vested interest in the temple staying corrupted. A monster from another realm. It was somehow siphoning power from the corrupted temple back to its realm. I fought it, but it was too powerful. In the end, our battle brought the temple down in its entirety.”
“Oh...man,” he murmured.
“Yeah. Needless to say, she was very angry. In her eyes, I had destroyed an ancient, important temple to her Goddess. Quite the sin. But I got the impression that something else was going on there, although I never found out what. I expected her to be annoyed, perhaps even mad, but she was livid. She flew into a rage like I’ve never seen before. Said she never wanted to see me again. I left,” Nyx explained.
“I’m sorry, Nyx,” he said.
“Why?”
“That had to be painful. She was your friend, and she abandoned you.”
“Well, I’ve been abandoned before. Dozens of times.”
“I imagine it still hurts, Nyx.”
She opened her mouth, then closed it, then stopped suddenly. She faced him. He did the same, wondering if he’d crossed some line.
She seemed to be considering something intensely.
“You’re right,” she said finally, a little reluctantly. “It hurt. It still hurts...if you and I are going to be serious, I...should probably be truthful with you. I should be,” she paused and sighed, “vulnerable. I have to remember that is important. I have a heart wrapped in stone and steel, Victor, but not made of it. It’s a fine line to walk: protecting yourself. You have to make sure you don’t protect yourself so intensely that you squeeze the meaning from your life. Hide your heart...but don’t kill it. Sometimes I forget that. Forget that I’m hiding my heart so that I can show it to the right people, because it’s the connections we make that really matter more than anything else.”
He wasn’t sure what to stay to that. Nyx smiled and hugged him, even going so far as to enfold them in her wings. “Sorry,” she murmured as she held him against her big, hot, scaly body. “That got intense rather suddenly. I do that sometimes.”
“It’s okay...and you’re right.”
“About which part?” she asked softly.
“All of it. It makes sense. I have some idea of what you say, but it’s good to know that even someone with half a millennia of life experience has come to the same conclusion.”
“Mmm. I have sat with the dying hundreds of times, perhaps thousands. Do you know what they all tell me? Just about every last one?”
“What?”
“They wish they had spent more time with those they loved. There’s a thousand different ways to say it, but that’s what it always comes down to. Sometimes there’s other things, but it ends with that, if they don’t die first...what about you?” she murmured.
He sighed. “I...don’t wish I could spend more time with my family. I don’t love them. I haven’t for a long time. They were...not good to me.” He paused. “That sounds a bit petulant. They were bad to me. Very bad. I left them as soon as I could. I’ve spent time with those I came to love, but ultimately life drove us apart. I guess, when I’m dying, I’ll wish I’d spent more time with them.”
Victor let go of her, feeling a little uncomfortable. It had not escaped his notice that he had told Jezzy he loved her, but not Fiona.
With everything going on, he’d been distracted, and also admittedly kind of nervous. What if Fiona didn’t react well to it?
He needed to stop being afraid, though, and just have that conversation with her.
When we get back, he promised himself.
And then there was Nyx.
“Something’s on your mind,” she murmured, studying him.
“Yeah. Just...relationships.”
Nyx studied him carefully for a moment, then nodded suddenly. “Oh! Love. That’s what’s on your mind. Don’t worry, we have time, Victor. Lots of time to fall in love. It’s okay that you don’t love me yet, we just met.”
He stared at her. “I...uh...you’re sure you’re going to fall in love with me?” he stammered finally.
“Of course. Why else would I agree to join your harem? Now…” Her tail came out and wrapped around his waist, lifted and turned him around, then came away from him and gave him a gentle push. “Be a good dear and let’s go.”
“You really like doing that, don’t you?” he asked.
“Yes. And you really like it, too,” she replied.
“Is it that obvious?”
She laughed. “Yes.”
“Although…”
“Yes?”
“It kind of seems like you’re trying to...provoke a reaction from me? Sometimes?”
“Am I now?” she murmured. He looked up and her and saw her smiling.
“So you are!”
“Perhaps.”
“What kind of a reaction are you hoping for?”
“I don’t know, Victor. What do you normally do with an adventuress if she is flirting with you, but also annoying you at the same time? What usually happens?”
“Uh...usually things get intense when we’re alone in a tent.”
“Hmm.”
He considered it. “But, even in your smallest form, you’re too much for me to thrown around or hold down,” he said. “If that’s what you’re looking for.”
“That’s true,” she agreed. “There are other ways of dealing with a lover who wishes to be...dealt with.” She suddenly gave him another shove with her tail.
“You–” He stumbled a little and glared at her.
She smiled and kept walking. “You should be careful where you step, Victor.”
“You should be careful, Nyx,” he replied.
She stood and looked back at him with ‘oh REALLY?’ practically written across her face. “Is that so?” she asked.
“It is.”
They stared into each other’s eyes for a long moment before a distant shout echoed over the Hinterland. Nyx looked to the north, then sighed heavily.
“That’s Delphine,” she said, and before Victor could say anything, she scooped him up into her arms and took off again.
“Shit!” he cried as they soared into the air. “Some warning would be nice!”
“Sorry, but that was a ‘I’m actually in trouble and fighting for my life’ scream,” Nyx replied as she surged forward, the treetops rushing by beneath them. “Get ready to fight.”
“I’m ready,” he said.
“There!”
He tried to get a look at what was happening and caught a glimpse of a figure in shiny silver armor facing off against something dark red and twice their size.
“Oh damn, it’s a Fire Troll. They’re resistant to flames,” Nyx said.
“Drop me on its back!” Victor replied.
“What!? Are you serious?”
“Yes! I can handle it!”
“...all right, get ready.”
She shifted him around as she dropped lower, towards the clearing, so that she was holding him by the waist, upright. He drew his blade and raised it over his head, careful not to hit Nyx in the face with the hilt.
“Get ready…” she said. “Dropping you...now!”
She released him and Victor was immediately slammed with the sheer terror that free-falling induced. But he’d faced it before, and his heart was soaring, and he could feel that intense new vitality rushing through him like a storm.
He stuck the landing on the big thing’s back and drove his blade into the back of its neck, at the base of its skull. Fire Trolls were intensely resistant to most forms of attack and this was pretty much their only real weakness beyond hitting them with enough ice magic to freeze them. The thing let out a bellowing roar, and then collapsed into a heap.
Victor grunted as he rolled off, managing to not only draw out his sword from its flesh, but tuck into a roll and land on his feet in front of the silver-armored paladin.
For a moment, they stared at each other, and he wasn’t sure what he was seeing in her intense green eyes.
She held her stance, that of an experienced warrior, for a few seconds, then relaxed, lowering her large blade. Though not putting it away. She shifted her gaze as Nyx landed beside him.
“Nyx,” she murmured.
“Delphine...hello,” Nyx replied awkwardly.
It was so very strange to hear her be anything less than completely confident.
“I could have handled that,” Delphine said.
“I know. But I wanted to help, as did my new mate,” Nyx replied.
Delphine’s eyes widened a bit. “I...see.” She seemed to compose herself a little, then sheathed her blade. “Well, thank you for the help. I am Delphine, Paladin of the Order of Nystalla.”
“I am Victor Wolfe...adventurer,” he replied. “A pleasure you meet you, ma’am.” He had to admit: she was rather intimidating.
Her demeanor changed a little, a look of amusement flickering across her features. “You’re rather formal to be mated to a dragoness, let alone Nyx.”
“I...haven’t met many paladins,” he replied.
“Fair enough.” She put her hands on her hips and pursed her lips, seeming like she was trying to decide what to do about this sudden development. “Why are you here?” she asked finally. “I haven’t seen you in a year and you just show up out of blue? I appreciate the save, just…”
“You said, and I quote, ‘I never want to see you again, you fucking scaly bitch’,” Nyx replied. “So…”
For the first time, Delphine seemed to lose her confidence and she winced guiltily. “Ah. Yes. I, um, about that day–”
“I’m still sorry, Delphine. It was an accident–”
“No,” she said, holding up one hand. She sighed softly. “I should do this now: I am sorry, for what I said, and how I reacted. In truth, I...don’t really remember much of that particular conversation. And I wish I could take it back. It’s–” She looked at Victor.
“I can leave, if you want some privacy,” he offered.
“I appreciate the offer, but...let’s just leave it at: I’m sorry, I missed you, I was wrong, and I’m glad you’re here,” Delphine said.
Nyx laughed, grinning. “Well, good then. I’m glad. I’m really happy to see you, Delph. I, uh, missed you, too.” She looked around. “What are you doing out here?”
“Well, I’m just coming back from a job. A long, difficult job.”
“Never heard you describe what you do as a ‘job’ before,” Nyx said. “Always was a ‘quest’ with you.”
The tall woman laughed awkwardly. “Well, let’s just say that I’ve changed a bit since the last time we were working together. I suppose it was a quest, but it was also a job in that I got paid for it. Big payment. I helped a mercenary company track down an ancient fortress that was said to be ensnared by evil. They paid me to help them get there and then to purify it and smite the evil. Thankfully, this one played out exactly like you’d expect, almost like one of those books they write about us.”
“You made a great and difficulty journey through the wild, untamed Hinter, found the ancient fortress, seething with evil, and led a valiant, brutal, and ultimately successful campaign against the forces of darkness?” Nyx asked.
“More or less. Lost more people that I would’ve liked, but yeah. Just parted ways with them yesterday, been heading back for the edge ever since.”
“What are you looking to do?” Nyx asked.
“Relax,” she replied. “I’m tired. I want to enjoy myself. Indulge myself…” She slowly looked over at Victor with something new in her gaze. “So, this mating...is it serious?” she asked.
Nyx laughed loudly. “Wow, you are still very bad at subtlety, Delph.”
“I wasn’t trying to be subtle,” she replied, rolling her eyes.
“Oh, you were just trying to hit on my boyfriend and get in his pants?” Nyx asked.
“So what if I was? If I remember right, you said any human man gutsy enough to get with you would have absolutely no problem bedding a woman like me, and it has been a...dry season.”
“Really?! With a whole company of mercenaries to pick from?” Nyx asked, amused.
“Yes! They were followers of Mercer and you know how they are. Decent to watch your back and good in a fight, but I couldn’t convince any of them that it was okay to bang me,” she replied, letting out a frustrated sight.
Nyx glanced at Victor. “Mercer is more letter of the law over spirit of the law,” she explained.
“Yeah, and it’s annoying...much like you, Nyx. So now that you’ve just outed my lust, can I get an answer? Because I know of a hot spring near here.”
“It’s not that easy,” Victor said. “Although the preliminary answer is: enthusiastically yes.”
She arched an eyebrow. “Enthusiastically, hmm? Why isn’t that easy?”
“Nyx isn’t the only one mated to me,” he replied.
“Huh. Well, that is interesting. Fine then. Take me to them. We shall speak of this,” Delphine said, walking up to Nyx.
“Wow, really? It’s that simple?” Victor asked.
“I want to have sex with you, you want to have sex with me. We’re in agreement. What’s not simple?” she replied.
“I, um...nothing, I guess.”
Nyx laughed and scooped him up in her arms. “Come on, you two. I’ll bring you home.”
“You have a home now?” Delphine asked as she climbed up onto Nyx’s back.
Nyx paused, considering it. “I suppose I do,” she said, and then launched into the air.




CHAPTER XIV

 
“How come she gets to ride on your back?” Victor asked.
“Seniority, I’ve known her longer,” Delphine replied.
“Yeah, pretty much. But mostly it’s because I really like carrying you,” Nyx said.
Victor felt a cold splash of reality across his increasingly intense desire for this tall badass paladin as he recalled something.
“Oh shit,” he murmured.
“What? What’s wrong?” Nyx asked.
“Uh...Delphine...do you have a problem with succubi?” he asked.
“Oh shit,” Nyx said.
“...why?” Delphine replied cautiously.
“I’m mated to a succubus. Also a viper. Is this going to cause problems?” he asked.
“I really should’ve mentioned this earlier but you got me distracted with sex talk,” Nyx said.
Delphine sighed heavily. “You should have mentioned this...can I assume that neither of them are evil?” she asked.
“Come on, Delphine, do you even need to ask? Do you really think I’d become so intimately involved with anyone evil?” Nyx asked.
“No...sorry. It’s just...they can hide their true selves. Though not from me. This may get uncomfortable. I can sense the taint of evil.”
“Okay, but what does that mean?” Victor asked. “Will you sense evil in her just because she’s a demon? Can I trust you to be truthful in what you sense, and not just say ‘yep I sense evil’? Can you be sure about it?”
For a moment, there was only the sound of the wind rushing past them.
“These are fair questions,” Delphine admitted. “My devotion to Nystalla demands that I eradicate evil where I find it, but there are...extenuating circumstances that can be considered. And we are encouraged to use our judgment during the actual encounters. I have not killed every evil thing I have encountered. As for lying…”
“I can tell when she’s lying,” Nyx said.
“No you can’t, and I’ve never lied to you,” Delphine said.
Nyx laughed. “That’s a lie. You’ve lied to me once.”
“What!? What are you talking about?”
“You lied to me when you were telling me how you lost your virginity.”
“How did you know that!?” she demanded.
“Well I’m not telling you. I’m just good at reading people. And anyway, I trust her, Victor.”
He considered that for a moment. “All right,” he said.
“And, to answer your other questions, no, not all demons are evil. The taint of evil that I can sense, it is not what you are that makes it so, but who you are. I have met a demon with a heart of purity, and I have met a paladin with a heart of the darkest evil.”
“Whoa, really? Did I miss that?” Nyx asked.
“Yes,” Delphine replied. An uncomfortable moment passed. “I’d rather not speak of it.”
“Understood. I have enough of those,” Nyx said.
“Yeah,” Victor murmured.
“But, suffice to say, I will not attack your succubus mate. It will be a first, but I cannot say that I would not work with a demon if the circumstances were correct.”
“Okay, good.” Victor shifted slightly in Nyx’s arms.
“Quit wiggling or you’re gonna wind up dropped,” Nyx said.
He stiffened up immediately. “Seriously? You’ve dropped someone before?”
She laughed. “No, Victor.” She reconsidered that. “Okay, yes, I have dropped people before, but it was always intentional. I mean technically I just dropped you back there.”
“Fine, fair,” he said. “Also, uh, Delphine...I’ve had sex with the succubus.”
“Well obviously, she is a succubus and your mate,” Delphine replied.
“I know, I know, just...you know, didn’t know if that might influence your desire to have sex with me,” he said.
“Oh. Well, that’s a fair question. Put it this way: provided I can get along with your demon girlfriend, I will still want to fuck you. Also, you two never actually told me why you came and tracked me down. Unless ‘to hook you up with my human boyfriend’ was the reason. In which case: big thank you because I am very horny.”
Nyx laughed loudly. “Right. Missed that part. Actually it was part of the reason, I’ll admit…”
“Wait, was I an ‘I’m sorry’ lay...gift...offering?” Victor asked.
“No! I mean, not exactly. I just figured, you know, the two of you would get along really well. I mentioned that Delphine here has some of the same issues I do, and you’ve obviously proven that you are rather open to sleeping around if the mood strikes you. Which it seems to often, judging by what I’ve heard from you, Jezzy, and Fiona so far. Anyway, Delphine, the reason we’re here: we’ve got an undead problem and we need help probably tracking down a necromancer and we need a few places, probably, purified,” Nyx explained.
“Oh. Well, I can definitely do that. Although like I said, I will want at least something of a break. I need a soak, a drink, sex, a long sleep.”
“We’ve got a place for you, although we might need you to purify something first. It’s a little complicated,” Nyx said.
“Well, we’ll see what happens when we land and I meet the rest of your little group.”
“I guess we will. We’re almost there.”
A moment later, he saw the inn come into view, and as they headed for the ground, Victor felt a wave of tension make a slow roll through his body.
This could go very wrong.
But despite that, he got good feelings from Delphine. He trusted Nyx, at the very least he trusted her to stop Delphine if things truly went wrong, if not talking her down then literally physically stopping her, but he also felt like Delphine would keep her word.
And he was confident she would sense no genuine evil from Jezzy. He wanted to say ‘no evil’, but what was evil? What was genuine evil?
Wasn’t there evil in them all, or at least the capacity for it?
As they landed, Nyx set him down and Delphine climbed off her back. The three of them stood in the front yard of the inn, inasmuch as it had a yard.
The front door opened after a moment and Fiona slithered out.
“Hi,” she said, a little awkwardly, “you must be Delphine.”
“I am,” Delphine replied.
“I’m Fiona. Uh...welcome.”
“Thank you.” She looked up at the building. “Why are you staying in an old inn?”
“You didn’t tell her?” Fiona asked, looking at Nyx.
“No, it’s your dream project, I thought I’d give you the duty of pitching it to her,” Nyx replied.
“Oh. Thank you.” She looked back at Delphine. “Well then. The pitch is: I want to restore this inn and make this area safer in an effort to bridge the gap between forest-dwellers and village-dwellers by making the inn open to all.”
“I see,” Delphine said after a moment. “That...is a noble goal.”
“Thanks.”
“Hmm.” She put her gauntleted hand on her armored hips. She looked quite amazing and, in a way, intimidating, standing there in her head-to-toe silver armor. “Okay, if this conversation is to continue any further, I need to meet and speak with your succubus friend.”
“All right,” Fiona said. “Jezzy, come out.”
The door opened up and Jezzy walked slowly out. Victor had found himself assuming the initial meeting would go with the typical bravado that Jezzy liked to do just about everything with, but she seemed unusually subdued and a little uncomfortable as she joined them. For a moment he wondered if she was truly intimidated by Delphine, but something told him this wasn’t the case.
“Hi,” she said.
“Hello...well, Nyx and Victor were right. I sense no evil in you,” Delphine replied.
“You expected to though.” Again, he thought that would have been a retort, anger, perhaps even defiance, but she just sounded...sad.
Disappointed.
It suddenly hit him what she must be thinking. He looked at Delphine. From the guilty look on her face, she must have, too.
“I...did,” she admitted. “And I’m sorry.”
“No, don’t be. It’s not unreasonable,” Jezzy said.
Delphine sighed. “I don’t know the circumstances that brought you to our realm, but I imagine you’ve run into some people who hate you just because you have horns and hooves and pink skin...and that isn’t right.” She straightened up a little, seeming to compose herself a little more. “My name is Delphine, Paladin of the Order of Nystalla, and it is my pleasure to meet you. And it would be my pleasure to work with you, Jezzy.”
Jezzy seemed to relax and even smile. “That’s good to hear. Nyx says you’re really good at what you do.”
Nyx heaved a sigh. “That’s going to go right to her head, which is big enough as it is.”
“My head is not big,” Delphine replied, and Victor felt himself relaxing as the tense atmosphere bled away and was replaced by the one he had gotten used to around these women in his life. An atmosphere of easy laughs and calm relaxation.
“Metaphorically,” Nyx said, rolling her large eyes.
“Whatever. Now, what, specifically, is the job?” their new paladin friend asked.
“Specifically, the job is to purify at least one, almost certainly more than one, location, and help us track and deal with a necromancer who has been raising the dead,” Victor said when they all looked at him. Now that it had been sorted out, apparently he was back in charge of the conversation. “It should be noted though, there have been oddities relating to this so far.”
“What sort of oddities?” Delphine asked.
“They don’t seem particularly skilled at necromancy, and they also seem to be completely alone. Not even moving with their own creations.”
“That is odd,” she murmured. “Every necromancer I’ve ever met travels with at least a small retinue of their creatures, even if only for simple protection. Especially in a place like the Hinter...curious.”
“Yeah. That was my impression. Given my experience with necromancers, I know they aren’t all crazy, power-mad killers, so this might not necessarily be an assassination. Might just need to set someone straight. I guess mostly you’d be here for the purification and the tracking.”
Delphine nodded. “All right, I can get behind that. Let’s talk payment.”
“Oh...I thought you’d be doing this, um...well, what would you like?” Fiona asked.
“Yeah, what are you after, Delph?” Nyx asked.
“Yes, traditionally paladins wander the land and right wrongs and slay evil, and most of the Orders compel the average denizen to give us food and shelter and other services, and I’ve lived that way, but in truth, I’m tired of living that way. And Nystalla cares more about how you’re impacting the world than how many times you sing Her praise or visit a temple. So I’m a little more...pragmatic nowadays. Anyway, here’s what I want: free room and board at your inn, for the rest of my life. I think that’s fair, given what I’m offering.”
“What are you offering, exactly?” Nyx asked.
“I imagine there are more threats around than just a lone necromancer. I could help with that. I am quite the warrior.”
They looked at Fiona. “It’s your inn,” Victor said.
“I feel like at this point it’s ours, but...yes. I’m comfortable with these terms,” Fiona replied.
“Although if you turn into a raging bitch,” Nyx said, “we reserve the right to boot your ass out into the Hinter.”
Delphine laughed. “Deal.”
“I’m a little surprised, I thought you’d have, uh, more terms,” Victor said.
“Oh no, I prefer to put as few conditions on sex as possible. You know, besides the obvious stuff like ‘listen if I say stop’ or ‘at least try to make me orgasm’. If we have sex, I want it to be because you want to, not because you’re compelled to.”
“I feel a little compelled to when I look at you,” Victor replied.
She got a strange smile on her face and focused more intently on him. “Do you now?” she murmured.
“You were so right, Nyx,” Jezzy said.
Nyx laughed. “Yep. Told you she’d jump him.”
“Oh so you discussed this beforehand?” Delphine asked, slowly looking away from Victor to the others.
“Obviously,” Nyx replied. “We’re his lovers.”
“I suppose that makes sense. So, how does this work, exactly? Besides Nyx, I’ve never really had much interaction with, uh…”
“Monster girls works,” Jezzy said.
“Or forest-dwellers. Although that’s not a perfect one either,” Fiona said. “Anyway, I suppose the best way is you formally ask our permission to be intimate with our harem master and we each can, or not, grant it.”
Delphine arched an eyebrow. “Harem master?”
“I did not have any say in that,” Victor replied, holding up his hands.
“It’s a demon thing,” Jezzy said. “And a monster girl thing, I’m learning. I understand village-dwellers have trouble with the concept.”
Delphine looked around at them all. “I...am not judging,” she said finally. “If everyone here is happy, then whatever. I’m more just...surprised. For a number of reasons, but mostly with regards to Nyx. How in Nystalla’s name did you convince her to willingly join your relationship that is self-labeled as a harem?”
“He’s really good at what he does,” Nyx replied.
“What does he do, exactly? I’m assuming sex, but can a human be that good at sex that they can so successfully, uh...how to put this? ‘Slay’ a dragoness?”
Nyx laughed loudly. “I’ve never quite heard it put like that before. No, that’s not what I meant. Although he is rather good at sex. I mean, making you feel cared for and respected. That transcends species, I have found. From young human maidens to centuries old dragonesses, we both crave that. And I know you do, too.”
“I...yes, I do,” Delphine said. “Well, I’m not exactly in the market to be joining a harem, but...Nyx, Fiona, Jezzy. I formally request permission to have sex with your, ah...do we have to call him that?”
“I’m actually with Delphine on this one, it feels like a bit much,” Victor said.
“Mate is acceptable,” Jezzy said, looking infinitely amused by the exchange.
“With your mate,” Delphine said.
“Yeah, I’m good,” Nyx said.
“I grant permission,” Jezzy replied.
“As do I,” Fiona said.
“Perfect. Now, with all that out of the way, is there anything that needs to be done soon? As in, before I can take off all my armor and clothes? Because I have had a very long month and I want to relax for at least a day or two before we seriously get to this,” Delphine asked.
“There’s one thing we’d like you to do, and then you can relax,” Fiona said.
“Show me,” Delphine replied.
“Okay, in here.”
They began to head into the inn.




CHAPTER XV

 
“I must admit, I’m impressed you’ve all managed to sleep so soundly with a tunnel like this not just linking directly to your basement, but open,” Delphine said as she led them down the earthen passageway.
There had been nothing waiting for them this time around.
Would there be at the catacombs?
So far, they hadn’t heard or seen anything, and they were most of the way there now.
“I think it helps, having me around,” Jezzy said. “I can fight quite well. As can Victor.”
“I can at least defend myself, but yes, having them here is very comforting. And now Nyx, too,” Fiona said.
“I bet I could beat you down, Jezzy,” Nyx said.
“Oh really, Nyx? Is that so?” Jezzy replied.
“Yeah.”
“I’d be willing to find out.”
“Shush, you two,” Delphine murmured.
They were almost to the opening at the other end. They walked until they reached it and Delphine stood at the threshold for long, silent moment.
“Mmm. I sense much less evil than I should. Something’s definitely off about this, but I’m not sure if it’s in a bad way or not,” she said quietly. “I guess we’ll find out. Follow me and stay quiet, we’ll see what’s what.”
Victor thought that having a real paladin there with them would make him feel better about being in the catacombs, but for some reason, it actually made him more nervous. Maybe it was because with Delphine here, it all felt more real, the threat of running into something truly dangerous more legitimate.
Maybe it was just bringing back some of his old memories.
This was far from the first time he’d delved into a dangerous, underground location to potentially fight undead things.
They moved through the catacomb with at first caution but then, as it became more and more obvious that the necromancer was not here and that no more evil than before lurked in the shadows, Delphine led them with a brisk efficiency.
“Do you see any evidence that your necromancer has returned since last you were here?” Delphine asked as they all walked outside to the clearing.
“No,” Victor replied. “I closed the gate and it doesn’t look like anyone tampered with it since then. Although we don’t know the skill level of whoever it might be. But otherwise I saw no extra markings or footprints, nothing to indicate they have returned...do you think we should wait maybe?”
“No...though admittedly only because this doesn’t feel particularly threatening and I’m not in the mood for a long stakeout. It could be days before they return, or maybe they won’t return at all. I think we should lock the place, purify it, go back to the inn, and bring down the tunnel behind us,” Delphine replied.
“Sounds like a plan to me,” Jezzy said.
“Yeah, makes sense. All right. Let’s do that and then go home,” Victor agreed.
They headed back inside and he relocked the gate. He was reluctant to try to bar it anymore than that, because they had no idea who this catacomb belonged to, who it was for, who might make a pilgrimage here sometimes to visit the dead. It was bad enough that there were some missing now and clear signs of vandalism, but that was done.
“Will it be difficult, this purification?” Fiona asked as they headed back into the catacombs.
“No, I just need to get near the middle and then cast a spell. The level of evil magic here is very low. It almost doesn’t warrant a purification, to be honest, but I’m a ‘better safe than sorry’ type of paladin, so I’ll do it.”
“Sure you are,” Nyx murmured.
Delphine shot her a sharp look, but otherwise kept silent.
A little bit later, they came to a halt in one of the chambers.
“This won’t, uh, hurt me, will it?” Jezzy asked.
“No, you’ll be fine,” Delphine replied. “Now, um, I need to concentrate and need a little space. I can’t be interrupted during this. Should take a moment.”
“Got it,” Victor said, and they backed up to give her some space.
They all watched as she knelt in the center of the room, looking every inch a fierce holy warrior in her silver armor. She clasped her hands together and lowered her head, then began whispering softly. Before long, a white glow suffused her entire form.
He had seen this before, and it never failed to impress. Although he was a little surprised by how quickly it was over, the glow only getting a little bright before suddenly rushing out, expanding to, for an instant, coat the entire chamber and go rushing through the earth and stone to hit it all. He felt a wave of warmth pass briefly through him and reminded himself that the other times he’d seen it, the purification needed was much more intense.
“All right,” she said, getting back to her feet, “done. Nystalla be praised. Let’s collapse the tunnel and get me out of this armor.”
…
“So, how difficult will it be to fill that tub I saw in the basement with hot water?” Delphine asked as they came back into the basement.
Collapsing the tunnel had been as easy as Jezzy claimed, if anything even easier, since she had Nyx there with her. The two of them collapsed it three times, once near the catacomb, once in the middle, and once close to the inn.
“Not too difficult, actually,” Jezzy said.
“Excellent. May I capitalize on that inn service now? Because I could really use a good meal, a bottle of wine, a long soak in hot water, and the company of a handsome young man.”
“We can do that,” Fiona said.
“Definitely,” Victor said. “I can help with the meal.”
“And I shall take care of the water, it’s a simple spell once you know it, just takes a bit of magic,” Jezzy said.
“Perfect. I would love to watch.”
“Right this way.”
“I’m going to check out that upper tower. I want to stake a claim there, it’d be absolutely perfect if I could just have a place I can fly right into,” Nyx said.
“That’s actually what we were going to suggest,” Fiona replied as they headed upstairs.
“Perfect.”
Nyx headed outside and Victor followed Fiona into the kitchen.
“Fiona, there’s something I’ve been meaning to tell you,” he said, a little awkwardly. He had been considering this ever since his conversation with Jezzy on the castle’s rooftop. Something that felt more and more awkward with every hour that passed, because it was another hour that he hadn’t said what needed to be said.
“Oh. All right...is something wrong?” Fiona asked.
“I’m a little, uh...how do I say this?” he muttered.
“Is it about Delphine? I’m okay with that happening.”
“No, it’s not Delphine. I…” He sighed, rubbing the back of his neck.
“Whatever it is, you can just tell me...is something wrong with the relationship?” she asked, anxiety slipping into her expression.
“No, not at all,” he replied quickly. “It’s just...all right, uh, I’ll just say it: I love you, Fiona.”
“...and?” she asked slowly, the expectant expression not leaving her face.
“That’s...it.”
“Oh. Why is that a problem? I know you love me. I thought you knew I loved you...you do know that, right?” she asked.
“I...well, I do now.”
“Oh.” She looked suddenly worried. “Have I not been showing it? I thought I had...wait, is this a cross-cultural thing? Was I supposed to be saying it?”
Victor relaxed, mostly. “It’s a cross-cultural thing,” he said. “I, um, I had a conversation with Jezzy the night at the castle. And she was having some difficulty with her emotions and how intense they were, specifically about how she felt about me. I told her I loved her, and she said the same to me. In my culture...well, in most village-dweller cultures, saying ‘I love you’ is sort of crossing a threshold. It means, well, among other things, that you are falling or have fallen in love with who you are dating, and it sort of signifies that you’re moving the relationship from casual to serious. Or...well, not quite casual, exactly…” He sighed again.
“I thought we had already done that, when we agreed to bond together,” Fiona said.
“We did...it’s just...mmm. Shit, how do I explain this? Saying ‘I love you’ is a dangerous thing, potentially. The other person might react poorly. In fact, saying that phrase might possibly end the relationship right then and there.”
“Oh...dear. I can see why you would treat it with caution then, but...I don’t really understand? Why would it do that? And why wouldn’t you be able to tell? I thought it was obvious that we loved each other in the way we treated each other, and our commitment to each other.”
“That’s not necessarily an incorrect assumption, it’s more just...I have been in relationships resembling this one-well, not exactly, more resembling how you and I treat each other-that have not reached the ‘I love you’ threshold. Does that make sense?”
“I...I’m not sure.”
“Okay. Um.” He paced about the kitchen for a moment, then sighed and began getting the meal ready. “Might as well be doing this, multitask,” he muttered. “Saying that phrase is basically a commitment. Likely a lifelong one.”
“Hmm. Well, that still makes sense to me, I think. Why is a lifelong commitment a bad thing? Unless I’ve misunderstood your point?” she asked.
“It isn’t...except that it might be. What if you agree to a lifelong commitment and then, a year later, or five years later, or ten, they stop loving you? Or actively turn hostile? Or betray you?”
“Well then you leave them?” Fiona replied.
“Leaving is...frowned upon, in my society.”
“Why? That makes no sense.”
“I think it’s because humans like things to go on as they always have. If your neighbors have been married for the past fifteen years, you’d like that to remain true...even if a betrayal has occurred in their relationship, for the appearance of normalcy.”
“That’s the most selfish thing I’ve ever heard!” Fiona cried in honest shock.
“I’m not saying this is my belief, Fiona. To be crystal clear. I believe the opposite, in truth. There’s other reasons. People like to pretend that their life is good, which you can do if you keep your troubles inside your house. It’s sort of a silent agreement between people in small villages. ‘Hey, I won’t ask you about what all the ruckus I heard last night was between you and your husband if you don’t ask me about my husband’s gambling problems’, if that makes sense? There’s a lot more to it, most of it not good, but also, leaving is hard.”
“It is,” she agreed, “it would be so hard to leave you, even now. I have given you a piece of my soul and I will never get it back. But if you betrayed me...staying would be harder. I would leave if I had to.”
“That’s good, and honestly a lot of adventurers feel the same way, but in the villages...staying is easier.”
“Why? I can’t possibly imagine how it could be easier?”
He sighed. “Well, I can tell you why my mom stayed with my dad. He provided money, food, shelter. He owned the house. He was an abusive asshole, but in her mind, staying was safer than leaving and trying to forge her own way. And...she was an abusive asshole, too, in truth. I’m sure it was more complex, why she truly stayed, but that was the most obvious reason I saw. In truth, they both treated each other poorly, and betrayed each other, but they had built a life together, and had children, and it was harder to leave than to stay.”
“Hmm...children would make it harder,” Fiona murmured. “That is something we will never have to face...unless we take a human woman into our harem, and you get her pregnant.”
He looked over at her, almost cutting himself as he chopped up an onion. “Would you...be okay with that?”
“If that is what you both wanted, yes. If it were possible, and you wanted it, I would love for you to get me pregnant, but I am also comfortable with it not happening,” she replied.
“I...see.”
“Does that concern you?” she asked.
“No...maybe...I don’t know. The idea of having children of my own concerns me deeply, though it’s more reflexive now than anything else. The life of an adventurer is no life for a parent. That’s what you do after you are done adventuring, and if I’d had a child, I would be faced with the choice of giving up adventuring, or abandoning the child. And I wasn’t ready to give up adventuring.”
“Oh. Yes, I can see how that could be concerning.” She frowned suddenly. “Are you still not ready to give it up? If you stay here with us…”
“It’s something I’ve been thinking about, and honestly? I think living here, with you and Jezzy and, apparently, Nyx, in the Hinterland would be a very fair compromise between settling down and continuing to adventure.”
She regained her smile with a new intensity. “So, Nyx asked you then?”
“Yes. I thought we’d have a more formal conversation about it, though,” he replied.
“We will.” She put down her knife suddenly and slithered over to him. He stopped what he was doing and faced her. She hugged him. “In my culture,” she murmured, “we really don’t say that we love each other, we show it with actions. But I will say it. I love you, Victor.”
He hugged her tightly. “I love you too, Fiona. And I want you to know that all the ways you have shown me have not gone unnoticed, and I’ll be glad to continue in your way as well.”
She gave him a long kiss. “Good. So will I. Now, let’s get this meal ready so you can go downstairs and have sex with a paladin.”




CHAPTER XVI

 
“Go on, she’s waiting for you,” Jezzy said as Victor came into the basement balancing two plates of food.
“You got her wine?” he asked.
“Yep. Enjoy,” Jezzy replied with a smirk as he passed her by. “We’ll be upstairs, listening.”
“Uh...all right.”
She laughed and slipped upstairs.
“Coming in,” Victor said as he pushed the door open with his foot.
“I’m ready and waiting,” Delphine replied.
He hesitated as he stepped into the bathing room. It was lit by several candles spread out across the area. The tub was full of steaming water and Delphine’s armor and clothing sat in a pile in one corner, along with her pack.
The woman herself was stretched out on a few towels beyond the tub, divested of everything, even her underwear.
He finally got a good idea of what she looked like.
She was beautiful in a rough, rugged kind of way. In the fashion that he had grown used to seeing among the adventuresses he encountered in the wilds. Though that height of hers...even out of armor, she still had to have three inches on him.
Delphine had a long, lean body made of compact muscles that, based on some people he’d met, likely hid more strength than they let on. He imagined she’d beat a lot of boastful adventurers in arm-wrestling or shows of strength.
Her body wasn’t just characterized by her pale skin or clearly defined musculature, but by several scars and tattoos. Though she had more scars, her tattoos few but interesting. He saw a symbol of twining staffs with a bright white star gleaming over them on her right shoulder.
“What’s that?” he murmured as he came closer and set the plates down.
She smiled. “You like tattoos, huh?” she asked, shifting, making her pale breasts bounce slightly.
“Yeah. I do.”
Delphine laughed softly and sat up. “The sign of Nystalla. I got it when I officially became a Paladin of the Order.” She opened her legs, then gave him a little smile. “I don’t know how you feel about it, but it’s admittedly been a while since I’ve had the opportunity to trim up.”
“It doesn’t bother me,” he replied.
“Figured. You have the air of an experienced adventurer. And not just because you’re having sex with three monster ladies.” She shifted and he saw a splash of red on her inner thigh. A rose. “I got this one because…” She laughed suddenly. “It’s silly.”
“I’d like to hear it,” he said.
Delphine shook her head. “When I was younger, relatively fresh in the Order, I was traveling with a merchant group, a dozen people. They happened to be going where I was and it was dangerous territory, so I figured it’d make sense to travel with them, offer a little protection. The woman in charge, this tough as nails redhead just a bit older than I am now, had a few men asking her ‘will you show me the rose?’. I heard the others make references to it. ‘Bet you’ll show him the rose’, stuff like that. I finally asked her what it was. She took me for a soak in a hot spring and showed me, she had a rose tattooed on her inner hip, right next to her crotch. ‘Showing the rose’ meant she would fuck them.”
“So...she showed you the rose, then?”
“Ah...mmm,” Delphine murmured, blushing suddenly. “Yes, as a matter of fact. We...had fun in that hot spring.”
“Why does that embarrass you?”
“Traditionally, I have been into men, and I still am. But...well, I’d always felt this strange attraction to some women. Not most or even many, but some. I always wondered...especially after I’d have a particular dream about an old friend of mine I often thought of in...that way. This merchant woman, Melanie was her name, was the first woman I was ever intimate with. It’s still a bit of a rarity and it’s still...I’m not sure. I haven’t fully figured it out yet. Or...perhaps I have, I’m still just a little odd about it. Here, look at this.”
She twisted around, facing away from him, and showed him her back.
“Wow,” he murmured.
“Yep.”
“That’s…”
“Impressive.”
“Yes.”
Her entire back was covered like a canvas with an image of a tall woman with light brown skin, blazing golden eyes, and brilliantly white, feathered wings, spread wide. She held a flaming sword high over her head and struck a mighty pose.
“That’s Nystalla, I take it.”
“Yep.”
“Sorry I’m not as familiar, I don’t mean to offend.”
She laughed and turned back around. “Don’t worry, I’m not offended. There are many Gods and Goddesses. Most of us don’t know them all. I just appreciate...this.”
“What, exactly?” he asked.
She gestured to the meal and the room around them. “You’re treating me like, I imagine, you treat most other adventuresses you get to see naked and convince to open their legs for you.”
He laughed awkwardly. “You’re rather crude for a paladin.”
“That’s what I mean. You don’t treat me like a paladin or a holy warrior. We’re just...two skilled warriors, sharing dinner together, talking, and, soon, having sex in hot water.” She reached over and grabbed a bottle of red wine sitting next to her. She pulled the cork from it and took a drink, then offered it to him.
He accepted it. “Thanks,” he said, and took his own drink, then passed it back to her.
“Maybe we can some smokeweed,” she murmured.
“You are not like other paladins I’ve met,” he said.
She laughed. “You keep saying that.”
“The more time I spend in your company, the more true it becomes.”
“Good. I don’t like most other paladins. They’re too sure and self-righteous. And not a lot of fun, in truth. I enjoy slaying evil as much as the next girl, but–” She rolled her eyes and blew out a sigh. “–what about the downtime? At this point, I’ve read every book that’s been written, as far as I know, about Nystalla. There aren’t many. Less than a dozen. She isn’t that popular.”
“Maybe you could write a book,” he said.
She opened her mouth to respond, then hesitated, seemed to consider it, then she took a drink from the bottle. “That’s never occurred to me, and I don’t know why...I guess I’m not a writer, really.”
“I mean, it’s not like it needs to be fiction. If there’s anything you feel has been lacking or misrepresented, you can tell it like it is. Or...you could write a fiction novel? I know a lot of people who would be into reading about a follower of Nystalla, smiting evil, killing monsters...getting tipsy and having sex with strange adventurers…”
She laughed, almost a giggle. “You are rather strange.”
“That’s what I keep hearing.”
She finished off part of her meal, took another drink, and then slipped her long, nude body down into the water.
“Join me,” she said.
“All right.”
He took off his clothes and then slipped into the water with her.
“I really do actually like that idea,” she said after dunking her head underwater with him, both of them coming up, running their hands over their faces. She squeezed water from her short, pale blonde hair. “I haven’t written much in my life, though.”
“Maybe you’re really good at it?” he replied.
“I guess so. The idea is kind of appealing, honestly...you want to ask me something,” she said.
“I do.”
“What is it?”
“A personal question.”
“Oh. Well, you might as well ask. The worst I’ll say is ‘none of your business’.”
“Fair enough...Nyx told me about what happened between the two of you the last time you were together. She said that she felt something was off in your reaction, that it completely took her by surprise, that there was something more to it, but couldn’t determine what...was she right?”
Delphine frowned, not meeting his eyes. She heaved a world weary sigh. “She was, actually. It just took me some time to realize it. I suppose I would like the opportunity now to explain it to an outside party, because I fully intend to explain to her and apologize, and it’d be nice to know if I’m missing something or something doesn’t make sense. Or if I’m just full of shit.”
“I’m listening,” he said.
“I guess...the best way to explain it is that, for personal reasons, I entered the Order of Nystalla as a very dedicated individual. I was...looking for meaning in my life. Aggressively. That relaxed a bit when I became a paladin. I finally felt...worthy. But, looking back, it’s obvious to me now that it was merely a temporary solution for a deeper problem. I’d get so very angry when things went wrong, and little by little, I let myself believe what truly mattered the most was winning the contest of ‘who is the most devoted to Nystalla’.
“The reason I rag on those uptight, straitlaced paladins is because...I was one, at one point. I sort of switched between extremes. I wanted to party and enjoy myself, I was so miserable when I didn’t, but then I’d hate myself eventually because I’d wonder why I couldn’t get my shit together and never party and always be disciplined like the best of the paladins. When the whole thing with Nyx went down...I was in a bad spot. A mission I had gone on the previous month had gone wrong. Several people died, several paladins.
“I was desperate to prove my worth, and getting that sword would be the ultimate proof. And purifying that temple would be icing on the cake. I got the sword, but...I was reckless. In doing so, I put us in a bad spot. Nyx did her best, but we were both outclassed. That we got out alive and relatively uninjured was a miracle.” She sighed heavily and nodded to her armor pile in the corner, to the sword in its sheath leaned against the wall.
“I got my sword that day, but destroyed one of the oldest Temples to Nystalla in the world. Perhaps even the oldest, the records aren’t great. It didn’t matter that Nystalla wouldn’t mind, that the real followers would, once they learned the circumstances, not condemn me for what had happened. I just felt this huge weight bearing down on me: I had failed. It was all that mattered. I was already under enormous pressure thanks to my guilt over getting people killed on top of the typical problems I have, but when that happened, combined with the knowledge that not only had I almost lost my life, but so had my friend…
“It was too much. I completely lost my temper. I almost lost my mind. In truth, I don’t remember much of that conversation. All I know is that once I got my head back, I felt bad. For a while, I let myself believe I shouldn’t, that Nyx didn’t care about the temple, that she’d let it get destroyed because she’s a dragon and she’s so much better than me and doesn’t care about anything, but I knew it wasn’t true. She didn’t care in the same way I cared, but she didn’t not give a shit about it. I knew she would have saved it if she could.”
Delphine took a long drink and let out another long, tired sigh. “That’s it, really. That’s the whole sad tale...you must think I’m such a bitch.”
“I don’t,” he said.
She let out a small, somewhat bitter laugh, and took another drink. “Why? Because you’re worried I’ll close my legs if you tell the truth?”
“No,” he replied.
She grimaced and set aside the bottle. “I’m sorry, that was...really rude. I’m sorry.”
“I accept that apology. I’m not angry.”
She hadn’t been looking at him, directly, instead looking at the water, but now she did. “Why?”
“I’ve spoken with a lot of people over the years. A lot of different people, with different goals, different motivations...and different things pushing them from the inside and the out. I believe that we all have to choose what path we walk, but I also believe that some people have more choice, and some have less. I also believe that what made sense five years ago might seem like madness today. And that’s a process. Sometimes that process might begin due to an abrupt revelation, or sometimes it’s a gradual thing, like the passing of a season.
“I can understand why you would seek that particular path, even if it led you to your confrontation with Nyx. It can be very difficult to tell just how far down a particular path you are, until suddenly you stumble and find that the place around you isn’t where you wanted to be at all. It was just an illusion...or once it made sense, but now it doesn’t. And, in truth, I don’t know the specifics of what led you down that path, but I think that to recognize your fault, and change, is brave. Most people would make that discovery and then double down, keep going, because they’d rather stay the course than admit they were wrong, even if it means suffering, for them or other people.”
Delphine smiled an awkward smile. “Well, I appreciate all that, but I don’t think I’m brave. I didn’t so much change my course as alter it a little. I’m still largely the same person, certainly I’m doing the same things, still a follower of Nystalla. But...I have relaxed. I used to be very all-or-nothing. All ‘the perfect paladin’ or ‘the unladylike holy warrior’.”
“And now you’re aiming for something more in the middle...but leaning towards unladylike?” he asked.
Her smile became a bit more natural, and a bit more playful. “How’d you know?”
“I went through a slightly similar problem. ‘The ever-wandering adventurer’ or ‘the former adventurer who settled down’.”
“Ah...yes, I can see that. So now what are you?” she asked.
“The weird guy who fucks monster girls.”
She laughed loudly. “I suppose so. You seem a lot more than that, though.”
“You seem a lot more than ‘unladylike holy warrior’.”
She shifted closer to him in the water. “Do I now?”
“Yes you do,” he replied, settling his hands on her firm hips.
“Nyx said you’d be a little timid. I don’t see that at all,” she said.
He slid his hands around, grasping her incredibly fit ass. “Well, after you’ve fucked a dragoness, it changes things.”
“Does it now? I don’t intimidate you at all?” she asked, her face now incredibly close to his own. Her hand went between them and wrapped around his erection. “Mmm...evidently not.”
“Were you hoping to?”
“Maybe a little. Not enough for…” She gave his cock a gentle squeeze. “...difficulties. But a little.”
“Well, let’s see how you fuck, and then I’ll reevaluate my intimidation level.”
“I accept this challenge.”
She kissed him with a sudden and intense passion, splashing the water. He tripped slightly and pulled her down, trying to keep them both upright but failing spectacularly and dunking them both beneath the water.
Delphine came up laughing, then grabbed him and kissed him again.
They splashed around together, laughing and kissing, touching, feeling, caressing. There was an immediate playfulness to her, but it was laced with a strong certainty that he only really experienced in older women who had a fair amount of sexual prowess.
Women like her, and Hazel.
And certainly like Nyx and Jezzy.
They wrestled around, splashing water over the sides occasionally, until she wrapped her legs around him and began maneuvering him into herself.
“Are you, uh-will I need to pull out?” Victor asked, finding himself panting and eager already.
“You won’t need to pull out,” Delphine replied, smiling a small, confident smile at him as she worked him the rest of the way inside herself.
She held onto him, floating in the water, and he grasped her by the waist. Kissing him again, her tongue exploring his mouth, the pair moved together, working towards a shared bliss. The pleasure was immediate and powerful.
Delphine felt like paradise, sheathed tight and wet and hot around his rigid length.
She kept breaking the kiss, moaning and trembling, and soon rested her chin on his shoulder. He could hear her panting and voicing her pleasure, her lips close to his ear. She was inarticulate, forming frantic half-sentences that lost their way as he thrust into her.
He took her closer to the nearest wall and she reacted quickly, letting go of him and spreading her arms out on the edge, grinning fiercely at him as he readjusted himself and continued fucking her.
“Gods yes! This is exactly what I needed!” she cried.
Victor took a moment to enjoy the sight of her, her high, firm breasts just above the waterline, bouncing in rhythm with their sex. He could make out her slim midsection beneath the water, and then lower, her firm hips and smooth thighs.
And himself, disappearing into her again and again, the sight filling him with surging lust.
Though the sight of her rose tattoo invigorated him even more.
He readjusted again, one hand slipped around to the small of her back, holding her while he got his other between them, found her clit with his thumb, and began rubbing it. Delphine let out a shout of surprised pleasure.
Once the orgasm came, it was hard to hold onto her, but somehow he managed.
When she caught her breath, she gripped him tightly.
“Out,” she gasped.
“Out?” he replied, pausing.
“I want to ride you, I can’t do that in the water. Out!”
Recognizing the tone of a woman who was too aroused to be questioned any further, he pulled out of her and got out of the water. She clambered up after him, on him almost immediately as he laid on his back on the towels they had collected.
She slipped him back inside of herself and was soon riding him vigorously.
The pleasure came back twice as powerful and he knew a lot of it had to do with how riveting she looked above him. She had a presence to her. Delphine truly looked like a warrior in all her pale, tattooed, and scarred glory, her eyes showing off that wilder, hedonistic side she clearly had.
“Come on,” she whispered, “do it. Do it, Victor.”
“I’m really close…” he groaned, hands on her hips, gripping her tightly.
“That’s it,” Delphine replied, panting. “I want to feel it, you understand me? I want to–” He let out a sound of pure, mindless ecstasy as he began to orgasm into her and a look of great satisfaction came onto her face. “–yes, just like that,” she said, letting out a little laugh. She moaned as he pulled her down and thrust up into her, his seed escaping him hard and fast.
He came into her and filled her and felt himself become lost to the bliss.
And then it was over.




CHAPTER XVII

 
“Are you sure no one’s going to be upset by this?” Delphine murmured.
“We’re absolutely sure-my goodness, Delphine, when did you get so insecure?” Nyx replied, her voice a loud whisper in the bedroom.
“I am not being insecure, you big bitch, I’m being polite,” she snapped.
“Can you two shut up?” Jezzy murmured sleepily.
“Sorry,” they both replied.
“I know someone who’s happy with this arrangement,” Nyx murmured after a moment.
“Yeah...look at that smile on his face,” Delphine said.
Victor said nothing, stretched out naked beside the equally nude paladin, laying on his back, staring at the faint flickering candlelight on the ceiling, and feeling simply amazing.
They’d soaked, and talked, and drank some more for quite a while after they’d had sex. He’d walked out of the basement in a towel and a bit of a haze, his head swaying pleasantly from the wine. Everything felt warm and soft and clean now, and a deep satisfaction seemed to permeate his very being.
Jezzy and Nyx had brought in another bed for Delphine and she’d asked for the comfort of his company in it.
Although it wasn’t more than a few feet from the other, much larger bed, it was still a specific ask, given the nature of their relationships.
But the others had no problem with it. Certainly he didn’t.
“Satisfied?” he asked her.
Delphine laughed softly, laying on her side. She ran a hand slowly down his torso. “Yes,” she murmured, “deeply. After everything I’ve had to deal with for the past month...this was more than I had hoped for. You are a rather skilled lover.”
“So are you,” he replied.
She let out a contented sigh and settled herself a little more. “I was going to try for sex again before I fell asleep, but now I don’t even want to. I’m far more comfortable than I am horny, and I’d just have to get up again and clean up...does that bother you?” she murmured.
He laughed softly. “No, I was actually a little worried about the same thing. I’d do if it you wanted, but I’m so very comfortable right now. Honestly, I’m on the verge of sleep.”
“Me too.”
“Then you should both shut the fuck up and go to sleep,” Jezzy groused.
Nyx laughed. “And they say I’m the grump.”
“You shut up, too.”
“Make me.”
“...come back to later with that.”
“Maybe I will.”
“Goodnight,” Jezzy said firmly.
“Goodnight,” Victor said.
He and Delphine got a little more comfortable, and before he knew it, he was asleep.
…
Victor awoke late the next morning.
The first thing he noticed was a chill on the air. The second thing was the sound of rain. He felt well-rested, but also had that distant fogginess that settled in when he slept for a very long time. Rubbing at his eyes, he sat up and looked around.
He was alone, save for Jezzy, though he could hear voices coming from somewhere else in the inn. They were calm, conversing, and he recognized both Fiona and Delphine, so he relaxed. After a moment, the fog of sleep clearing away, he felt the urge to get up and do things. So that was exactly what he did.
Ten minutes later, he came downstairs washed and dressed and ready to face the day, whatever it might bring.
“You’re awake, hi!” Fiona said brightly with a cheery smile as he came into the main room.
“Hello, love,” he replied. “Hi, Delphine.”
“Victor,” she said. She looked a little grim, or maybe just deep in thought.
He hesitated. “Is everything all right?”
“Hmm? Oh...yes. Sorry, I’m a little distracted. I received a vision from Nystalla last night. That is rare, especially with such clarity.”
“What was in the vision?” he asked. “You’re not in trouble are you?” He still didn’t quite know how it worked with Gods and Goddesses and fucking their disciples or followers or whatever. “Or I’m not in trouble, am I?”
That broke through the tension on her face and Delphine laughed easily. “Goodness, no, Victor. Nystalla is either happy or indifferent to the fact that I got laid or that you were the one sheathing your sword deep inside me. She’d only be pissed if I was, and even then I think she’d only do anything about it if someone had attacked me, not given me a bad lay. Which you most certainly did not. No, it’s about our necromancer. I’ve been waiting for everyone to get up and unfortunately having to keep Fiona in suspense.”
“I understand...but I really do want to hear about it,” Fiona replied.
“Where’s Nyx?” Victor asked.
Delphine began to respond when a huge dark green form abruptly landed in front of the inn, causing them all to leap in surprise.
“Right there,” Delphine muttered.
“She likes to fly sometimes, in the mornings,” Fiona said.
“I’ll get Jezzy,” he replied. “This sounds important.”
“It is,” Delphine agreed.
He jogged back upstairs and, though it took a bit, he got Jezzy up. She didn’t bother pulling on any clothes as she walked back down with him. The five of them ended up sitting around the stone hearth that had a small fire going.
“You really don’t feel this chill?” Delphine asked, looking at Jezzy.
“I’m a hot-blooded demoness...literally,” she replied, stretching.
“Same, but dragon,” Nyx said. “Now, what’s this dream of yours? Or vision?”
“Sometimes,” Delphine began, growing serious again, “Gods or Goddesses talk to us here on the mortal realm. Almost always, they do it when we sleep. What really varies is the clarity of the dream. For one such as myself, it is often used to tell us Her will. Nystalla knows things and wants things done. Usually we are left to Her work on our own, but if it is important to Her, She will visit us Herself. Last night, I had a dream of a cave relatively close to us. To the northeast. We could get there in a few hours. That is where our necromancer is.”
“Seems...odd,” Victor said, shifting uncomfortably.
He never liked it when Gods or Goddesses got involved, even one as benevolent as Nystalla.
“So Nystalla wants us to go there and kill the necromancer?” Nyx asked.
“No,” Delphine replied immediately. “Not kill. Or harm. She...I’m not sure.” She sighed. “The location and the intention were rather specific. Somehow, we need to help her.”
“Her?” Fiona asked.
“Yes. The necromancer is a her. I don’t know if Nystalla just didn’t want to tell me or perhaps does not know Herself beyond that.”
“Isn’t She a Goddess?” Jezzy asked.
“Yes, but different deities are blocked from seeing or knowing different things. It’s complicated. But there was a sense of urgency to the dream. Not intense urgency, or I would have woken you all, but it is something we should do today. I’d like to leave now, if we could,” Delphine replied.
“Well...I’m down for this,” Victor said.
“If it’s just you two humans, I could fly us there,” Nyx said.
“I’m okay to stay behind and get some work done,” Fiona said.
“Yeah, me too,” Jezzy agreed.
“Great then. Victor, grab some breakfast and we can go. I’ll get my armor,” Delphine said, getting to her feet.
…
“Hey, Delphine. I’ve got an, uh, awkward question,” Victor said, once again being carried by Nyx’s large, strong arms.
“What’s that? I love awkward questions,” Delphine replied.
“How old are you?”
Nyx snorted and he felt a puff of heated air wash over him.
“Oh, thought it’d be something more awkward. Thirty eight. Why?” she asked.
“Just curious. It doesn’t affect anything.”
“He likes to know how old the maidens he beds are,” Nyx said.
“I am not a maiden,” Delphine replied, and he didn’t have to see her to know she was rolling her eyes. “Although I’m curious about what difference it makes.”
“So, you know how I like monster girls? And tall women? And strong women?”
“Yes.”
“I also really like older women.”
“Ah.” She laughed. “I see...so wait, how old are you then?”
“Twenty nine.”
“I’m not even a decade older than you!”
“I’d tread lightly if I were you,” Nyx murmured.
“I heard that! Do I seem that much older than you?”
“Kind of? But just in a, um...like an authoritative kind of way? I didn’t mean anything by it–”
“Victor, relax, I’m joking. I mean, mostly. Gods. I still think of myself as in my early twenties. I sure don’t feel thirty eight...except when I do and my lower back is acting up. Oh, hey, there it is! Right there, go down,” she said.
“Going,” Nyx replied, and they began descending.
“So...are you sure about this?” Victor asked. “No disrespect to your Goddess at all, but are you sure that the message isn’t something like ‘you have to help her...die’? Because I’ve been down that path before.”
“I understand what you’re saying Victor, and no, you don’t have to worry. Nystalla doesn’t play games. It’s hard to put into words, but I just...know. We’re here to help. Genuinely. Although, what happened that you’re so paranoid now?”
“Got my fortune told by a real-deal mystic a few years back. I was on my way somewhere with some friends, they insisted on it when we stopped by this tavern in the middle of nowhere. We were told ‘You will be greeted with gold and warmth when you get to your destination’. We were all excited, right? Well, fucking ‘gold and warmth’ became ‘the village is being burned down by assholes in golden armor’ who were just as eager to kill us as they were any of the villagers. Barely survived that stupid fucking encounter.”
“That’s...I’m sorry, that’s a little funny,” Nyx said.
“You’ve got a fucked up sense of humor,” Delphine replied.
“Probably,” Nyx agreed.
They landed and she set him down while Delphine climbed down off her back. Immediately, he could tell someone was around, and had been coming and going. There was evidence that they’d tried to hide their trail, and a less experienced hunter might have been fooled, but there was definitely someone in the cave ahead of them.
“So now what?” Nyx asked.
“Now we carefully go inside. Let me lead the way, you guys hang back a few paces. It isn’t impossible that this could go wrong,” Delphine replied. “So, nice and easy.”
“Following your lead,” Victor said.
She nodded and headed towards the cave entrance.
It looked very unassuming, and was decently well-hidden. The forest went up almost to the earthen wall it burrowed into, the mound of dirt and rock rising up a good forty or so feet at a sharp slant. There was mud from the rain and at the moment it looked particularly uninviting. He wished the day had been less gray and wet, but he’d fought and worked in far worse weather.
The light quickly ran out as they walked into the cave.
“I’m going to cast a light spell since we don’t really want to sneak up on her,” Delphine said. She raised her hands and cast the spell. A small sphere of magical light burst into existence a few feet ahead of them.
They continued making slow progress deeper into the cave, keeping a watch for anything dangerous.
After they made it past a certain depth, they found a few more signs of life. Footprints, disturbed rocks, burned-out torches. No remains of food, though, which he found curious. But he supposed that would be confined to the farthest part of the cave.
Finally, Delphine stopped. She cleared her throat. “To whoever is in here, I have come to help you!” she called. “I was sent by the Goddess Nystalla to offer you aide! If you can hear me, please come meet me! I mean you no harm!”
They waited, Victor tensing. If something was going to go wrong, now would be a great time for it. As much as he trusted Delphine, he knew how fast things could go from uncertain to ‘run for your fucking life’.
It had happened to him one too many times.
But nothing happened as they waited there in that damp cave. For a long moment there was only the distant sound of something dripping.
And then, finally, a new sound came: footsteps.
They echoed lightly, coming closer from the way ahead.
Everyone prepared themselves.
The footsteps stopped. Victor thought he could just barely make out a hint of movement in the shadows beyond the light’s reach.
“...is that a dragon?” a quiet voice asked.
“Yes. She is my friend. There is also a human with me, an adventurer. It’s just us three. We are here to offer assistance,” Delphine replied.
“You’re all followers of...who?”
“Nystalla, and no, just me. I am a Paladin of the Order of Nystalla. She sent me to help you. These two happened to be in my company when it came.”
“When what came?” the voice asked uncertainly.
“The vision.”
“You came here because of a vision? From Nystalla?”
“Yes.”
“She...told you to help me? Like, me specifically? Here?”
“Yes. I realize this must be rather sudden and unexpected. Honestly, it was for me too. I usually fight necromancers.”
“...so you know I’m raising the dead, then?” the figure asked.
“We do.”
“Was that you at the catacomb?”
“We discovered it,” Victor said when Delphine glanced at him. “You, uh, kept sending undead into our basement.”
“Oh...shit. I’m sorry. I didn’t think there was anyone on the other side of that tunnel. The place was abandoned when I checked it out...this is so weird.” A moment of silence passed. “So what happens now, exactly?”
“Well, I’d like to sit down and have a discussion with you about your situation. Do you need help? Would you welcome it?”
Another long paused, and then a heavy sigh. “I suppose it doesn’t really matter at this point.” A much shorter pause. “If I told you to leave, would you?”
Delphine sighed softly. “I’m not sure,” she admitted. “You are a necromancer. My Order does not compel me to kill you, but I admit I’d be very reluctant to simply walk away.”
“That’s fair, I suppose. Yes, come on. Follow me. I’m set up a little ways back.”
The footsteps began to recede again.
“Well?” Victor asked as they followed.
“I sense almost no evil in her,” Delphine whispered. “Little more than usual, and that can be accounted for by the use of necromancy for...shall we say, unsanctioned purposes. Raising the dead isn’t quite an inherently evil act, but it’s very close to one. You cannot do it without ‘staining’ yourself, so to speak. But typically speaking, when necromancers are evil, they are quite evil. I’m getting almost nothing from her.”
“Interesting,” Nyx murmured.
A moment later, they saw the necromancer in question, and what served as her home. It was surprisingly sparse, even for a cave. It ended in a small ‘room’, where there was just a bedroll, a chair, a backpack and bundle of clothes, and nothing else.
The necromancer was a petite woman, almost totally hidden by clothing. She wore dark traveling clothes and a heavy cloak, the hood up. With the light, he saw that her face was almost totally hidden by a dark cloth tied around it, revealing only her eyes, which were extremely bloodshot.
“You...truly live here?” Delphine murmured, looking around.
“Yes. You get used to it, after a bit,” the woman replied.
“What is your name?” she asked, focusing on her, striking a somewhat formal pose.
“Ilona.”
“Well, it is good to meet you, Ilona. As I said, I am Delphine. This is my friend, Nyx, and a new acquaintance of mine, Victor.”
“Hi,” Ilona murmured awkwardly. “I’m sorry about the things in your basement.”
“It’s all right. No harm done,” Victor replied.
“What happened to them? I guess you killed them?”
“Yes, um...they never actually left the basement,” he replied.
“They never le-oh! Dammit!” she whispered harshly. “Stupid! Knew I was forgetting something!” She sighed heavily and sat down in the chair. “I’d offer you a chair if I had any...fuck. I’m so bad at this.”
“Ilona, are you all right?” Nyx asked suddenly. “I’m sensing...something hovering around you. Something bad, almost like a–”
“A curse. I’m cursed,” Ilona said.
“Oh. I’m sorry,” Nyx replied.
“Don’t be, I did it on purpose.”
“You got cursed...on purpose?” Victor asked.
“Yes. I’d better just tell you the whole thing. I’m kind of at my wit’s end. If you’re seriously here to help, I don’t really have much choice,” Ilona said.
“We are here to help...provided you don’t ask us to do anything evil,” Delphine replied.
“I don’t think it’s evil. It shouldn’t be. All right, from the beginning then, I’ll try to keep it short. I’m...really tired. I’m a wandering scholar. I like investigating old ruins. A few years ago I went somewhere I apparently shouldn’t have. An old ruin deep in an old forest, far east of here. I contracted an illness. They call it the Black Cough.”
“Oh...that’s very bad. That’s almost certainly a death sentence,” Nyx murmured.
“Yes, exactly.”
“Is it...contagious?” Victor asked uncomfortably.
“Humans can’t get it,” she replied. “For the record, I’m a dark elf. I know it’s hard to tell with the getup and everything. It’s elven only. Anyway, I began looking for a cure, but I quickly started running out of time. So I got...desperate. I knew of a place that, if you disturbed it, you would be cursed to walk as the undead. I’d done my research, I knew it was legitimate, and I had actually encountered a few of those who had been cursed but were no longer, so I knew curses could be reversed. I also knew that being undead would stop that sickness in its tracks.”
“That’s...kind of ingenious,” Nyx said with a little laugh.
“Thank you,” Ilona replied. “Well, I went to this place and disturbed the shit out of it and I got cursed. Then I set to work, doing research. I knew there had to be a cure. Finally, I found one. An artifact, the Rings of Ketil, blessed by the God of Healing Himself. I began tracking them, but most have been lost to time...until I found evidence of one. I discovered that an adventurer named Gallas had one such ring, and that he came here, a decade ago. And, though a lot of legwork and investigation, I finally tracked him down. Or rather, his corpse. He died here, in the Hinter.”
“So what’s with the undead?” Victor asked.
“I was getting to that. Something I didn’t anticipate of being cursed like this is that it has left me weakened, and it’s getting worse. I’m not sure what it is: the curse itself, the combination of curse and illness, or maybe just my state of mind. Or something else entirely. I can’t fight pretty much anything. But I’m a natural at necromancy, even if I didn’t want to be. I tried it out a long time ago, didn’t work out, so I moved on. But I know how to raise the dead. So I’ve been doing that, getting them to go to locations where he might’ve ended up, hunting rings.”
“Have you had any luck?” Nyx asked.
“No. I’ve got a lot of rings though. They bring them back to a specific location...if they survive. Believe me, it wasn’t my first plan, I thought maybe I’d hire someone to help, or beg, but most people won’t work with an undead,” Ilona explained.
“No, they won’t,” Delphine murmured.
“So...that’s my story. Got sick, got cursed, started raising the dead to save me. I don’t know how much longer I have. And I’m in no condition to fight anyone. So I’m essentially throwing myself on your mercy,” she said.
Victor could hear weariness in her voice, an intense lethargy as she spoke, and saw it reflected in what little body language he could see.
“I will help you, Ilona,” Delphine said.
“I’m in,” Victor said.
“Well, if you’re in, I’m in,” Nyx said. “Can’t let some innocent scholar stay cursed and sick if we can actually do something about.”
“Seriously?” Ilona asked. “You’ll just...help me? It’s probably going to be really dangerous.”
“All three of us have faced down immense danger,” Delphine replied.
“I figured, but it’s still dangerous. Also, just so we’re completely on the same page here, it isn’t going to be so cut and dry. It isn’t going to be as simple as: you go find the ring and give it to me. We still need to find a way to undo my curse, I know of a few ways–”
“I can do that, I believe,” Delphine said.
“You can?” Ilona replied.
“Yes. I believe so. Nystalla has been known to grant power for limited time in trying circumstances. She sent me here to help you, so I believe She will gift me with the ability to lift your curse. But even if this is not the case, there are ways.”
“Yeah, it’d be a pain, but I can fly you somewhere if it really comes down to it,” Nyx said.
“That is very appreciated, but it still isn’t that simple. From all I’ve read, this ring will cure me, but it will take time. I’ll likely be literally unconscious for probably at least a few days, maybe even a week, and after that, I’ll need another week or two or even three of recovery. I’ll need...someone to watch over me. That’s possibly a month of investment.”
“You can stay at our inn,” Nyx said. She looked at Victor. “I mean, Jezzy and Fiona will be down for this too, right? I feel like they would be.”
“Yeah, I’m pretty sure they’ll be down to help.” He looked at Ilona. “We also have a succubus and a viper at the inn.”
Ilona stared at him for a long moment with her bloodshot eyes, then slowly shook her head. “You keep some incredibly strange company, but I’m in no position to complain. And if they don’t have a problem with me, I don’t have a problem with them.”
“They’re very nice,” Delphine said.
“Yeah, and I know a few magical tricks that could speed up the healing process,” Nyx said.
“As do I,” Delphine said.
“I...this doesn’t feel real,” Ilona murmured. “Am I hallucinating right now? Is this part of the curse?”
“I realize this must seem very strange...is there anything I could do to convince you otherwise?” Delphine asked. Victor had the idea that, somehow, she’d dealt with stuff like this before. Well, you ended up in a variety of strange situations adventuring in the wilderness, he supposed.
“No, I don’t think so,” Ilona said. She sighed softly. “I guess I should probably believe this is real because what’s the alternative? I’m kind of fucked anyway.” She groaned as she slowly got to her feet, then walked over to her pack and sat down. “Gods, I’m so tired. Here.” She dug around in her pack for a moment and then stood back up, holding a sheet of parchment.
Delphine walked over and accepted it from her. “A map?”
“Yes. Of the region. The likely places. I managed to narrow it down to five. They’re all dangerous, but one of them is, I’ve heard, really, really dangerous. It’s an old prison.”
“Oh, crap,” Victor muttered.
“You’ve heard of it, I assume,” she said.
He nodded. “Yes.”
“It might not be there.”
“I hope.”
“Well, I don’t want to seem unappreciative of this. In truth, you’re probably literally saving my life. But I need to lay down. I’m very tired.”
“All right, we will begin our search,” Delphine said, studying the map.
“Wait,” Nyx said, and they all looked over at her. “Let me take you back to our inn. It doesn’t feel right, leaving you here in this dark cave, by yourself.”
“I’m undead, I’m used to it...mostly.”
“Please?” Nyx asked, and it was the most earnest he’d ever heard her. “It just isn’t right. It feels so wrong. Not when we have a place for you. I can’t just leave you here like this.”
Ilona stared at her for a few seconds. “Well...if you don’t mind having an undead elf around…”
“We definitely don’t mind that,” Victor said.
“Then yes, I’d welcome it. I’ll need a bath, though. Gods, I must reek.”
“You two take her back to the inn,” Delphine said, studying the map again. “The first place isn’t all that far from here. Fly back when you’ve got her settled.”
“Let me see it really quick,” Nyx said as Victor began helping Ilona gather her things.
“Thanks,” Ilona murmured. “If I still could, I’d be crying right now, because this feels like a miracle. I know I don’t seem very expressive, but being undead kind of robbed me of that. And I’m also probably in shock on top of that. This still seems like I’ve finally lost it, and my mind is just making this up.”
“We’ll help cure you, we like helping people, and you’ll see it’s all real,” Victor replied. “And, I get it. But as an adventurer, surely you’ve been in situations where it seemed like you were completely fucked, and then some completely seemingly random event saved you?”
“I’m a scholar more than an adventurer...but yes, it has happened. Thank you, again. I do really appreciate this...are you sure your, uh, other friends won’t mind?”
“I’m pretty sure. I really doubt they have some deep hatred of elves or undead.”
“Okay, that’s good...hmm.”
“What?” he asked as they finished getting her things together.
“I’ve never ridden on a dragon before.”
“It’s quite the experience,” Nyx said as she approached. “Come on, sooner we get you back to the inn, the better.”




CHAPTER XVIII

 
“So, is it everything you hoped for?” Nyx asked as they soared through the air.
“What? Me?” Victor replied.
“Yes. You were the one complaining about not being able to ride on my back.”
“Oh. Yeah, it’s great. Kinda wish it wasn’t raining, though.” A few seconds passed awkwardly. “Are you okay?”
“I’m fine,” Nyx said, but her stressed tone drained the truth from her words.
He thought of how to respond, but ultimately remained silent. Ilona had fallen asleep almost as soon as Nyx had picked her up and, as far as he could tell, she was still out.
It was obvious there was something about this whole scenario that was bothering Nyx a great deal, more than he’d ever seen. Even more than the time leading up to her reunion with Delphine. On the one hand, it was somewhat surprising to see, given what she’d told him about her emotions and how they became dulled over the centuries.
On the other, being alive that long meant you had a very long time to acquire traumas.
Whatever it is, it must be particularly bad to bother her this much.
A few moments later, they landed in front of the inn.
“Would you get the door, please?” Nyx asked quietly.
“Yeah,” Victor replied, slipping off her back.
He went and opened up the doors, stepped aside, and closed them behind her. Jezzy came out of the kitchen.
“What’s this? You leave with Delphine and Victor, and come back without Delphine and with...is that an elf?” Jezzy asked.
“Her name is Ilona. She’s our necromancer,” Nyx replied.
“...what’s wrong? Did something happen to Delphine?” Jezzy asked, immediately growing serious.
“No, Delphine is fine, we’re going to meet back up with her,” Nyx replied as she began walking towards the stairs. “We need a warm place for her. She’s...ill.”
“Oh. Um. All right,” Jezzy said, following them up the stairs. “What happened? Fiona’s upstairs, doing some work.”
“I’ll tell you both, then Victor and I need to go back to work. She needs help,” Nyx replied, her tone stern.
Jezzy looked at Victor, who shrugged.
“What’s happening?” Fiona asked as they came upstairs.
“We need a place for her to sleep,” Nyx replied.
“All right, uh, here. This room is basically ready,” Fiona said, gesturing to one of the open doors.
Nyx ducked as she walked inside, still cradling Ilona. She flipped back the blanket with her tail and put the elf to bed, then covered her back up. She looked at Victor. “I can’t really tell right now, is it warm enough in here?”
“Yeah,” Victor replied. “The heat from the hearth below is doing its job. It’s comfortable in here.”
“Okay, good.” She sighed softly, staring down at Ilona, then turned to face the three of them. “Her name is Ilona, our necromancer. We found her in a cave. The short of it is: she’s a scholar who contracted a terrible sickness, specific to elves so you don’t have to worry, and she ran out of time trying to cure it, so she cursed herself to be undead. She’s been raising corpses to try and find a magic ring to cure herself. We’re going to help her.”
“That’s...wow,” Fiona murmured.
“That’s fascinating,” Jezzy said. “Is she all right?”
“She’s weak,” Nyx replied. “It’s the curse or the sickness or both, or maybe just that she’s worn out mentally. Once we cure her of the curse and then the sickness, she’ll need us to watch over her. She’ll be unconscious for probably a week, and regaining her strength for two or three times that length, potentially. I’ve agreed to watch over her and help her recover. Will you help, too? She isn’t evil, and she apologized for sending the undead our way.”
“If you think so, yes, I will,” Fiona replied. “I will help her.”
“Yes, I will,” Jezzy said. “But that curse is going to be a problem…”
“Delphine thinks she can handle it,” Nyx said. “Ilona managed to track down the ring to a few potential sites. Delphine is heading for the nearest one now. Victor and I are going back to meet her and help find the ring...here. Let me wake her, so she knows you two.” Nyx knelt by the bedside and gently shook the small dark elf. “Ilona? You have to wake up.”
It took a moment, but finally her eyes opened. “What? A dragon...oh. Yes,” she murmured. “Now I remember. Hi. Nyx, yes?”
“Yes.”
“Where am I?”
“Remember the inn? You’re at the inn. You’re safe.”
“It’s very comfortable here,” Ilona murmured, then yawned. “I forgot what that was like.”
“Good. I’m glad. I want you to meet my friends. The viper and the succubus? They’re going to help you.”
“Oh...all right.”
Jezzy and Fiona came over at Nyx’s bidding and introduced themselves. Ilona reached up and pulled away the cloth tied around her head, revealing a withered, vein-stricken face. “It’s good to meet you...thank you, for helping me. It means more than I can really say.”
“You’re welcome, Ilona,” Fiona replied. “And don’t worry. We’ll take care of everything.”
“Thank you,” she said again. “Can I sleep now?”
“Yes, go to sleep, we’ll be back with the ring as soon as we can,” Nyx replied.
Ilona nodded and rolled over. Nyx stood, lingering for a moment, then walked out of the room, the others following her.
“Is there anything else to worry about?” Jezzy asked. “I could come with you.”
“No, I want you here. I don’t think there’s anything to worry about, certainly she didn’t mention anything, but I’d like to be certain,” Nyx replied. “And, as it is, I can really only safely carry two people. I want to be able to move quickly between sites.”
“All right. We’ll be here then.”
“Be careful, please,” Fiona said as they headed back outside.
“We will,” Nyx replied. “Just make sure you keep an eye on Ilona. We’ll be back when we can.” She looked at Victor. “You mind if I carry you?”
“No,” he replied. That tension and concern was still in her stance, her words, the way she moved, and he had the idea it would comfort her.
She simply nodded, scooped him up, and took to the gray skies.
…
“Nyx, what’s wrong?” Victor asked.
They had been in flight for several minutes and he had half-expected her to begin talking, if not about what was bothering her then at least about something, but she had remained silent. Even now, she seemed reluctant to talk.
“I’d say nothing, but you can tell that isn’t true,” she replied quietly.
“Everyone could tell that isn’t true,” Victor said. “Obviously something about this situation is bothering you greatly. Do you know Ilona somehow?”
“No, I’ve never met her before in my life,” Nyx replied. “It isn’t that. It’s...something else.”
“What?” he asked. She held her silence. “If you really don’t want to tell me, I’ll respect that, but a big part of this relationship we’re building is that we take care of each other. Obviously you’re upset. I want to help you.”
“You can’t,” she replied.
“I can at least try.”
Another long silence that seemed to stretch as they flew on.
“If I tell you...will you promise not to tell the others?” she asked finally.
Victor considered it, unsure of her response. What was so bad she didn’t want them to know? But he believed his own words, about helping her.
If this would help, so be it.
“I promise,” he said.
She sighed, sounding almost disappointed. Like she’d hoped he would press the issue, give her some excuse not to tell him. “About a hundred years ago, I was a lot more reckless. You’d think that by four hundred I’d have settled down, but really I hadn’t. I don’t like to talk about my past because, among other things, I spent too long telling myself not to give a shit about the shorter-lived species. Terrible, right? But I kept getting hurt. I’d make friends. They’d die or move on or disappear. It’s different, when you’re long-lived. It made me bitter, and angry, and more reckless. My best friend was...is…” she sighed heavily.
After a moment, Nyx kept talking. “My best friend is another dragoness named Lyra. We’ve known each other for a very, very long time. We go adventuring together sometimes...or we used to. We ended up somewhere we weren’t supposed to be, because I wanted to go there, and she wanted to make me happy. She got hit with a curse, a bad one. A curse of bad luck. Doesn’t sound that bad, but it was very intense. She tried to live with it for a while, but she kept getting hurt, people kept getting hurt, after a lot of though, it ultimately came down to: live in isolation with your bad luck forever, or find a way to get rid of the curse.
“But this was no ordinary curse. It came straight from a God, a God who didn’t like dragons. I spent decades trying to find a way out of that curse for her. In the end, the only way to do it was to make a deal with another God. The curse would be removed...but she had to give something up. Her wings. And a dragon’s wings are...they mean a lot to us. A lot. She loved to fly. I tried to give mine, but neither she nor the God would let it happen. So, she lost her wings, but the curse got lifted. And it was my fault. She wouldn’t even have gotten cursed if I hadn’t gone there and fucked about. And if you’re wondering why we both didn’t get cursed...I don’t really know. Never did. Sometimes I think that was an extra twist of the knife.”
Victor put his hand over the back of hers where she held him. “I’m really sorry, Nyx. I don’t know what else to say. I’m really sorry this happened to you and your friend.”
Nyx laughed softly. “I don’t really know what to say either. It’s been about ten years since last I saw her. She’s on the other side of the world. Another continent, a far distant land. She lives in a house at the edge of a village of dark elves now. They don’t mind dragons over there, and they’re a bit less rare than over here. She says she’s happy and even grateful to me, for helping her get rid of the curse, but the bottom line is that my best friend can never again fly for the rest of her days and it’s my fault. It was stupid and unnecessary and my fault.”
“Nyx…” he said quietly, unsure of how to proceed.
“It’s all right, Victor. I’ve heard just about everything related to this. You aren’t the only person I’ve told. I used to tell people, but I stopped after a while. It’s hard for a number of reasons, but there’s an extra layer of difficulty trying to explain it most races. A lot of people are sympathetic, but it’s easy to read what they really think. ‘Oh no, she can’t fly anymore? Big deal. She can still walk, she can still see.’. They don’t understand what it means to lose your wings as a dragon.”
“I don’t think that, Nyx,” he said.
“I know...I wouldn’t have told you if I thought you did. Gods, I feel shitty even bringing that up, it isn’t a nice thing to say and I know not everyone is like that...but that’s it. That’s the whole tragic tale. I was an arrogant bitch and my friend paid a massive, lifelong price for it. So that’s what the problem is. Ilona reminded me of my friend, and I guess I have a sore spot for curses. And the idea of her wasting away in that pitch black, damp cave, completely isolated…”
“I understand. I feel for her, too,” Victor said. “I think Delphine would have suggested it as well if she wasn’t so...focused. On the more immediate goal.”
“Yeah. She’s got her own issues. I’m hoping she doesn’t hate me,” Nyx muttered.
“She doesn’t hate you, Nyx. She respects you and she likes you.”
“...you talked with her about what happened at the temple, didn’t you?” she asked.
“I did. I hope that doesn’t make you angry. She wants to speak with you about it, but I think she’s scared, and she wanted to tell someone else first. She’s scared you’ll reject her, I think.”
“She wanted to tell someone who wouldn’t judge her,” Nyx murmured.
“And you think that’s me?” Victor asked.
“Yes, Victor, by the Gods you’re the most accepting human I’ve ever met. Honestly one of the most accepting, patient, respectful people I’ve ever met on any side of any line. Race, gender, nation, religion, whatever.”
“Oh come on, I’m not that patient and non-judgmental.”
“You are more than you think. And there’s something about you that welcomes confession, I think. You’d make a great holy warrior.”
He laughed. “No...although after spending the night with Delphine, I’m a little closer to believing that. But I’m happy where I am.”
“Fair enough. There’s Delphine...you promised, remember.”
“Nyx,” he said, reaching up and running a hand gently down her face, “you know you can trust me. I’ll never betray you...and not just because you could kill me in an instant.”
She laughed. “I know, I know...thank you. I feel better. So, you were right about that. But I want to get serious now. I really do want to help her, and fast.”
“We will,” he replied.
They came in for a landing a clearing ahead of Delphine, who was making her way quickly through the woods.
“How is she?” Delphine asked, also all business now.
“She’s fine,” Nyx replied. “She’s sleeping comfortably. Jezzy and Fiona will watch over her.”
“Good. The first spot is just up ahead.”
“What is it?” Victor asked, drawing his blade.
“An old graveyard. She has notes. This was the first site, and she visited it personally, the only one that she could manage. She said it’s picked over, but she could’ve missed it,” Delphine replied.
“Can I assume we have some way of being able to tell if it’s here or not beyond painstakingly searching every inch of the place?” Victor asked.
“Thankfully, yes,” Delphine replied. “I have a spell I can cast, sort of a divining spell, it will let me know if any powerful artifacts are within the area. It isn’t perfect, but for a place like this, it should get the job done.”
“This is probably a waste of time,” Nyx said.
“Why do you say that?” Victor asked.
“Look at it logically: something like this, which has been resting wherever it is for years, and people know where it is, or where it might be. It stands to reason that, either by intention or circumstance, the simpler places have already been searched. I think it must be at the prison,” Nyx explained.
“I was thinking the same thing, in truth, but...that will be very dangerous. I’ve heard many stories of it, and even from a distance I feel the evil permeating off that place,” Delphine said. “Which is why I wish to examine these other locations first. If it is here, we can avoid the prison.”
“Fair,” Nyx admitted reluctantly after a moment. “Let’s get this out of the way, then. The sooner this is all done, the better.”
“Looks clear out there,” Victor said quietly as they approached the edge of the graveyard. It was about what he expected to see from a graveyard in the Hinter: a roughly rectangular piece of land sectioned off by a low, crumbling wall, containing a collection of time-worn, overgrown headstones. The place showed a lot of signs of activity, several of the graves dug up. He wondered how many Ilona had taken for use in her bid to save herself.
“Yeah, come on, I just need a moment to cast the spell,” Delphine said.
The trio walked out into the rain-saturated little graveyard. Delphine walked right to the center of it and knelt, hands coming together. He and Nyx walked slowly around the outer section of the graveyard, keeping an eye out for anything dangerous. He saw a lot of skeletal footprints in the mud, a lot of dug up spots, and found himself imagining Ilona standing here or perhaps sitting on a headstone or the low stonework wall, watching as a collection of skeletons and zombies silently went about hunting the area for rings.
He found himself turning over her situation in his mind, wondering if he was missing something. A lot of really bad things had been done in the name of saving oneself, or extending one’s own life, but as he examined the evidence, what he’d seen and what he knew of so far, he tentatively concluded that he couldn’t see much wrong.
She’d raised the dead, and perhaps some bad things had come about as a result of that, although he doubted it. She didn’t have the intent to make them lethal, even if they had attacked on sight, they were easy enough to dispatch that even the average hunter or novice adventurer would be able to kill them or even just flee.
On the whole, he wouldn’t raise the dead, but it wasn’t like she’d trapped their souls.
The dead were dead, their souls moved on. The bones and the rotting meat were just...things. They weren’t people any longer. While he didn’t go around grave-robbing or disrespecting the dead, he also didn’t really feel she’d committed some great sin.
It was, admittedly, a big help that someone he trusted believed she wasn’t evil. Multiple someones.
There was a flash of white light and he felt a mild burst of warmth hit him.
“It’s not here,” Delphine said as she stood up. “I detect nothing of any significance, and I did a little purification, too. We can move on to the next one.”
“All right, let’s go. Mount up,” Nyx said.
They took to the skies once more.




CHAPTER XIX

 
It was interesting, working with Nyx and Delphine.
Victor got to see their more serious side, and it quickly became obvious that when they took something seriously and put their minds to it, each woman was a force to be reckoned with. He was extremely grateful for his decade of adventuring and his tendency to push himself more often than not, because he wasn’t sure he’d have been able to keep up with them otherwise.
They spent the rest of the day flying across the Hinterlands, following the map that Ilona had put together, and investigating the sites.
There were five in total, (not counting the prison), and none were as easy as the first.
At the second site, they found an abandoned house, a large one, that took some time to explore. They wouldn’t have needed to, except Delphine had picked up a sense of a somewhat powerful artifact hidden within that might have been what they were looking for.
So they had to spend almost two hours digging through it, moving furniture, pulling up floorboards, checking everywhere until finally discovering an amulet that helped defend against fire, and it wasn’t even a particularly good one at that, it just had a strong magical charge. They took it and then up into the skies they went again.
After having a similar, and somewhat more violent experience, with an old stone structure so stripped of resources that they couldn’t guess its original nature, and finding an enchanted dagger beneath some flagstones in the main room, they broke for lunch.
The fourth location was a large cave complex similar to the mine they’d raided at Grayrock.
“If I never fight giant spiders again, it will be too fucking soon,” Delphine growled from up on Nyx’s back.
“Quit shuddering around up there,” Nyx complained.
“Sorry, I just-ugh! Gods! They’re disgusting! I hate spiders, I hate medium spiders, small spiders, and especially giant spiders. And the way they smell when they’re on fire–”
“I’m sorry, but it was set them on fire or fight them hand-to-hand even longer,” Nyx cut in.
“I’m not complaining about you, just-nevermind. I don’t want to talk about them anymore,” Delphine said, then made another disgusted sound.
“What’s this last site?” Victor asked, looking at the third false lead they’d followed from where he lay cradled in Nyx’s arms. It was a silver bracelet studded with emeralds. Delphine had divined it as a protection against cold, something he intended to keep for himself. He’d be glad for it once winter arrived.
“This has the least information of all,” Delphine replied, sounding grateful for the distraction. “All it says is that it’s a ‘summoning site’, which almost certainly is nothing good.”
“Summoning what?” Victor asked.
“No idea. According to a journal Ilona found on one of the dead adventurer’s equally dead friends, he mentioned that this site was on the list of places the adventurer wanted to visit. So he might have gone there and died. Regardless, I think we should visit it and possibly deal with it. Summoning sites are almost always bad news, and it’s too close to the inn for my liking,” Delphine replied.
Victor frowned as he was reminded of just how dangerous the Hinter might be. Summoning was a dangerous school of magic, because it almost exclusively meant ‘summoning a godsdamned monster from another realm’. Really, the only thing that kept it from getting truly out of control was that it was basically impossible to impose any real level of control over said monsters, despite what many people believed, and summoning portals typically collapsed on themselves quickly.
Except when they didn’t.
Not all summoning portals were created equally, because it depended on where it was connecting to. Some portals closed in mere seconds, but some remained semi-open for years. While virtually invisible from both sides, if the circumstances were right, something big and bad could come through, which was incentive to find and properly close such portals.
And, unfortunately, that was where the danger tended to lay. The closing of a portal required reopening, and it typically drew the attention of something dangerous.
Yet another example of no good deed going unpunished.
“So, you know how to shut down a summoning site, right?” Victor asked.
“I do,” Delphine replied.
“That’s good,” Nyx murmured. He glanced up at her. She had been distracted ever since she’d told him her tale.
He reached up and ran his hand down her upper arm. She tilted her head, looking down at him. “We’ll help her, Nyx. Don’t worry.”
She smiled. “I’m trying.”
“I see the clearing described on the map, the waterfall, there,” Delphine said.
“Yep, I see it,” Nyx replied, descending.
A few seconds later they landed at the edge of the clearing, and immediately Victor could feel something off.
“Oh dear,” Delphine murmured softly.
From sight alone, you wouldn’t know anything was wrong. The clearing seemed, if anything, peaceful. Grass, flowers, a little waterfall letting out into a small pool that whispered away into a gently flowing creek.
But there was a tension on the air that was unnatural, a bad feeling, a sensation vaguely like being almost, but not quite, touched by a blade’s edge.
“Someone definitely summoned something here, once,” Nyx said. “I can almost taste the bad magic.”
“So we’ve got to deal with this, huh?” Victor muttered. He was all for it, but actually being here made him nervous.
“Yes,” Delphine replied. “It’s too dangerous to leave, and practically speaking, I couldn’t sense the ring if it was here with all this extra summoning magic splashing around.”
“So, if I remember right, it’ll be like a cleansing?” he asked.
“More or less, it’ll just take more time,” Delphine replied, drawing her blade.
“How much more time?”
“That’s the problem, I’m not entirely sure. While I am technically able to nullify summoning magic and shut a portal, I cannot claim great prowess with this ability. I’ll need you to watch my back. The process takes great concentration.” She twisted her lips, looking around them. “Perhaps we should try this tomorrow…”
“We’re here now,” Nyx said, “and just by being here, we may have disturbed it. We should deal with it now.”
“She’s probably right,” Victor agreed. “I’m up for it if you are, Delphine. Ultimately this is your call.”
Delphine sighed heavily, looking around still. “Yeah, all right. We should do this.” She seemed to settle on a spot in the clearing, marched over to it, and planted her sword in the ground. Rolling her shoulders and popping her neck, she dropped into a crouch, placing both hands on the sword’s hilt. “It will be relatively simple. First, I need to open the portal so that it may be closed properly, and then I will close it. We may get lucky, nothing may come through. But something might. I need you to kill whatever comes through, or at least keep it away from me.”
“We’ve got your back, Delphine,” Victor replied.
“We won’t let anything happen to you,” Nyx said.
“All right. I’m beginning.”
She closed her eyes and bowed her head.
Victor felt the tension begin to rise as she set to her task.
He gripped his blade tightly, shifting around and loosening up, preparing himself for whatever may show up. It might be nothing, they might get lucky, but, as much as he enjoyed the benefits of luck, he knew not to really rely on them.
Nyx had grown to her full size and she towered over them both in all her nine-foot glory, her eyes glowing with magic as she continually hunted the clearing for threats.
Moments went by beneath the gloomy gray skies.
The rain had stopped, but it felt only like a pause in the storm, not an end.
A burst of magic was released and suddenly a jagged cut of black-red energy appeared near the center of the clearing, glowering with menacing magical energies.
“Okay, it’s open. That was the easy part,” Delphine said, readjusting herself slightly. “Closing it now.”
Victor tried not to focus too much on the portal. It was misleading, but besides that, looking directly at it quickly began to feel like a barbed spike was being driven into his skull. Most people who didn’t have much experience with portals assumed that whatever came through would literally climb through the actual visible part.
But that wasn’t the case. The jagged scar of dark magic wasn’t the whole portal, just the part that you could actually see. The creatures that might come through could appear anywhere within a certain radius of the portal.
More time passed.
The bad feelings only grew worse as the energy hovering over the ground began to pulse.
Victor found himself pacing back and forth across the rain-dampened grass, Nyx doing much the same.
The bad vibes got worse.
And then, suddenly, something else was in the clearing with them.
It arrived without fanfare, without a sound. Victor was in the process of turning to the north when he saw it, standing as still as a statute: a dark figure, seven feet tall, whipcord lean, wrapped in some strange dark cloth that vaguely resembled a wispy black cloak.
The hood that covered its faced showed nothing but absolute darkness.
“Enemy!” he snapped, making for it.
“Oh shit!” Nyx yelled.
The strange skeletal figure brought both arms up as they approached it. It held no weapons, but something about it spoke of immense focus and startling danger. Victor was much closer, and so he made it there first, slashing with his sword.
One arm snapped down, blocking the blow, and the blade was nearly driven from his grasp as it rebounded off of whatever its arm or perhaps the cloak was made of. Its other arm shot out, going for his face, and he barely managed to duck it.
Victor struck twice more, discovering that he was faster than he was used to, probably thanks to Nyx’s dragon energy, but it still wasn’t fast enough. It blocked both blows and backhanded him with a casualness that bordered on insulting.
As he stumbled backwards, pain exploding across his shoulder and chest and arm from where it had struck him, Nyx shouted and crashed into it. The two figures went tumbling to the ground, wrestling, fighting, Nyx yelling.
It threw the nine foot tall dragoness off of itself and seemed to snap back to a standing position. The darkened hood focused on Delphine, who remained crouched, head down, seemingly oblivious to all that was going on around her.
It began to walk towards her.
This was not going well.
Victor ignored the pain and sprinted towards it. He built up what speed he could and then launched himself feet first directly towards where its knee should be. He’d broken legs with this move before and figured it would at least knock it down again.
But his own legs were nearly broken as his heel collided with the thing’s leg. It didn’t give hardly an inch, barely slowing down as he was brought to a dead halt and dumped to the ground. He might as well have been trying that move on a stone wall or a tree.
“Nyx!” he shouted.
“Coming!” she yelled back.
Her voice was coming from above and before he had a chance to fully appreciate what was happening, she swooped down and snatched up the figure. He got painfully to his feet, looking quickly at Delphine to make sure she was still all right, then looking skywards.
Nyx was rapidly disappearing straight up.
“Nyx!” he called, but she didn’t respond.
Abruptly, there was a burst of pure magical power. It was strong enough that he stumbled, but it was like the blade-against-throat feeling was suddenly gone, the tension vanished, leaving only relief as the jagged portal vanished.
The relief was short-lived though.
“What’s she doing!?” Delphine snapped as she got to her feet and joined him in staring up.
“Dealing with the problem, somehow, I hope,” he replied. “But what’s she going to–”
“Look out below!” Nyx shouted from high above.
“Oh shit,” Delphine said. “Move.”
They fell back as the strange hostile creature she’d yanked up into the sky began coming back down. Just a scant few seconds later it landed with a resounding crash and an awful cracking sound on a large rock at the edge of the clearing.
Bits of the thing flew everywhere, showering the space.
Nyx landed a few seconds later. “Ha! Knew that would work,” she declared.
“What in the fuck was that thing?” Victor asked as he cautiously picked up one of its pieces. He thought it would be like bone wrapped in cloth, but it wasn’t, not quite. It was somewhat closer to stone that had cloth-like material attached to it somehow. It wasn’t stone or bone, but something in between, closer to a fossil than anything else.
“I have no idea and I am glad it’s dead,” Delphine replied.
“Are we sure it’s dead?” Victor asked.
“Looks pretty dead to me,” Nyx said, looking around the clearing.
“Maybe we should gather some up to give to Hazel. Maybe she could study it? Or get it to someone who could? I know there’s wizards and such who learn from the remains of creatures and I’ve never even heard of something like this,” he replied.
“I suppose you have a point. Okay, let’s gather it up, and Delphine, can you see if the ring is here while we do?” Nyx asked.
“On it,” Delphine replied.
After five minutes, they had a magically-reinforced pouch of the creature’s remains gathered up, and Delphine cast her spell.
“Nothing,” she reported, “it’s not here.”
“Fuck. So either it’s at the prison or somewhere else entirely,” Nyx muttered.
“That’s going to be a problem. That prison…” Delphine sighed and shook her head.
“We can’t go today,” Victor said. “Whatever we decide, however we do this, it’s been too long of a day and it’s going to be dark soon.”
“You’re right,” Nyx admitted reluctantly. “Let’s get back to the inn, then.”
She picked him up and Delphine climbed onto her back, and once again they were whisked away into the sky.
…
By the time they returned to the inn, Nyx seemed to have mostly lightened up.
“How many things have you killed like that?” Delphine asked as she climbed down off the dragoness’s back.
Nyx laughed. “Lost count at this point, but I don’t do it often. I only reserve it for really dangerous things or people that really pissed me off.”
“It’s certainly impressive,” Victor said.
“Yep. Come on, let’s check on Ilona,” Nyx replied.
They walked into the inn and saw Fiona emerging from the kitchen. “Hey! How did it go?” she asked. “You don’t look particularly happy.”
“We crossed off everywhere but the prison. No ring, but we found a few cool artifacts, purified a few places, and closed a summoning portal and killed a really dangerous...whatever the fuck that thing was,” Victor replied.
“Oh. Wow. You’ve been busy. But that means you have to go to the prison,” she said, frowning.
“Yep,” Nyx replied. “How’s Ilona?”
“Better, but she’s so tired...I’m worried. She’s bathing right now. I had to help her down there. I’d be more worried if I didn’t know that undead can’t drown. And...uh, she’s made a request. I don’t know how you’ll feel about it.”
“Which one of us?” Nyx asked, glancing at Victor.
“Both, I suppose. I’ve already spoken about it with Jezzy and we don’t have any problems with it. But you’re a part of this relationship too now, Nyx, so you get a say, and as the person being asked, obviously you get a say, Victor.”
“So what is it?” he replied.
“Ilona wants...intimacy. Though she didn’t really elaborate on that. Personally, I think she isn’t sure herself what she wants. But she wants intimacy, with you, Victor.”
“I’m okay with this,” Nyx replied, almost immediately. “In fact, if you’re okay with it, then I encourage it. She’s been isolated for a long time now, I imagine.”
“Hmm.” Victor shifted uncomfortably as everyone in the room focused on him. “I have...reservations,” he said after a moment.
“I can understand that,” Delphine muttered.
“It’s probably not what you’re thinking, though. I don’t care that she’s undead.”
“You don’t? So...I mean, have you...with an undead…” He nodded. Delphine’s eyes widened. “Really?”
“Yes, if you must know,” he replied, crossing his arms.
“I-I’m sorry. I’m just...surprised, is all. I didn’t mean-I’m not judging you,” she said. “What...were the circumstances?”
“I came across an adventuress who’d been cursed to be undead, like Ilona. She was raiding old ruins and caves, trying to gather enough coin to buy a cure when I met her. I liked her. I wanted to help her. She liked me. She wanted sex.”
“How, uh...how was it?” Delphine asked awkwardly.
He broke into a grin, looking at her more directly. “You’re really into this, huh?”
“I’m just curious.”
“Curious, yeah. Well, in truth, it was, uh...well, more taxing than anything else. Curses to be undead aren’t very uniform, they’re kind of random. In her case, she’d lost some sensation...but not all. I spent most of the night trying to get her off just one time. Not that I’m complaining, exactly, and she wasn’t trying to make me, or anything–”
“But I doubt she was really trying to stop you,” Jezzy murmured.
He laughed. “Yeah, she was into it. And I got her off. And she definitely got me off. But yeah, I’ve done it before.”
“What happened with her? That kind of sounds like a bonding experience,” Fiona said.
“Oh it was. We were together for almost a year. I helped her get cured and she...really liked me. I was very taken with her, too. But, eventually, the same thing happens that always tends to happen with adventurers. We began to drift apart, we wanted to do different things, and ultimately we split on amicable, if somewhat sad, terms.”
“What would you do if you saw her again?” Nyx asked.
“Ask your three’s permission to have sex with her, see if she’s still down to fuck, and spend the night fucking her if she is,” he replied.
“Okay...but you still seem reluctant,” Delphine said.
He nodded. “I am. I’m not interested in having sex with Ilona if she’s not...not there, you know? If she’s too out of it to fuck-it’s not right.”
“That’s very considerate,” Fiona said. “Although I’m not sure she wants sex. She was complaining that she doesn’t feel much nowadays, so...I don’t know. I think she just wants comfort. Someone to be near her, hold her, just for a while, and you could do that.”
He nodded. “I could, and would, do that. I’ll go see her.”
“While he does that, we’re talking about that prison,” Nyx said.
“Wonderful,” Fiona replied unhappily as Victor headed for the basement.
He reached the bottom of the stairs and walked up to the door to the bathing area. It was not quite closed all the way. He didn’t hear anything.
Holding it in place, he knocked on it a few times. “Ilona? It’s Victor.” Nothing. He knocked harder and leaned closer. “Ilona?”
He heard a startled sound and a bit of splashing. “What? Who is it?”
“It’s Victor. Fiona said you wanted to speak with me?”
“Oh...right. Yeah. Come in.”
“All right.” He pushed the door open and stepped in, and found himself staring at a petite, naked, undead dark elf. Her blue skin did some to hide her veins, though she looked dangerously thin, and there was a generally unhealthy pallor to her.
She sat in the tub, soaking. “Uh...sorry if this is something you don’t want to see,” she said. “Um, that just occurred to me. I was really thinking that I’ve finally reached the point where I just don’t care if people see me naked and undead, but I was more thinking about how they’d be judging me, not so much how they’d be repulsed.”
“I’m not repulsed by you, Ilona,” he replied, sitting down on the floor. “Honestly you don’t look that bad...I mean, that is to say–”
She laughed softly. “It’s fine. I’m undead. I look bad. You won’t offend me. You’re nice to try and make me feel better about it, though. Did you have any luck?”
“No.”
“I thought not, or you would’ve led with that.”
“We visited every site but the prison. We’re going there tomorrow.”
She lost the small smile she had. “Gods...I knew it was there. I didn’t want to believe-but it still might not be there...shit. It’s going to be really dangerous.”
“I know,” he said, “but we’ve agreed to help you.”
“I appreciate it. I really do. Godsdamnit.” She shook her head lethargically. “I’m so fucking tired. I’d tell you not to go but...I’m desperate. I don’t know what’s happening, but I think I might be dying. I don’t know if it’s the sickness catching up with me somehow, or maybe the curse has a kill date that I didn’t realize. So, I’ll just thank you profusely, and pay you all back somehow if you do save me, and forgive you if you don’t. But I wanted something from you...if you’d be willing.”
“What is it?” he asked.
“I…” She hesitated, shifting awkwardly in the water. “I’m extremely lonely. I haven’t been touched, let alone kissed or caressed since I turned…” She hesitated again, not looking at him.
He decided to try and steer the conversation. “If you’re looking to make love, I’d be okay with it, provided you’re really sure about it. You seem fairly coherent right now.”
“Wait, really?” she asked, looking directly at him now. “You’d have sex with me?”
“Yes.”
“Wow.” She sighed heavily. “Of fucking course I’d find an attractive guy to fuck me now. Gods-fucking-shit.” Ilona gave her head an angry shake. “I can’t feel anything...down there, anymore. So, I really appreciate it, but I was hoping more for some, like, cuddling? And maybe making out? I cleaned out my mouth and drank some strawberry juice, so my breath shouldn’t be terrible…” She paused and yawned. “If I can stay awake...my point is, I might be dying. And I’d like some, uh, companionship. Just in case. But also just in general.”
“I can do that,” Victor said.
“I really appreciate it. Uh...I guess I should get out now.”
“Let me help you, and I can help you dry off,” he replied.
She looked up at him as he approached her and offered his hand. After a moment, she stuck her hand up out of the water and he took it and lifted her easily. Even when she was a healthy weight, he imagined he could have still done the same.
Grabbing a towel, he began drying her off.
“Wow,” she murmured.
“What?” he asked.
“Jezzy and Fiona really talked you up. It’s pretty obvious they’re really into you, but they said you’re really sweet and caring. It isn’t that I didn’t believe them, but more that I thought they might be so into you they were kind of overblowing it. But no, you’re really sweet. I don’t know hardly anyone who would touch an undead, let alone help one dry off and be intimate.”
“Well...it helps that you’re really beautiful.”
She laughed softly. “Stop, you don’t have to flatter me.”
“I’m not. You’re pretty.”
“...you’ve got some weird tastes. Not that I’m complaining.”
“Apparently I do,” he agreed.
Once he finished drying her off, he wrapped her in another towel, as apparently Jezzy had taken her clothes to wash, and she didn’t have any others, then swept her off her feet and began carrying her upstairs.
“This is so fun,” Ilona murmured, then giggled. “I haven’t felt good in a really long time. And this feels good. It’s almost like being a little drunk.”
He carried her upstairs to the bedroom they’d made up for her, and he could see that Fiona and Jezzy had added a little to it while he and Nyx and Delphine had been out. He set her down and then took a moment to get out of his own gear, ultimately stripping down to his undershorts, and then got under the blanket with her.
“Mmm, yes,” she murmured, “I can’t feel much, but I can feel that. Your warmth. It’s good.” He wrapped his arms around her, hugging her slender frame to his own. “Victor?”
“Yeah?”
“If this does go well, and I recover, will you have sex with me?”
“Definitely,” he replied.
She laughed softly. “It won’t upset your girlfriends? I’m not completely sure, but I do know that if Fiona and Jezzy aren’t fucking you already, they will be soon. And you and Nyx seem pretty close…”
“Fiona, Jezzy, Nyx, and I are all in a relationship together,” he replied, “and they are all okay with you and I having sex.”
“Wow...three monster girls,” she said quietly. “I’ve never met someone like you. Will you kiss me?”
“Yes.”
He kissed her, and that seemed to give her a little more strength. They began making out, and she ran a hand over his body.
It didn’t last long, though, as she ended up falling asleep in the middle of it. He figured she would, so he got her comfortable, laid with her a while longer, then got up and pulled his clothes back on.
When he stepped out, he found Jezzy waiting for him.
“How is she?” she asked, looking anxious.
“Asleep. Happy, though. We made out a little,” he replied.
She smiled, though it was a little strained. “That’s good...I’m worried about her.”
He nodded. “Me too. She seems increasingly weak. Do you think it’s her curse?”
“Very likely. Some of them do have time limits, though we can’t really know for sure.” Her expression hardened suddenly. “I’m going with you to the prison.”
“Jezzy…”
“I am. You can’t talk me out of this.” She crossed her arms.
He could see her tail twitching behind her. He sighed. “I guess I can’t.”
She smiled. “Good. Come on, let’s go talk with the others.”
They headed downstairs and found the three women sitting in the main room, not looking particularly happy.
“I don’t suppose you have any revelations about the prison, Victor?” Delphine asked. “Any useful knowledge?”
“No, I’m new to the region, I’ve got nothing,” he replied.
She sighed. “Great. Jezzy? Think of anything?”
“No,” Jezzy replied.
“I guess...we’ll improvise,” Delphine murmured.
“Great plan,” Nyx said.
“You love improvising,” Delphine shot back.
“I guess you have a point.”
“We’re tired,” Fiona said. “You three have been out working all day. Get some food and then get some sleep.” She looked around. “All right?” she pressed when no one responded.
“You’re right,” Delphine replied. “It makes sense...thank you, for your help.”
Fiona nodded. “We all want this to happen, but we have to be careful. This is going to be dangerous.”
“We’ll be careful, Fiona,” Nyx said. She stretched. “But yes, I am hungry, and tired. We should prepare for tomorrow.”
“Jezzy and I prepared dinner,” Fiona said, “come on.”
Victor, Delphine, and Nyx followed her into the kitchen.




CHAPTER XX

 
Victor came awake to a hand on his shoulder.
He opened his eyes and saw Delphine leaning over him, a worried expression on her face.
“What’s wrong?” he asked.
“I’ve received another vision from Nystalla. We’re running out of time,” she replied.
He heard someone else come into the room and then Jezzy spoke. “I can’t wake her.”
Victor threw the blankets back and got to his feet. The light through the windows revealed it somewhere around early morning, the day still gray. He immediately went to the washbasin and started cleaning himself up.
“What’s the situation?” he asked as he worked.
“Ilona won’t wake up,” Jezzy said. “Fiona’s in there with her, trying to wake her, but she almost seems comatose.”
“She is,” Delphine said. “Nystalla warned me that she is nearly out of time. The curse is consuming her.”
Victor sighed, frustrated. “Would’ve been nice to know yesterday.”
“As I said, despite what we all think, Gods and Goddesses are not all-knowing and all-seeing. I don’t quite know why the vision was so specific, but I did make it a point to pray to Nystalla last night for help. And She delivered. She told me that Ilona is dying, and soon, as in, within the next few days. The ring we seek is indeed in the prison, but the prison is very dangerous. However, we should theoretically be able to get the ring and get out without having to fight through the entire structure, thanks to Nyx.”
“How can I help?” Nyx asked, walking into the room from the hallway.
“Flying. If you can get us onto the roof, I can follow the instructions Nystalla left. The ring is on the top floor, but the prison is infested with the undead.”
Victor sighed heavily as he finished washing and quickly began drying. “Why is it the fucking undead all the fucking time?”
“They’re no ordinary undead. From what I’ve learned, they’re bound to something in the prison’s basement. Some...artifact or totem, I’m not sure. They guard the place like a fortress, and they are more dangerous than the average undead,” Delphine explained.
“Fantastic,” Jezzy muttered.
“We can handle it,” Victor said. He hung up the towel over the back of a chair and began pulling on a fresh set of traveling clothes.
“So what’s the plan, exactly?” Nyx asked.
“We get ready and then Nyx, you will fly Victor and myself to the prison’s rooftop. Drop us off, then come back and get Jezzy. Once you two join us, we will get down to the top floor, fight our way to the ring, grab it, and fight our way back out. Although there is an additional snag to this.”
“What?” Jezzy asked.
“It’s more of a me problem than a you problem, but Nystalla explained that this knowledge hasn’t quite been gifted, exactly. I need to pay a price for the knowledge.”
“Whoa, what? But She imposed the knowledge on you,” Victor said.
“Not quite. She was up front about it, but with a life on the line, I accepted it.”
“What’s the price?” Jezzy asked.
“At some point in the near future we must clear out the prison completely. I believe that She got this knowledge from Vyxus, the Goddess of Natural Order. From what I understand it, there’s kind of a system of balance with the deities. They can’t interfere too directly with the mortal realm, but when they do, a price needs to be levied somehow. It’s complex. The bottom line is: I need to cleanse that prison. But it’s going to be difficult,” Delphine explained.
“I’m not letting you do that alone, Delph,” Nyx said. “No way.”
“Yeah, we’ve all come this far, I think we all want to help in this task,” Victor said.
“Definitely,” Jezzy agreed.
“Yes,” Fiona said. “Although I’m not sure how much help I can be in this particular regard.”
“Thank you,” Delphine said, looking around at them. “I really appreciate it.” She cleared her throat. “The cleansing comes later. Right now what matters is getting that ring.”
“What about the curse?” he asked.
“I spoke with Nystalla about it. She said she would grant me the ability to remove it.”
“So should we just remove it now?” Victor suggested. “If that’s what’s killing her?”
Delphine shook her head. “Her Black Cough is far enough along that it will be a very near thing. It will kill her about as fast as the curse at this point. If we fail to get the ring today, I’d be willing to at least give it a shot, to maybe buy us some more time, though that’d be a bad gamble, but I really want to have that ring in hand before I remove the curse.”
He sighed heavily. “This whole thing is miserable.”
“At least we have a real shot at fixing it,” Jezzy replied.
“Yeah, fair point.” He started pulling on his armor. “Let’s get ready, I want to do this now.”
…
“Oh yeah...I can definitely feel that,” Victor said as they came close to the prison.
Delphine and Nyx remained silent, both of them in grim moods.
The immense stone structure jutted up out of the Hinter like a rotten tooth. The huge stonework wall that surrounded, as tall as most of the trees around it, was still surprisingly intact, but he could see crumbling and breakdown on the structure itself.
It was a massive thing of bleak, weather-worn stone bricks and rows of small, thick, iron-barred windows. It looked to be five stories tall and roughly a quarter the size of Hearth Heaven. There was movement down in the overgrown yard between the inner wall and the structure. He could see dozens of undead patrolling.
Thankfully, though, nothing was on the roof.
“There,” Delphine said, “northwest corner, set down there.”
“On it,” Nyx replied, shifting and then swooping down. She came to an abrupt halt, flapped her huge wings once, and landed gently. Setting him down, she shot into the air the moment Delphine was off her back.
Both warriors immediately began checking around the area for threats they might have missed on the initial fly-over. There wasn’t much to see on the roof, and it was obvious that it had given in some areas.
Victor looked down a little nervously at the bricks beneath his boots.
“Let’s find a way in while she gets Jezzy,” Delphine said, setting off.
He joined her as she walked towards the nearest hole. They slowed as they approached, caution in their steps.
“One of these holes might be the easiest way down,” she muttered as they peered cautiously down through the opening. It was about an eight-foot drop. Not terrible, but not exactly easy. It let into a bare stone cell with a puddle of water.
“So where is it, exactly?” he asked.
“It’s farther on, at the other end of this side. I didn’t have Nyx put us down there because it looked way too unstable,” Delphine replied. “We should probably–”
She stopped speaking as the bricks beneath her suddenly began to give. They both tried to leap back but it happened too quickly and they went tumbling down the hole as it widened. Both landed with pained sounds in the cell below and rolled out of the way of the falling bricks. A few seconds later they were picking themselves up off the wet floor.
“Fuck,” Delphine muttered.
“Yep,” Victor agreed. He drew his blade as soon as he was upright and faced the open doorway. “At least we aren’t locked in.”
“Come on, we’re here, we might as well just do this now,” Delphine said.
Victor considered it briefly, then nodded. Either the way was clear, and they should take that opportunity while they could, or the undead were nearby, and they’d have to fight for their lives anyway, so they might as well be making progress while they did.
She stepped out of the cell first and onto a walkway.
“Oh great,” she growled.
He immediately saw what she meant. Behind them, the pathway was gone, and ahead of them, the pathway had collapsed in several places.
“Looks like we’ll have to jump it,” she said.
“At this point, it might be prudent to wait for Nyx,” he replied, reconsidering his assessment. He could hear the sound of many skeletons and zombies moving below them, bones clacking against stone and shuffling feet.
“Maybe…” Delphine said uncertainly.
Abruptly, the sound of bone on stone became much closer behind him. Turning around, he saw a skull pop up over the side of the stone platform he stood on and a skeletal hand reached up, pulling itself onto the walkway with them.
“Okay, nevermind!” he snapped as he kicked the skeleton in its face as hard as he could. Its head disconnected, going flying, but the body kept climbing. Cursing, he stomped on the arm, breaking the bones, and then drove his bootheel into the ribcage.
“Aw-come on!” he groaned as the skeleton finally gave way but the ribcage got stuck around his boot. He stomped a few times and shook his leg around, clearing it off.
“Come on, we jump it!” Delphine said.
He turned around. “That might not–” But she’d already jumped over to the next section of walkway. Victor winced as she landed, but the stonework held. More skeletons were climbing up after them.
“It’s in the last cell! Come on!” she called, and took a few running steps then leaped again. Victor sighed heavily as another skeleton appeared to replace the first.
He kicked again, then ran and leaped. Fucking up the jump, he almost didn’t make it, the last few inches of his heels sticking over the edge. He reached out and grasped the wall beside him, managing to get a hold on it and steadying himself. His heart racing, he prepared for the next jump. All around them, the prison seemed to pulse with the undead presence.
More of the awful things were clambering noisily up the stone walls, spurring him to quicker action. Delphine cleared the next jump with a nimble dexterity and he followed, jumping to the next platform and making it without a problem.
Behind him, skeletons began to appear.
Despite everything, his confidence, his luck, his decade of experiencing fighting a plethora of creatures and undead monsters, Victor could feel a cold sweat breaking out. This was a really dangerous place to be. He could immediately tell just how lethal these things could be. Undead tended to be categorized on a scale.
The ones they’d been facing so far were mostly on the harmless end of the scale. You could kill them by knocking their head off or even just pushing them over. You could outrun them if you really wanted to and they’d lose interest quickly.
However, undead were all about how much magical power was being pushed into them.
And places like this were brutal. Obviously something dangerous was causing these corpses to resurrect, something keeping them here, and something that was feeding them magical energy. And it had been for quite a while.
One on one, they would be decent fighters and some of them would give him a real run for his coin, but a crowd of them?
He was in trouble if he got bogged down.
“Almost there!” Delphine called.
She was on the second-to-last of the platforms the stonework walkway had become, and they seemed to be holding up well enough. He was two behind her. They just had to get the ring, and then they could figure a way out–
“Fuck!” he cried as he landed on the next section of walkway and it began to give way beneath him. He tried to make a run for it, to jump to the next one, but it all happened too quickly and then he was falling yet again.
Victor landed on a pair of zombies, knocking one of them over the edge of the fourth story walkway and suddenly finding himself in a fight to the death with the other. His sword had flown from his grasp. Reacting on instinct, he drew his dagger and began stabbing it into the rotten face again and again until finally it stopped moving.
“Victor!” Delphine cried. “Are you hurt?!”
“I’m fine!” he called, looking around frantically as more of the undead came for him. He saw his sword and snatched it up. “Keep going!”
“I’m coming down!”
“Get the fucking ring and then we can worry about it!” he snapped.
“Fine, just don’t die!” she yelled back.
He let out a bark of bitter laughter as he looked around. A dozen skeletons and zombies were closing in on him from either side of the walkway. He was going to have to act fast. Nyx had to be on her way back by now, unless something had detained her.
Victor threw himself into combat, moving in the same direction as before. There had to be some way back up or, if not, then at the very least he could get himself into one of the cells and use it as bottleneck to control the battle. It wasn’t a great solution, in fact, it was a terrible one as he’d be trapping himself, but help was coming.
He just had to live long enough to see it.
Moving quickly, he backhanded the first skeleton he came to, knocking it over the edge. His sword stabbed out, knocking the head off another skeleton, and then he managed to decapitate a zombie. Just keep moving, he told himself.
Sensing movement behind him, he turned and looked. They were getting too close for comfort at his back. His foot shot out and he knocked the nearest zombie over, sending a few other undead behind it stumbling backwards, two of them flipping over the railing to go sailing down to the ground level and smash into pieces.
Something grabbed him from the front, getting his attention back in that direction. They were moving faster now, some of the more dangerous ones in the crowd. This was going from bad to worse. He chopped down, severing an arm, and then went on the offensive, hitting hard and fast, putting all his energy to use as he battled for survival.
Somewhere above, he heard talking suddenly, shouting, familiar voices, but he was too engaged in combat to pay it any mind.
Abruptly, he felt a wash of wind come over and sensed movement to his left.
“Victor!” Nyx cried.
“Could use some help!” he replied as several more hands grabbed him.
Hovering in the great chasm of space the walkways were all oriented around, she shot forward and grabbed him. Pulling him, she sent several undead tumbling over the railing. Nyx let out a roar along with a huge burst of white-hot flame as she backed off, flapping her great wings and holding him tight against herself.
He watched in amazement as a few dozen of the undead immediately went up in flames.
“Are you okay?” Nyx asked as she began rising up.
“Fine,” he replied, the winced as the pain from a few injuries he’d sustained fighting the undead became obvious to him. “Is Delphine okay?”
“She’s good, she’s got the ring,” Nyx replied.
She brought him up to the fifth level where he saw Delphine waiting for them on the final platform, sword in hand as she faced more undead climbing up the walls, coming for her. Nyx turned around, facing away from her.
“On!” she shouted.
A moment later, he heard a grunt and then they were rising again. They flew up and out of the prison, shooting into the sky once more, and then she brought them in for a landing a few hundred feet clear of the outer wall.
It was over before he fully had time to grasp all that had happened.
“Are you okay?” Jezzy asked, rushing over to him as Nyx set him down in the clearing. He staggered a little and she caught him.
“I’m fine,” he said, “just a few cuts and bruises. That was a really close one.”
“You did very well,” Delphine said.
He turned to face her. “Nyx said you got the ring? Right?”
“Right,” she said, going into her pocket and pulling out the ring. He held out his hand, curious, and she set it down. He studied it.
“Very unassuming,” he muttered. It was a simple silver band. No jewel, no marking, just plain silver. It felt heavy, though.
“Usually, that’s the idea for powerful artifacts,” Delphine replied, accepting it back and securing it in her pocket again. “Now come on, I have to get this to Ilona.”
“You two can ride Nyx back, I’ll walk,” Jezzy said.
“You sure?” Nyx asked.
“Yeah, I feel a little dumb now, insisting on coming. If I hadn’t, that would have gone a lot better,” Jezzy replied.
“It wasn’t a bad instinct,” Victor said, “you would’ve been really helpful in the fighting.”
She smiled. “You’re a sweetheart. Now go, I’ll catch up. I can move fast on my own.”
“All right, I-shit!” Nyx scooped him up once more and shot back upwards. “You’re very handsy with me, you know that?” he asked.
“I know,” she replied. “You sure you’re all right?”
“Trust me, I’m fine. But I am nervous about that prison. Taking it on is going to be serious,” he replied. “We’re going to need help. We can’t do it, even with all of us.”
“You’re probably right,” Nyx agreed.
“Who would help us?” Delphine asked.
“I can think of a few people,” Nyx replied. “But that can wait for now.”
…
There were a few different ways to lift a curse.
Sometimes it was as simple as doing penance for who or whatever you’d pissed off. Sometimes it was a service offered by powerful magic users, depending on the type of curse. Some could be lifted with the right artifact.
But he’d never seen one lifted with the assistance of an actual deity.
They had studied the ring as soon as they’d gotten back to the inn. Between Delphine and Nyx, the two of them felt that it should do what it was supposed to. At the very least, it had a very strong magical charge.
They all ended up in Ilona’s room, where the dark elf slumbered in the exact same position he’d left her the previous night.
He caught himself thinking ‘she looks dead’, and reminding himself that, from a certain perspective, she was.
But she wasn’t all the way dead, and they could fix it.
Hopefully.
Delphine seemed pretty sure, but he knew that, even with Gods and Goddesses, few things were actually guaranteed in this world.
Their paladin friend was crouched by Ilona’s bedside, whispering softly to herself, praying to Nystalla, her hands outstretched. She’d been at it for almost ten minutes now, and he could feel the magical presence growing even stronger in the small bedroom.
Finally, with a resounding cry of ‘In Nystalla’s name!’, a burst of powerful blue magic was released into Ilona’s body. It engulfed her, suffused her completely in a brilliant blue glow that was almost too powerful to look at.
When it faded, Victor saw that all of her veins were no longer visible, and the miserable pallor to her skin was lessened, though not gone.
“There, it’s done,” Delphine said, reaching over and grabbing up the ring she’d set aside on the bed. “That was the easy part,” she added quietly, slipping the ring onto Ilona’s finger. A soft white light engulfed her briefly, then faded.
Delphine slowly stood, still looking down at the petite dark elf.
“So now what?” Fiona asked.
“Now, we wait. We check on her. I have taken care of the comatose before. This is my task now. I will help her and keep watch over her until she awakens, and then until she is healed,” Delphine replied.
“This is our task,” Nyx said. “We all agreed to this.”
“Thank you,” Delphine replied softly, still staring at Ilona. After a moment, she turned away, breathing a long sigh. “For everything.”
“Thank you,” Victor replied. “You’ve been a big help. We literally couldn’t have done it without you.”
“Well, that’s the job, sometimes,” she said. She looked at them. “Now it’s my turn to ask, ‘now what?’, because for now she just needs sleep.”
Victor thought of the things that lay ahead of them. They still had to finish making repairs to the inn, still had to get more materials, and they had to deal with the prison. And there were other things, too. No doubt more dangerous graveyards or perhaps old battlefields to purify, big threats to make safe, but…
Like Nyx had said, that could all wait, at least for a little while.
“Now, let’s take a break and enjoy ourselves,” Victor said.





 
  
  



CHAPTER I

 
Victor fought to quell the anxiety as it grew somewhere deep in his gut as he led Hazel through the trees of the Hinterland.
“I wanted to thank you again for coming, I know you’re busy,” he said, pushing back a particularly large and low-hanging branch, allowing her passage.
“I’m not that busy,” Hazel replied, “and this is important. In truth, I wish you had told me sooner.”
“We’ve been busy with the inn and the ring seems to be working. It’s just, she said she should be awake in a week, and it’s now the eighth day…”
“These things can be unpredictable. Can you run it by me again?” Hazel asked. “You were a little, uh, light, on the details of some of this. She’s...where did you meet her, exactly?”
“Ilona is her name. We found her in a cave. She’s the necromancer who was sending the undead all over the place.”
“All right. The fact that you’ve got her ill and comatose in your inn means the meeting wasn’t hostile, I imagine.”
He shook his head, ducking under another branch. “No, she wasn’t. She’s sick. Lethally.”
“I got that part, and that’s it’s exclusive to elves. But did I understand this right? She intentionally cursed herself?” Hazel replied.
“Yes. To be undead. To buy more time.”
She let out a small laugh of appreciation. “She’s inventive. And brave.”
“I think more desperate in this case, but yes, she does seem brave.”
“All right. I’m not completely sure I’ll be able to help, though.”
“I know. I might be wasting your time, this might not even be necessary–”
“It’s fine, Victor. It isn’t a waste of time. Even if I can do nothing for the poor woman, I have been wanting to see you and the others, and visit your inn again.”
“We’ve made a lot of progress on it,” Victor replied.
“That’s good to hear.”
A lot of progress felt like a bit of an understatement. Having Nyx and now Delphine around so consistently meant that they’d been able to get much more done, and having Ilona there to care for and fret over had filled them all with a kind of intense, nervous energy.
They’d all been doing everything that needed doing, and consequently, work that he thought might take over a month or even two had been mostly wrapped up in little over a week. Delphine especially was working very hard.
There were times where it seemed like she was full of energy that she was trying to burn off, always asking for a new task and then going at it with an intense, almost ferocious focus.
It had been a trying time for all of them, but especially for Nyx.
At this point, the others were starting to pick up on it. Delphine seemed to be in the know, as she just gave an understanding expression whenever it became obvious that the stress was starting to get to Nyx, but Fiona and Jezzy still seemed confused and worried.
In a way, it was very surprising and gave a deep and, if anything, worrying view into just how much emotions and trauma could affect someone.
After five hundred years, he would have thought she’d be a lot more stoic.
It felt like a double-edged sword.
It was good that she still felt things, and intensely. That the relentless passage of time didn’t wear away who she was.
But it worried him that even fifty years from now he’d probably still have nightmares and have the occasional cry over what happened with his family.
When he’d asked her about it a few days ago, all she had to say was: It never goes away, but it does get easier.
“Oh wow, you have made a lot of progress here,” Hazel murmured as they at last broke through the dense vegetation of the Hinter.
Fiona had told him that they’d be able to clear a path to the main trail and maintain it with a bit of magic and some help from Fauna and a few friendly dryads.
They’d replaced the windows, the front door, fixed the roof and patched the holes in the walls. And thanks to a neat little spell that Nyx knew, the repairs looked seamless.
Speaking of Nyx…
“Oh my!” Hazel gasped as a shadow fell across them and Nyx landed heavily not far away.
“Sorry,” she replied, “but I’m glad you’re here.” She walked over. Her wings were flexing slowly open and closed behind her, and her tail was swaying. “How have you been? Your shop doing well?” She glanced back at the inn.
There was a slightly manic edge to her voice.
“Fine, and yeah,” Hazel replied. “...are you okay, Nyx?”
“I’m just nervous. I was out flying, trying to take my mind off things, but that didn’t help. I’m worried about Ilona...Victor told you, right?”
Hazel nodded. “He explained to me.”
“Okay, good. Will you look at her?”
“Yes.”
They all looked over as the front doors opened up and Jezzy came out.
“Is she awake?” Nyx asked before she could speak.
“No, no change, I’m sorry,” Fiona replied. “Hello, Hazel.”
“Hi, Fiona. Why don’t you show me to this dark elf, Ilona? I’ll see if there’s any insight I can offer,” Hazel suggested.
Fiona nodded. “This way.”
“Are you a healer?” Victor asked.
“I’m a witch,” Hazel replied as they all walked inside.
The main room was still fairly barren. Furniture was the last thing they needed.
“What does that mean, exactly?” Victor murmured, following them upstairs.
“That I have come across a great deal of knowledge in my lifetime, and that yes, I am a healer, when the situation calls for it. You mentioned a ring blessed by a God? I don’t think I’ll be able to outdo that, though.”
They came to the second story and as they approached the room Ilona was in, Fiona opened up the door and poked her head out.
“Hi, no change,” she said. “And hi Hazel.”
“Hi, Fiona,” Hazel replied.
They’d gotten used to saying that, ‘no change’, to Nyx, because she’d ask so often.
They tried not to crowd as Hazel came into the room. She took off her backpack and set it aside, then did the same with her traveling cloak. Victor studied Ilona as Hazel approached her bedside and sat down gently beside her.
She looked better, there was no doubt about that, and not just because they had removed her curse and all of its most obvious markings. Namely her veins being visible beneath her skin and a deathly pallor. She’d seemed generally less frail and fragile now.
But there was no denying the sickness and the curse had taken a heavy toll on her body.
Hazel touched her wrist for a moment. “Her heart beats regularly, if a bit slow,” she murmured, then put her own wrist to Ilona’s forehead. “Normal temperature.” She held her hand near her nose. “Breathing is a little shallow, but regular.”
Carefully, she leaned in and opened one of her eyes. Peering into it for a moment, she did the same with her other eye. “Her eyes seem fine. Has anything noteworthy happened since you cured her and put on the ring?”
“Not really,” Jezzy said.
“She shifted a little yesterday,” Nyx said. “And twice we heard murmuring, like she was having a bad dream. Once the day before yesterday and once the day after we put on the ring, if that has any significance.”
“Hmm.” Hazel laid her hand over the back of Ilona’s own hand, the one with the ring, and closed her eyes. An expression of concentration came onto her face. After a moment she stood back up, her eyes opening. “It’s doing its job, and it still feels intensely powerful.”
“So there’s nothing you can do?” Nyx asked.
“No. Normally I might try a little magic, but in truth I don’t want to interfere with the ring’s own magical properties. Although it looks like the curse has had no lingering effects on her body–whatever you did removed it completely–Black Cough is very serious. I’ve dealt with it before and I know that even if you manage to get your hands on the cure, it’s usually only a two in three chance that it’ll work.”
“Wait, so, it’s not a guarantee–” Nyx began, but Hazel shook her head.
“No, no, it’s okay. I mean...technically nothing’s a guarantee, but if there’s anything in this realm that can cure advanced Black Cough, it’s that ring. I can feel the raw magical energy. It’s just that this kind of sickness puts a heavy toll on the body. She just needs more time. I could be wrong, but I think she’ll wake up soon.”
“I can’t stand this godsdamned waiting,” Nyx growled. Her wings flexed suddenly and knocked over a chair. She sighed heavily. “Sorry.”
“It’ll be okay, Nyx. She’ll be okay,” Fiona murmured.
“I hope so.” Nyx heaved another sigh and walked out of the room abruptly. “I have to do something or I’m going to lose my patience.”
“Wait, don’t fly away,” Victor said, leaning out in the hallway after her. “I want to come with you. There’s something we need to do anyway.”
“Fine,” she said, heading back downstairs.
Victor turned back to face the others. “All right, I should keep this short with how impatient she is. Hazel: thank you for coming, it was good to see you, I’ll catch up with you later.”
“Same. And thanks for having me,” she replied.
He nodded. “Jezzy, Fiona: I love you, I’m going to go help Nyx keep busy.”
“We’ll be here,” Fiona said. “And I love you, too.”
Jezzy smiled. “You know I love you. Go be with her. See how Delphine’s divinations are going.”
He nodded. “Yeah, that’s what I was thinking. Uh…” He paused, considering the situation for a moment, just in case he was forgetting anything.
It had been a busy day.
A busy week.
“We’ll handle things here,” Jezzy said.
He nodded. “All right, thanks.”
Victor headed back downstairs. He still had his pack, his cloak, his gear from traveling down to Hearth Haven to ask Hazel for help. As he moved through the main room he looked around again and found his imagination roaming briefly.
It was easy to envision it full of tables and chairs, and people. People talking, people eating, people finding a place to get in out of the cold and enjoy some company. And, surprisingly, it was easy to envision himself being on the other side of that for once.
The person helping in the kitchen instead of looking into it occasionally while he waited for food or had a bit to drink.
That struck its own chord of anxiety, though.
He wasn’t so much worried about his role in the situation as he was worried about it not working. He’d become invested, emotionally speaking, but more to the point, he’d become invested in Fiona’s emotional investment in her dream.
When they’d talked earlier about the potential for failure, he’d believed what he’d told her: that there were any number of ways to manifest her dream of facilitating communication between village-dwellers and monsters, but…
It was obvious that this was a very big deal to her.
To all of them now.
Victor walked outside and found Nyx pacing back and forth. Well, they had some different priorities.
“What are we doing?” she asked as he came to stand before her.
“Let’s find Delphine,” he replied.
She nodded. “Yeah, okay.”
Without another word, she scooped him up in her arms and shot into the air, wings pumping as she gained dozens and then hundreds of feet.
And then they were sailing through the sky.




CHAPTER II

 
“Nyx…” Victor said, then stumbled verbally and cleared his throat.
“What?” she asked, tilting her head a little to look down at him.
He hesitated. They’d been flying for a few minutes now and he’d been considering how to approach her with this.
Despite how fast their relationship had grown in such a relatively short amount of time, how much he trusted her and she obviously trusted him, he was still intimidated by her, and still unsure of how she might react to certain things.
But he did trust her.
So, in the end, he trusted that if he made a social misstep with her and touched a nerve, she would either trust that he wasn’t trying to hurt her, or she’d forgive him if she snapped at him.
“Fiona and Jezzy are worried about you,” he replied finally. “Delphine and I know what’s bothering you–and it’s very clearly bothering you–but they don’t know.”
“They...don’t need to know,” she said finally, but there was little in the way of heart in her voice.
“No,” he agreed, “they don’t need to know, but maybe they should.”
“You promised you wouldn’t tell them,” Nyx said, tilting her head more.
“I did, and I’ve kept that promise, and I will keep that promise. I’ll go to my grave with that secret, Nyx. I would never betray you like that.”
She looked ahead of them again, not responding for a long moment.
“Thank you,” she murmured.
Another long moment of silence passed. Abruptly, she began to slow, and then she stopped and hovered in the air, her great wings beating behind her.
“In my entire life, that was the worst thing I’ve ever done,” she said, not looking at him. “Or, I guess, it’s the thing I feel the worst about. I’ll regret it for the rest of my days, and I probably have a lot of days left. Telling you...was so difficult.”
“I know,” he said, “and I appreciate that you told me, Nyx. And I don’t think worse of you because of it.”
Again he paused, unsure of how to proceed.
Some of the things he was thinking worried him because of their intensity.
“Why do you think I should tell them?” she asked before he could continue. When he didn’t answer after another long moment, she let out a small sigh. “Whatever it is that’s on your mind, Victor, just tell me.”
“All right. Fiona, Jezzy, and I have all solidified our relationship. We’ve discussed it and we’ve all acknowledged its...intensity. We love each other. Although I know you agreed to join our...harem, I feel like we haven’t fully discussed how you feel about the intensity of your relationships with us. But you’ve given the impression that you intend to stick around for a good amount of time and that you want something deeper. Is that the case? I realize that’s a rather strong question.”
“I…” She fell silent again, no doubt bombarded by thoughts and feelings. “I would say that was the impression I’ve intended to give. And that’s what I want. With all three of you.”
“Then I think you should considering sharing it with them. I’m not saying we all need to tell each other our deepest, darkest secrets or every humiliating thing we’ve done, or even that you have to tell them, but I think you should. They know something is bothering you, and that you’re keeping something from them, and we’re allowed to keep things to ourselves, but I think if you can share that with people close to you, you should.”
“Why?”
“Telling me was extremely difficult, but didn’t you feel better after doing so?”
She twisted her lips for a moment, then slowly nodded her large head. “Yes,” she admitted. “I felt better.”
“That’s why. Not just for you, but for them. Another thing I’ve learned–the hard way, I might add–is that if you’re upset about something and it’s obvious to your partner or friends or anyone close to you really, and you don’t talk about it, they’ll inevitably worry that you’re angry at them.”
“I should have realized that,” Nyx murmured. “But I’ve been so distracted–”
“I know, and it’s okay. It’s obviously been a difficult time for you.”
Her frown deepened. “Has it been that obvious?”
“Yes, Nyx, it has.”
She sighed heavily. “I’ve been more distracted than I thought. And I was away from people longer than I thought. I had the impression I was holding it together pretty well.”
“To be fair, I think you’ve been away from people who are intimately familiar with you and have learned to read you very well.”
She let out an irritated huff, blowing a puff of smoke over his head. He inhaled some of it and coughed.
“Sorry,” she murmured. “It’s just, after half a thousand years I’d thought I’d gotten good at hiding my feelings.”
“You probably are very good at it...just not from people like us. People you let in.”
A small smile crept on her face. “I certainly let you in.”
Victor laughed. “Yes, you have.” He grew more serious again. “But listen, I don’t want to try and make you do anything, Nyx. Not that I think I could make you do anything–”
“You might be surprised at the sway you hold over me at this point,” she murmured.
“–uh...all right, interesting. But, I just wanted to say it out loud, get you thinking about it.”
“I appreciate it. Truly. And I will think about it. And...there’s Delphine,” she said.
He looked where she was looking, off to their left, and could just barely make out the faintest hint of a figure seated on a small, grassy plateau at the top of a hill.
“You have amazing eyesight.”
“Yes I do,” she agreed, and then shot off like an arrow.
Victor willed his body to relax. He’d been flown all over the Hinterlands over the past few weeks in Nyx’s arms and he’d gotten a lot more used to it, but it still freaked him out when she moved so fast like that.
And he thought she kind of liked having that effect on him.
A moment later, they were there, at the hilltop.
Delphine was seated with her legs folded, her eyes closed. She was suffused in a soft white glow that broke as they landed at the edge of the plateau.
“Hello,” she said, getting to her feet, “is everything all right?”
“Everything’s fine,” Nyx replied. “I just got antsy waiting around and wanted to come and get some work done. And you have our list of work, so…”
“Hazel came out to visit,” Victor said as he got out of Nyx’s large, strong arms. “No change with Ilona, and Hazel says she just needs more time.”
“What I figured,” Delphine replied. “You seem...calmer, Nyx.”
“Victor and I talked on the way here,” Nyx said, a small smile coming onto her face.
Delphine laughed.
“What?” the dragoness demanded. “What are you laughing at?”
“Just...I never thought you’d be, hmm, ‘slayed’ by a human. The sexual part was surprising enough, not that you’d have sex with a human but that it would go so well that you’d join a harem with a human man at the head of it. It’s more the emotional connection and the vulnerability. You’re a lot of things, Nyx, but vulnerable typically isn’t one of them.”
“It’s surprised me, too,” Nyx replied, giving Victor a sidelong glance, “though make no mistake: this relationship is on very equal footing.” She let out another puff of smoke. “If anything, it leans in my favor.”
Victor couldn’t help but smirk. “Yeah, okay, Nyx.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?” she asked sharply.
“I can read you like a book and get you to do just about whatever I want-shit!” he cried as she poked him in the back with her tail hard enough that he went stumbling.
“You are so very clumsy, Victor,” Nyx said as she, almost in the same instant, reached out and grabbed him, keeping him from falling on his face. “You always seem to get so clumsy when you start getting full of yourself. It’s an odd coincidence.”
“You’re really asking for it,” he replied, looking up at her.
She was in her largest form, towering over him at nine feet.
Nyx had her own smirk of superiority now as she looked down at him. “What is it I’m asking for, exactly, Victor?”
“Keep asking and you’re going to find out.”
Delphine laughed, drawing their attention back to her. “You two have such a fascinating relationship. Which, again, surprises me. Seeing a six foot human, handsome and brave though he is, successfully backtalking a nine foot dragoness is...an experience.”
“Is that successful backtalking?” Nyx asked.
“I’d say so. I’m backtalking you and you’re absolutely going to lay on your back and spread your legs for me soon.”
“Someone’s asking to be clumsy again,” Nyx said, then blew a little puff of smoke his way. She seemed to focus up suddenly. “But, we came here for a reason. How did your divining go?”
“Well,” Delphine replied. “Come, I’ll show you.”
They followed her back across the plateau towards a small campsite at its rear, near the head of the thin trail that led up to it from the ground.
While they all had been working on repairing the inn itself, Delphine had been busy casting her divining spell and traveling around the area, compiling a list of potential problem sites and situations in the more immediate section of the Hinterlands.
Things that it would probably be in their best interest to, if not deal with outright, keep an eye on for safety’s sake.
“I have the list,” she said as she disappeared into her tent for a moment.
Her campsite was nice, and spoke to how practiced she was at traveling and living in the wilderness. It was little more than a tent, a firepit with a flat rock beside it, and a table and chair. But the setup looked clean and cozy.
He could see her shiny silver armor in a pile just inside the tent, not far from a bedroll.
“With the divining and the footwork I put in,” Delphine said, emerging again with a rolled-up map, “I believe I have found everything of consequence. Although that may not be true.”
They joined her at the table as she unrolled the parchment and set it in place with a few small stones.
As he stepped up next to her, a few seconds passed and then she reached out, took his hand, and settled it on her hip so that he had an arm around her.
Victor glanced at her, an eyebrow raised.
“I missed you,” was all she said.
“I missed you, too,” he replied, because it was true.
In the short time they’d had together, he found himself very compatible with Delphine and he enjoyed her company.
Both in the sheets and out of them.
“If he wasn’t a third mine, I’d say you two make a cute couple,” Nyx murmured.
“I don’t really couple up,” Delphine replied, “but I appreciate the sentiment.”
“No reason we can’t play pretend couple for a while,” he replied, kissing her cheek.
She blushed. “I suppose not.” She cleared her throat, then grabbed a quill and made a notation on the map. “I think this is the last one. It’s a haunted house.”
“Interesting,” he murmured, leaning in and studying the parchment.
“The haunted house is here,” she said, pointing, “fairly close to the inn. A lot of this other stuff is really just ‘wait and see’ stuff. There’s a valley to the west that I’ve heard a lot about that’s stuck in permanent winter. There’s a gorge with a cursed battlefield, or haunted, I’m not sure. There’s an old military fort that may or may not be somehow corrupted. There’s a few graveyards that I’d like to purify. The biggest one, though, is the prison.”
“Yeah…” Victor murmured unhappily, following her finger as it slid across the parchment to each location until it ultimately landed on the prison.
“We really need to get on that,” she added with a bit of urgency.
“I know we have to do this for Nystalla, but is there a specific sort of timeline? Like do we have a month? A season? A year?” Nyx asked.
Delphine sighed heavily. “I don’t know, She wasn’t specific. I’d say certainly less than a season. I think it more matters that we’re working towards authentically and meaningfully, and that we actually do it. She doesn’t need us to rush it, She wants us to do it right, but it does need to get done, and relatively soon.”
“We’re going to need allies for that,” Victor said. “Even with all hands on deck, that’s the three of us and Jezzy. Fiona isn’t coming. She would if we asked her but we’re not going to ask her because it’s way too dangerous.”
“Agreed,” Nyx said. “So where does that leave us for allies? I’m positive Velena would want in on this.”
“So far, based on all my conversations with Fiona and Jezzy, it seems like our two biggest allies we could call on are Velena, your harpy friend, and Fauna, the dryad. They both sound like great people to have our backs in a fight, but this is going to be a serious fight. Even if they agree to do this, we need more people. At least one other solid fighter, but preferably more.”
“I know a lot of forest-dwellers, but I’ve been gone, so I’m not sure who’s still around,” Nyx said.
“How about we go deal with this haunted house, that’s going to be easy, right?” Victor asked.
“Should be, but it might be dangerous. I just have to purify it,” Delphine replied.
“That’s your answer to everything,” Nyx said, rolling her eyes.
“Because it works on almost everything! Cursed? Purify it! Haunted? Purify it! A place of evil? Purify it! A vexation of dark magical energy? Can you guess what fixes that?”
“Okay, point made,” Nyx replied.
“It’s extremely useful. That’s why it’s such a common thing among the holy warriors. Anyway,” she looked at Victor, “you were saying?”
“I was saying we should knock out the haunted house, then reconvene with Fiona and Jezzy about where we might find Fauna and Velena, and then go track them down to ask for help and potential other allies who might want to get in on this whole thing...what are you smirking about?” he asked when he looked at Nyx.
“I think you’re more interested in finding more monster girls to get in on this whole thing,” she replied, gently dragging the tip of her tail along his crotch.
“I...wouldn’t say no, if we found more monster ladies who are interested in having sex with me,” he replied awkwardly.
“You are really into monsters, aren’t you?” Delphine murmured. She put a hand on her chin and studied him in a suddenly speculative way. “Do I actually do it for you?”
“You absolutely do it for me,” he replied. “Has the sex that we’ve had not made that clear?”
“I suppose you have a point.”
“I love having sex with monster girls. I love having sex with elf girls. I love having sex with tall, human, holy warriors. I love women, just, in general,” Victor said.
“Apparently.” Delphine removed the stones and rolled up the map. “Help me pack up my camp and we can go get this haunted house out of the way.”
“Uh, before we do that, I don’t suppose…” Victor settled his hands on her hips, then slid them around to her ass, which was looking particularly nice in the trim traveling pants she was wearing.
“Unfortunately not now. I’m on a roll and I’m also not having sex on my bedroll when I can be having sex in a tub of hot water or a big, comfy bed back at the inn. I’m tired of roughing it,” Delphine said.
“Then why the shit did you come all the way out here with a tent and a bedroll for the past five days?” Nyx asked.
“It needed to be done and...it’s complicated. Shut up and help me break down the camp.” She looked at Victor briefly and smiled when she saw he had an erection. Gently, she reached down and cupped his crotch. “First purification, then wild sex.”
“Fair,” he said, and helped her start breaking down the camp.
He had the idea that she had spent too long sexually frustrated, and was reveling in her newfound power to make someone like him extremely horny.
It wasn’t a situation he could complain about.




CHAPTER III

 
“So, how did you learn about this place? And what do you actually know about it?” Victor asked as they soared through the air.
Delphine still got to ride on Nyx’s back, though at this point Victor had to admit that he preferred to be carried when they flew.
“I heard rumors about it while I was asking around,” Delphine replied, “but my most recent divining spell gave me the most information. I know its location.”
“And?” Nyx pressed.
“And nothing else, beyond the fact that it is indeed haunted.”
Nyx scoffed. “Wow, impress me with your divination abilities some more, Delphine.”
“Oh shut up. You’re lucky I know where it is. We could’ve had the incredibly vague directions that everyone else had. And it’s closer to the inn than I thought. I’d probably leave it well enough alone but I’ve seen how unchecked hauntings can cause a lot of problems given enough time.”
“Fine, fine,” Nyx said. “Now where is it?”
“There,” she replied, pointing.
Victor had been scanning the treetops and clearings as they flew back in the general direction of the inn, and sure enough, he saw it.
A large, stonework structure resting in a big, overgrown clearing on a rise of land.
Even from this distance it seemed vaguely threatening.
Nyx brought them in, dropping steadily until she landed with much more grace than she did when she flew solo. He got out of her arms and onto his feet, at this point used to the sudden transitions. Well, mostly.
It still scared the crap out of him when she just snagged him and shot into the air like an arrow.
“Nice place,” Nyx muttered as they looked up at the looming structure.
It was a mansion that had the feel of a rich noble’s retreat that was built during a time of success and abandoned due to unexpected death or financial loss.
Or, most likely, whoever inherited it realized how stupid it was to build a place like this in the Hinterlands.
Victor felt the same bit of cognitive dissonance he had been getting over the past month as he thought that, because he was trying to do the same thing. He told himself that it was different this time, but hadn’t they all said the same thing?
Was their inn doomed to failure, or was it actually different because of the involvement of forest-dwellers?
He pushed the thoughts away for the moment.
“So, same situation as before? We watch your back while you do your purification thing?” he asked as they walked up to the front door.
“Yes,” Delphine replied. “It may take a moment for me to find the best location to do it in. Likely it will be on the second story.”
“What kind of resistance can we expect? It’s been a really long time since I’ve messed with a haunted anything,” Nyx asked.
“Hard to say. There might be spirits, there might be possessed items flying around, trying to hit us or scare us off, there might be nothing,” Delphine replied.
“I’ve never really got a straight answer on spirits or ghosts. Are they really the ghosts of the dead? Should we feel bad about clearing a haunting? I mean, isn’t it their house? Or is it the opposite, and we should feel good because we’re releasing them because they’re trapped?” Victor asked.
“No, it’s not really either,” Delphine said, stopping at the base of the stone steps that led up to the mansion’s main point of ingress. “Spirits are basically a person’s leftover life energy, in the same way that a zombie is a leftover body. It’s not really the person, if that makes sense, anymore than a zombie is who they were when they died. We’re dissipating that energy. And if we don’t deal with it, a haunting can cause larger problems, draw in more dangerous things, or cause certain magical conditions to arise that could prove disastrous.”
“Oh, well that makes me feel better about this,” Victor replied.
“Good. Now let’s do this.”
Victor considered the situation for a moment before finally drawing his blade. How practically useful would it be in a haunted house?
He hadn’t dealt with many of them. In fact, as Delphine opened up the front door and led the way inside, he was hard-pressed to remember the last time he’d actually encountered one. Really, he’d more just heard about them or had to pass through places that were supposedly haunted.
He had often wondered about the veracity of those claims, but as he followed Delphine into a dusty, broken-down entrance hall, there was no denying the bad feelings that saturated this place like the cloying reek of a corpse that had been in the sun for good, long while.
A chill permeated the room, and it was of such a sharp divide compared to the temperature outside it sent a sharp shiver down his spine.
The room had obviously once been a place of decadence, the furniture carved from wood Victor knew to be imported from another land. Even under the thick layer of dust that coated it all, he could tell it would be expensive enough to buy, let alone to have hauled out here.
A pair of staircases curved along the walls to either side of them, leading out of sight to the second story. One of them had collapsed long enough ago that the masonry remnants were covered in dust and spiderwebs.
“No sense in poking around while there’s still danger,” Delphine murmured as she led the way across the room, leaving bootprints in the dust.
Mounting the stairs, she carefully began to climb. They looked solid enough, but she tested each before putting her weight on them.
The memory of their fighting in the high levels of the old prison and all the near falls they’d had were no doubt fresh in her mind.
Certainly they were in Victor’s.
He was committed to helping her with that, but he wasn’t looking forward to it at all.
They made it to the top of the stairwell without incident, though the masonry gave a worrying noise when Nyx began to follow them up. She’d changed to her smallest form, but she was still quite large.
Victor wasn’t really used to the notion that a seven foot plus dragoness could be considered, in any capacity, small.
They came into a lonely hall where the chill on the air was worse, the onset of decay and damage more obvious.
“I wonder what actually happened that caused them to finally abandon it,” Victor said.
Though he spoke softly, his words seemed loud in the forbidding stillness.
“Obviously no one came out for one last look around to take the furniture,” Delphine replied.
She looked down one length of the hallway to their right, then to the left, frowning in concentration. After a moment, she walked a little ways down the tall corridor to their left and went through an open doorway there.
“This should do it,” she said as they followed her.
Victor and Nyx stepped into a large library, the walls to either side of them and behind them made entirely of bookshelves. Most of them had been emptied, so obviously some things had been taken, but there were a fair amount of books left that he was interested in grabbing.
The wall ahead of them held a fireplace in the center, with huge windows to either side of it.
There were several chairs and small endtables scattered about the room, also covered in cobwebs. Though they looked mercifully like regular cobwebs, not like the kind that came from giant spiders.
He’d had enough of giant spiders.
Although that was probably true of most adventurers.
“All right,” Delphine said as she knelt and assumed her pose, “just watch my back.”
“We’re here,” Nyx said, taking up position to her left, while Victor went to her right.
For a moment, there was utter silence.
Even the wind outside had died.
Delphine began to whisper. He could make out only a little of what she was saying, and it sounded like a religious litany, close to the other times she’d purified things. Almost as soon as she began speaking, though, the chill on the air grew sharper.
Victor tensed, his sword at the ready, checking his side of the room, unsure of what exactly they were going to be facing.
With a haunting, it really could be any number of things.
Some time went by, and before long he could see his breath on the air. He heard a creaking come from outside the room, in the hall, and looked that way. As he did, he just barely caught sight of what might have been a dark figure walking past.
The tension grew and he heard the distinct sound of Nyx’s tail swishing back and forth, cutting through the air. It was a sound he’d grown familiar with over the past week as her anxiety had gotten worse.
A quick glance at Delphine showed him that she was beginning to glow a familiar white light.
Okay, this was almost over.
They just needed a few more–
One of the chairs abruptly shot into the air and then launched right for him, like an arrow loosed from a bowstring. He let out a sharp curse as he stepped forward, slicing at it reflexively. The wood was old and partially rotted, so it came mostly apart under his blade and then burst into pieces as it smashed painfully into his body.
To her credit, Delphine didn’t cease her litany, though she was speaking a bit faster now.
“Are you okay?” Nyx asked.
“Fine,” Victor replied.
“Aw shit,” Nyx muttered.
He glanced her way and saw another chair rising into the air as if being lifted by invisible rope. As it came for her with a sudden burst of speed, she spun and smashed it to pieces of with her tail. Victor was so impressed by her dexterity, (and distracted by her nudity), that he almost didn’t catch it that another chair was coming his way.
This one he mostly took head on. It was in even worse condition than the first one, so it came apart more easily as it smashed into him.
But it still hurt.
As he recovered from that, shrugging off some of the old wooden debris, he let out a frustrated sigh upon seeing several books come off the shelves.
Fighting the suddenly overwhelming urge to ask Delphine how much longer it was going to take, he prepared himself. None of these could hit her. He wasn’t completely sure what would happen if her concentration broke, but he knew it wouldn’t be good.
The first book came at him.
He backhanded it, sending it to the floor in a flutter of pages.
Two more came at him. Victor let one of them glance off his shoulder, doing his best to deflect it, while smacking the other out of the air.
All right, this wasn’t so bad.
He could hear Nyx having her own difficulties, but she sounded like she had it under control. He imagined that Delphine wasn’t going to take too much longer. And now more books were coming his way, this time four of them.
Victor knew he could easily dodge them at this point, but that wouldn’t be fulfilling his duty. He kicked one that went low, smacked another out of the air, let the third hit his chest, and then, when it came for him, headbashed the final one.
He groaned. That one had been a particularly thick book.
And that was when a loud rending sound cut through the air. On its heels came the noises of wood splintering and cracking, and the shelf directly across from him began to buck and bend. It separated itself from the wall with an especially loud snap and then rose a few inches off the floor.
“Oh come on!” he groaned, wondering how he was going to deal with this. “Nyx, might need some help here!”
“Hold on!” Nyx replied, sounding like she was having more trouble of her own.
Victor tensed, thoughts rushing through his mind.
He considered and rejected several plans of action in rapid succession, and then time ran out as the shelf launched itself at him.
Abruptly, Delphine shouted something and a flash of brilliant light rushed through the entire area, momentarily blinding him.
Victor stumbled backwards as he heard a crash and felt the displacement of air as the shelf fell right in front of him, toppling forward like a felled tree. He only barely managed to avoid getting his face scraped off as the top of the shelf missed him by less than an inch. As it was, it landed on the toes of his boots.
“Godsdamnit!” he snapped as he stumbled and then fell over Delphine.
She let out a sound of surprise and went with him, and both of them ended up in a tangle of limbs together at Nyx’s feet.
“Are you all right?” Delphine asked as she ended up atop him.
“Fine,” he replied, grunting, all of his toes now flaring up with pain.
Mercifully, none of them felt broken.
He couldn’t help but grin as she pushed herself up, staring down at him. She was basically straddling him now.
“What are you grinning about?” she asked.
“I didn’t know you were so eager to hop on me,” he replied.
She sighed and blew away a strand of errant hair, rolling her eyes. “Don’t flatter yourself, Victor.”
“You’re saying you aren’t horny for me?” he asked, reaching out and grasping her armored hips.
Delphine twisted her lips and stared down at him. “I knew you were going to be trouble from the moment you told me you were more turned on than intimidated by me.”
“Why? Because I’m giving you some attitude?” he asked.
“No,” Nyx said, looked down at both of them with a look of amusement on her face, “because you’re giving her attitude and she likes it. Because she has a crush on you.”
“Oh shut up, you big, scaled bitch,” Delphine growled as she got up off of him and dusted herself off. “You two are very lucky I like you as much as I do.”
“No argument from me,” Victor replied as he began to get up, then let out a grunt of surprise when Nyx picked him up with her tail and set him on his feet.
“You all right?” she asked, looking him over.
“I’m fine, Nyx.” He looked around room, now in a lot more disordered chaos than before. “So, what do you say we search this place? I bet we could find something worth selling, or at least bringing to the inn.”
“Yeah...it seems pretty long abandoned,” Delphine agreed as she looked around too.
“Perfect. Let’s get to it,” Nyx said happily, and marched out of the room.
…
“You’re really not going to tell me what’s got you so happy?” Victor asked as they sailed back across the landscape once again.
“I told you: you’ll see. Soon. And I’m guessing it’ll make you happy, too,” Nyx replied, that same amused, cryptic smirk on her face.
Delphine laughed. “I think it will.”
Victor sighed and settled in to wait. Neither of them were going to tell him anything if they didn’t feel like it.
They’d spent most of the past three hours searching over the old mansion after the cleansing. It was fascinating moving through the place after that burst of light. The chill on the air, the ominous tension, the dread, it was all gone.
Like the sudden calm that settles after an immense and powerful storm.
It wasn’t what he’d call peaceful, but it wasn’t intimidating any longer.
The more they’d hunted around, the more it seemed like someone, likely whoever owned it when whatever event that caused it to be abandoned occurred, had come through one last time and gotten the most valuable and personal of items.
There were no paintings on the walls, a few drawers were completely empty, and they found a closet-sized vault in the basement standing open and empty.
But that didn’t mean everything worthwhile was missing.
They’d packed their bags with whatever they could find that they might be able to sell or use at the inn. A lot of silverware, several books, a couple of daggers that were impractical but studded with expensive jewels, some cooking implements and spices that were old but surprisingly well-preserved, and a few pouches of coins hidden in unlikely places.
There was a lot of other stuff, mostly furniture, that they were planning on coming back for with the cart, but it could wait.
He could tell Nyx wanted to get back and check on Ilona.
A few moments later, they were there, Nyx landing in front of the inn.
As they dismounted from her, one of the second story windows that looked into their private room flew open and Fiona leaned out, smiling broadly.
“Ilona woke up!”




CHAPTER IV

 
Nyx was the first through the front door, and despite his excitement, Victor couldn’t help but laugh just a little as he envisioned what would have happened if they actually had stocked up on tables and chairs in the main room.
The big dragoness would have knocked them all over, cleaving through them like a shark’s fin through water in her haste to get upstairs.
He and Delphine followed quickly in her wake, not quite as eager to see Ilona as she was, but eager nonetheless. Victor had to admit that their relationship with the mysterious scholar was strange and somewhat disproportionate.
Although he had been somewhat intimate with her and they all had agreed to rescue her and let her stay in their inn, he thought that their current level of feelings about her were certainly deeper than they would be if Nyx hadn’t been involved.
Certainly they had empathy for Ilona and her situation, but Nyx’s personal feelings had clearly bled into them all.
Just as he began to think to warn Nyx not to overwhelm her, he almost bumped into the dragoness as he stepped into the second floor hallway.
Fiona was between her and the door. “I know you want to see her, but go slowly. Don’t crowd her. She’s disoriented and groggy, but she’s okay.”
“All right, I’ll be careful,” Nyx replied.
Fiona nodded and moved aside. Nyx was still shrinking her size down and apparently was unwilling to wait until she had shrunk down to her smallest form, ducking as she stepped into Ilona’s room.
“Wait, uh, you two. I was hoping you could help me with something,” Fiona said, shifting closer to them and lowering her voice. “Nyx seems really concerned about Ilona and I haven’t really been able to figure out why. Have I been missing something?”
Victor and Delphine looked at each other awkwardly.
“Okay, so, I did miss something,” the serpentine said.
“It’s...personal. It’s a thing that Nyx needs to decide to tell you. But...suffice to say, it doesn’t really have anything to do with Ilona specifically, it’s more just...well, it’s personal. That’s all I can say about it.”
“Huh.” Fiona twisted her lips, her gaze drifting between the two of them, then she sighed. “Well, I guess I’ll find out at some point. Or not, if Nyx won’t tell me. I can live with that. Anyway, she was asking about you.”
“Really?” Victor replied.
Fiona nodded, a small smile on her face. “She likes you.”
“Oh. Uh. Interesting.”
Delphine laughed softly. “Interesting, hmm?”
“Not surprising, though,” Fiona said. Her tail drifted out from behind her and poked him in the thigh. “There’s a lot to like there.”
“Evidently,” Victor replied. “I should go see her.”
“You should.” Fiona moved aside.
He and Delphine walked to the open door and found only Nyx in there with her. He wondered where Jezzy was, and as he watched Nyx talking animatedly with a sleepy-looking Ilona.
“I definitely had dreams, and nightmares, during the whole thing,” Ilona said, yawning. “Victor. Delphine. Hi!”
“Hello, Ilona. I’m very glad to see you awake,” Victor replied.
“Before I say anything else, I want to say thank you. Emphatically thank you. I cannot stress that enough: thank you for saving my life. Because you all saved my life. I’ve thanked Fiona and Jezzy, and now Nyx, and also a woman named Hazel who I guess came to check on me today? I still feel a little cloudy and a lot is happening…”
“Yes, we wanted to get some more help on this whole, uh...situation,” Victor replied.
“I really appreciate it. A lot.” She looked at Delphine. “Oh, um, Delphine, could you come closer? Your armor looks really shiny and I’ve been wanting to see myself now that I’m cured.”
“Of course,” Delphine replied.
Victor stepped back from the bed to allow Delphine to get closer. Holding the blanket to her chest, Ilona sat up, then groaned.
“Wow, I’m weak. Even just sitting up...whatever.” She leaned forward, squinting, and stared at herself in the reflection of Delphine’s chestplate.
For a moment she said nothing, just tilted her head in different directions, staring with wide eyes, reaching up and poking at her face occasionally.
Then her eyes welled up with tears. She smiled and closed her eyes, and a few tears began to run down her cheeks.
She sniffed and reached up, wiping at them. “I’ve been lucky,” she murmured softly. “I’ve always known that I’m not particularly nice to look at, and I’ve also never really cared that much. A lot of people say they don’t, but they really do, but my luck comes in the form of the fact that I actually don’t care. But when I turned...even knowing what was coming, I had to stop looking at myself. It scared me, and I hated seeing it, the veins, how dead I looked...having myself back, even too thin and pale, it’s such a relief.”
“I’m glad you’re feeling better, Ilona. And I’m so glad Nystalla and I could help you with this,” Delphine replied.
She smiled. “I’ve never particularly been a follower of anything, but that is going to change, I think. I don’t know if Nystalla could use a wandering scholar, though…”
“Honestly, I think She could. Nystalla is an old, old Goddess. I know there are lost locations, scrolls, and artifacts.”
“I’d think someone like you would be much more suited to finding them,” Ilona murmured, laying back down.
“Only if I know where to go. I’m basically an arrow: aim me and shoot me. I can cut through a lot, but it’s meaningless if I don’t know where I need to go. I’m decent at tracking and maybe I can figure some things out, but you would excel at that.”
“Oh, that’s a good point actually. I love tracking down lost things. Well, that’s good to know.” She yawned again and rubbed at one eye. “Um, I need a favor. From Victor.”
“What is it?” he asked, stepping closer again.
“Will you carry me down to the bathtub? Jezzy is setting it up for me. I need a bath, and I think I’m too weak to get there myself, but also I’m now kind of afraid of passing out in water because I will actually drown and die if I do,” Ilona replied.
“I would be happy to assist you with this,” he said.
“Okay, just to warn you, I’m still naked under here. I mean, I don’t care if anyone sees me, I think you all have at this point, except Hazel, but I don’t mind if no one else does.”
“All right then.”
Victor pulled back the blanket, revealing her slim, nude, light blue body. Her skin had lost some of its unhealthy pallor, darkening more towards midnight blue, but it still had a little ways to go. He picked her up gently in his arms and began carrying her downstairs.
“Thank you,” she murmured, laying her head against his chest. “You’re strong.”
He laughed. “You’re welcome, and I’m probably kind of strong. But you’re rather light.”
“I suppose I am.”
As they came downstairs, he heard sounds coming from the kitchen and took a moment to look in. He found Hazel in there, working on a meal.
“Oh, hey, perfect,” she said, pausing and looking out. “Ilona, are you craving anything in particular right now?”
“You’re...making me food?” she asked, then blinked a few times. “Sorry, I’m slow right now.”
“Very understandable, you’ve been asleep for over a week. And yes.”
“Wow. Thank you. Um. Bacon,” she said suddenly. “Bacon and eggs. A lot of them. Over easy. If that’s possible.”
“It is, actually,” Victor said. “We have some.”
“I’ll get on it, then I’m going to want to check in with you.”
“All right. Thanks again.”
As they headed downstairs, they found Jezzy waiting for them at the bottom of the stairs. “Hey! Your bath is ready. Have you been crying? Are you okay?” she asked.
“I’m very okay right now,” Ilona replied, “just overly emotional. This is all very overwhelming.”
“I understand. Go on, you two.”
She headed upstairs and Victor brought Ilona into the bathing room.
“All right,” he murmured as he slowly knelt and then began easing her into the water, “is that too hot?” he asked, pausing when her feet touched the water.
“It’s hot, but not too hot,” she replied. “It feels good.”
He nodded and kept lowering her. She moaned loudly as he got her about halfway there and he stopped. “You okay?”
“Yes, that was a good moan, please keep going. I haven’t soaked in hot water in my non-cursed body for so long and this is better than sex,” she groaned.
He laughed and kept lowering her until she was up to her neck and situated properly. He stood up, shaking water off his arms.
“Will you, uh, join me?” she asked, not quite meeting his eyes.
“Yeah, sure.”
He began taking his clothes off.
“Thanks. Um...speaking of sex. Uh...did we have sex?” she asked.
“No, we didn’t,” he replied as he finished getting naked and began easing himself into the water.
Victor felt the pleasure of the hot water briefly overwhelm him. She was right about how it felt, and he could only imagine how much more intense it would be in her situation.
“Damn,” she whispered.
“Sorry. I would have but–”
“It’s okay. I do recall the conversation we had about sex, but I also had a recurring dream of you fucking the absolute shit out of me and it being amazing so...I was hoping it might’ve been real. But to be clear: thank you for not trying to push me into sex when I was weakened. Because I was not ready for it. Gods, a lot of the past few weeks seem like a dream.”
“I can imagine,” he replied. “How are you feeling?”
“Exhausted. Out of it. Weak. My mind keeps drifting, but...this bath is helping. Although that’s going to stop being the case soon because I’m so tired.” She yawned and stretched, then splashed some water onto her face. “So, uh...probably should wait until I’m more coherent to ask this, but I’m so curious: would you describe to me what all happened? I remember things, but it’s all a little jumbled,” she asked.
“All right. Basically, we went looking for you because zombies kept showing up. Nystalla and Delphine helped us find you. We found you in a cave, where you explained your situation to us, and we agreed to help you. Nyx offered to bring you back to our inn, you agreed, we brought you back. You propositioned me for intimacy and I agreed, though we just got to making out–”
“That’s actually the last thing I remember...I passed out in the middle of it, didn’t I?”
“You did, but it’s okay, I wasn’t upset by it. You were exhausted. I stayed with you a bit longer, then that night Delphine got a vision from Nystalla, telling us that you were dying. Like, actually dying. And soon. She told us where to find the ring. We went after it.”
“It was in the prison, wasn’t it?” she asked. He nodded. She winced. “Sorry.”
“Not your fault at all, Ilona. We got the ring, no one got hurt, we put it on you after Delphine was imbued with the power to remove your curse.”
“All right, that’s...wow. A lot. Nystalla really came through for me. Although I wish I knew why. I don’t really have any connection with Nystalla...I guess I’ll find out at some point. Or maybe I won’t. Deities are mysterious.”
“Yep,” he agreed.
She began to say something else, then nodded off for a second. Victor began to get to his feet, but she gasped softly and came awake almost instantly.
“Shit,” she said, then splashed some more water onto her face. “Sorry. I should clean up.”
“Want help?” he asked.
“I, uh, yes. I’d really like that.”
He got up and grabbed a washrag and a bar of soap, then slipped over to her.
She smiled and got to her feet. “Thank you.”
“You’re welcome, Ilona.”
She let out another moan of pleasure as he began running the rag over her back. He spent the next several moments washing her and then got her out and helped her dry off. He found a pair of robes that probably Jezzy had put down there for them.
As soon as they were dried and in the robes, he picked her up again and carried her upstairs.
“Is this annoying?” she murmured.
“What?” he asked. “And no, none of this is annoying.”
“Carrying me. And...that’s good to know.” As they came back to the first floor, she looked at the windows. “Can I go outside? Just for a bit? Holy shit that smells amazing,” she murmured, looking over at the kitchen.
“Almost done!” Fiona called.
“Can we eat outside?” Victor asked.
“Yeah!” Nyx called from upstairs. She began coming down the stairs. “I can get some chairs and a table out there.”
“I’d appreciate it. Thank you,” Ilona replied.
Victor carried her outside while Nyx and Jezzy brought out some chairs. Once the first one was down he set Ilona in it, then helped them bring out more chairs and a table. Before long, they had a dining setup in the backyard of the inn.
As soon as they’d brought all the food Hazel and Fiona had prepared out, all seven of them sat down and began eating.




CHAPTER V

 
“I’m sorry,” Ilona said, wiping at her cheek with the heel of her palm as she sniffed, “this is really embarrassing. I don’t usually cry this much.”
“It isn’t a problem, Ilona,” Nyx replied.
“I just spent so long as an undead...or is that a long time? My memory isn’t good right now, but I know I spent almost two years cursed...it felt like two decades, though.”
“Time is very subjective,” Nyx replied, “so I imagine it was an extremely long two years.”
Ilona nodded and took a drink from her glass of strawberry juice. “I stopped eating and drinking before too long, and at first I remember being grateful. I get focused, really focused, and I resent distractions. Even something as basic as hunger. Being able to go indefinitely without eating seemed like a gift at first, and I suppose it was. But then I started to miss food. At one point I tried eating and it just wasn’t the same. I might as well have been trying to eat boiled potatoes or even parchment. Everything barely had any taste, no matter what I did.”
She paused for a moment and finished off what was on her plate, then sat back and stretched. “I feel a lot better now, though. It’s all just kind of overwhelming.” She yawned suddenly, then let out a frustrated growl. “And I’m so tired! I’ve spent the last few weeks so godsdamned tired.”
“You’re still going to need a fair amount of rest,” Hazel said. “Honestly, after this meal, you should go back to bed. And stay there for a few days, with minimal moving around. And you’ll need to make sure you drink a lot of liquids. Water and juice. And keep that ring on.”
“That all sounds good to me,” Ilona replied, then yawned again and rubbed one of her eyes. She studied the ring after pulling her hand away. “Who does this belong to? I put in a lot of work to track it down and try to find it, but you all ultimately are the ones who did the really hard work and found it. I’m guessing, at least. That prison couldn’t have been easy to deal with.”
“It was...a trial,” Delphine replied. “As for who owns it, well…” She trailed off, looking unsure.
“What would you have done with it, had you found it alone?” Nyx asked.
Ilona let out a bitter laugh. “That’s the thing: I don’t know. I hadn’t really thought that far ahead. In the beginning I might have, but at a certain point, my goal of curing and uncursing myself became all-consuming.”
“I think there’s a reasonable argument to be made that it, in part, belongs to both parties,” Victor said.
“Yeah, I’d agree to that,” Ilona replied.
“We should probably wait to discuss it until you’ve had more sleep,” Fiona suggested.
Ilona nodded. “I’d also agree to that.” She began to stand up, then stopped and looked around the table. “Oh. Right. There was, uh...one more thing I wanted to ask before I went back to sleep, especially since I have all of you here. Uh.” She shifted around uncomfortably.
“Whatever it is, it’s hard to offend us,” Nyx said.
Ilona laughed awkwardly, shifting around in her seat again. “Yeah, I’ve picked up on that so far. And we’ve already discussed it. Just, uh...well, like with the food, I haven’t enjoyed sex in a very long time and I’m not completely sure who all is involved with him, but I wanted to reconfirm permission to have sex with Victor in the near future.”
It was harder to tell, but he saw that she was blushing. She suddenly looked over at him, a worried expression coming onto her face. “That is, um, if you’re still interested. Sorry, I don’t know if-I didn’t mean to assume if you’re, uh…”
“Ilona, I’m still very interested,” he replied.
“Oh. Okay.” She smiled. “Good.”
“I’m still comfortable with the idea,” Fiona said.
“As am I,” Nyx replied.
“Very much happy with the idea,” Jezzy agreed.
“I don’t have as much say in it, precisely, given the nature of our relationship, but I don’t have any problems with it,” Delphine said.
Ilona looked to Hazel, who was drinking from her glass.
“Oh,” the witch said, putting it down, “I’m not incredibly involved.”
“You sure sounded incredibly involved that one night,” Jezzy murmured.
Hazel sighed, then laughed. “I mean I’m not romantically involved. As long as everyone’s consenting and being safe, I don’t really have any business saying how I feel about it. But, for the sake of the conversation, I think it would be quite nice if the two of you made love.”
“That definitely puts me at ease,” Ilona said. She yawned once more, this one very long, and let out an irritable sigh after. She got to her feet. “I’m going to bed.” She took a step and then stumbled, catching herself with a heavy hand on the table.
“I should help you,” Victor said as he stood.
“I would appreciate it. I’m not used to being this fragile,” she replied. “Oh, and, one last thing,” she added as he scooped her up in his arms.
He turned her so that she was facing the group. “I wanted to thank you all, again, for saving my life, and taking care of me. All of you. I would absolutely be dead without you. Honestly, I owe you my life, and I want to somehow repay you.”
“Try not to worry about it right now, Ilona,” Nyx said. “You don’t owe us. For now, just focus on getting better.”
“Speaking of which,” Hazel said, getting up, “I’ll take that look at you once you get settled in bed to make sure there’s nothing to worry about.”
“All right, thanks again,” Ilona replied.
As he carried her upstairs, he could feel her vague discomfort, and knew how she felt. He’d been in situations somewhat similar to this before. The life of an adventurer was an extremely dangerous one, at times.
His own life had been saved dozens of times at this point.
Sometimes it was something as simple as deflecting what would have been a fatal blow or arrow, sometimes it was casting a healing spell or giving a potion. But it had never gotten to the point where he was literally comatose or needed someone to nurse him back to health for weeks.
Victor got her back on the bed a moment later. She shed the robe and he helped her get back under the blanket.
“Wait,” she murmured when he began to make room for Hazel. She reached out and gripped his wrist loosely. “Could you stay? For a bit?”
“Yes, but let Hazel check you out first,” Victor replied.
“Thank you.”
“All right, Ilona,” Hazel murmured, taking her hand and putting her fingers to her wrist, “this will just take a moment.”
Victor shed the robe and waited as Hazel checked her over one more time. As soon as she was finished, she smiled and stepped back, and he began getting in bed with Ilona.
“You seem healthy,” Hazel said. “Or, well, on the path to healthiness. I’m going to stick around a few days to make sure nothing is going wrong.”
“You don’t have to, you’ve already helped a lot,” Ilona replied.
“Honestly, I really haven’t. I showed up this morning and did exactly what I did just now. And you seem really sweet, and also I don’t mind getting away from my shop for a few days and spending time with all these nice, sexy people.”
Ilona laughed. “They are nice, and sexy. Especially you.”
She curled up against him.
“Well, I will leave the two of you alone,” Hazel said with a growing smirk.
She headed out of the room, closing the door behind her.
“I just wanted to say, before you fell asleep, that I think you’re extremely pleasant to look at,” Victor said as they settled more beneath the blankets.
“Oh. Thank you. Uh...that seems a little random,” she murmured. “Oh! You’re responding to what I said earlier.”
“Yes. I didn’t say anything then because I didn’t want you to think that I thought you were looking for compliments.”
“How did you know?” she asked. “That I meant it?”
“I’ve gotten good at reading people, but I also try to take people at their word. But I did want to say something. It’s not the only reason I’m agreeing to have sex with you, but…” He leaned closer so his mouth was right against her ear as he spooned her. “I find you extremely arousing and attractive,” he murmured softly.
Ilona let out a sharp exhale and shuddered powerfully against him. “Oh my,” she whispered. “That was...it’s been a long time since I’ve felt truly hot and bothered, but that shot me there like an arrow.” She let out a giddy little giggle. “I wish I wasn’t tired or I’d jump you right now. But...yes. I was considered, at best, rather plain among my own people.”
“I find that hard to believe,” he replied.
“Oh...yes. I can tell,” she said softly, rubbing herself against his erection. She let out a frustrated sigh. “I’m sorry we can’t make love yet.”
“Don’t be sorry,” he replied, running a hand down her arm. “When you’re ready, and not a moment before.”
“I really appreciate that. But...I also worry you’re going to change your mind.”
Victor laughed. “That isn’t going to happen. I’m very certain of that. Now,” he kissed the back of her head, “you should sleep, Ilona. I’ll stay with you until you’re out.”
She yawned loudly. “Thank you...it won’t be long.”
True to her word, she was asleep in barely a few moments.
…
“You are very sweet on her,” Nyx murmured as he stepped out into the hallway.
“She’s a very sweet woman. And a very attractive one,” Victor replied quietly as he gently closed the door behind him.
Once he was certain that she was deep asleep, he’d extracted himself from the bed, grabbed his robe, and headed out.
“Looks like someone needs to be satisfied,” she murmured, her tail coming out from behind her and gently running along the bottom of his erection.
“Well, maybe not needs exactly, but…”
“Nonsense,” Nyx replied briskly, guiding him down the hallway to their private room. “What’s the point of having a harem of horny monster girls, one of whom is a literal sex demon, if you aren’t going to make good use of them when they put themselves on offer?”
“I wasn’t turning you down,” he replied.
“Good,” Nyx said, walking over to a bag beside the bed.
Looking around, he realized that everyone was in the bedroom with them. Even Hazel. They all looked oddly…
Expectant.
“What’s going on?” he asked.
“You were so very eager to find out what I’d discovered in that old mansion,” Nyx replied. “Well, I found something that will allow you to put your coin where your mouth is.”
He noticed she had a particular swagger to her step as she crossed the room, and the tone of her voice was very goading.
Jezzy enjoyed messing with him from time to time, but Nyx truly enjoyed antagonizing him and there was just something about her that so easily got a rise out of him.
In more ways than one.
It had fallen off a bit with their omnipresent anxiety about Ilona hanging over them all like a dark cloud, but now that it had broken, her attitude seemed to have come right back. She turned to face him, holding a bundle of rope in her large hands.
Victor had an immediate idea of where this was going.
“I like that reaction,” Nyx murmured.
“So this is why you had us put in those bedposts?” Fiona asked.
“Yes,” the dragoness replied. “I thought it was obvious.”
“It was to me,” Jezzy murmured.
“All right,” Victor said, stepping up to her and taking the rope from her hands, “go lay on your back.”
“Mmm...make me,” she replied, and blew a small puff of smoke at him.
“Now,” he said firmly.
She grinned and then turned and walked over to the bed.
“Anyone want to help me tie her down?” he asked.
“I do,” Delphine replied.
“So do I,” Jezzy said.
“I can tie a good knot,” Hazel murmured.
“Well all right then.”
He passed out a length of rope to each of them, and then moved over to her left leg. Hazel had to climb up onto the bed alongside her to get at her left wrist. The four of them began tying the rope to her wrists and ankles, then tied the other ends to the posts.
It was good rope, he saw, perfect for this.
Smooth, like it had been treated, so it wouldn’t chaff her skin, and strong. Though he was curious if it was strong enough.
“You really think this will hold up?” he asked.
“I treated it with a little magic,” Nyx replied. “They have a little give and they’re reinforced. But I will have to be careful.”
“You have a lot of experience tying women up?” Hazel asked, smirking.
“Yes, actually,” he replied. “A lot of adventuresses have decided to trust me enough to tie them down and fuck them.”
“I believe it,” Jezzy said.
“I do, too. There’s something just...trustworthy about you,” Hazel agreed. “Which normally would make me suspicious but so far you’ve proven to be authentic.”
“I’ve been nothing but authentic about my desires so far with all of you,” he replied, finishing typing his rope off and then taking his robe off and tossing it aside.
“You know, I feel like I would be negligent if I didn’t take the opportunity to make this more interesting,” Nyx said as she tested her bonds.
“This isn’t interesting enough for you?” Delphine asked.
“Getting tied down and fucked in front of several friends isn’t much beyond vanilla, Miss Holy Warrior,” Nyx replied, rolling her eyes. “We have several lovers and sex friends...Hazel has been wanting to do more things with me, so why don’t you get in between my legs and put your tongue to good use?”
“I can do that, although I want to ride your tongue while Victor fucks you,” Hazel replied, shedding her shirt.
“Deal,” Nyx replied.
“And I will take care of my lover,” Jezzy murmured as she walked over to Victor, began massaging his erection, and kissed him.
“Just make sure you aren’t too loud, we now don’t want to wake Ilona,” Fiona said.
“Good point,” Nyx replied. “I will try.”
“So will I,” Hazel said, pulling her pants down.
“Gods, you all are so beautiful,” Victor murmured as he looked around.
By now, the only one who still had clothes on was Delphine, who had moved over to sit near Fiona, both of them happy to watch.
“Which one of us is the most beautiful?” Jezzy asked with a laugh, getting down on her knees.
“The question that strikes fear into the heart of all men,” Hazel said, settling on her stomach.
“My genuine answer is: no one. All of you are just...fantastically beautiful in such a variety of ways. All of them great.”
“And that,” Jezzy said, running her forked tongue up the bottom of his erection and making him shiver, “is the answer of a man who can not only convince five women to be naked in a room with him, but to keep them satisfied.”
“Apparently...oh wow that’s good,” he said, looking down as Jezzy slipped his cock into her mouth and put her wondrously full, soft, hot lips to good use.
Nyx let out her own sound of pleasure as Hazel set to work.
He reached down and gripped Jezzy’s dark horns, something he knew she enjoyed greatly. She let out a moan of satisfaction as he began guiding her, making her go faster. She took his erection all the way to the back of her throat and he held her there. She swallowed, sending an intense burst of hot pleasure into him.
As he moved her head up and down, he watched Hazel and Nyx.
Hazel looked very fantastic, and he was extremely tempted to walked over and start fucking her. Her big, pale ass looked absurdly tantalizing and inviting as she laid flat on her stomach, her head buried in between Nyx’s immense, scaled thighs.
He watched along with Fiona and Delphine as Hazel worked Nyx’s pussy and Nyx struggled and strained against the restraints, panting and moaning in sheer bliss. After several minutes, he had to stop Jezzy from her own incredibly skilled oral play or he was going to finish in her mouth. Something she seemed okay with as she didn’t stop right away.
“Don’t you dare make him orgasm first,” Nyx growled, then let out a loud groan.
“He’s my lover, too,” Jezzy murmured she grinned up at him.
“Yeah, well right now he’s mine, okay...ah yes! Okay, Hazel. Make room.”
“Yes,” Victor said as he walked over and ran his hands across her broad backside, “make some room.”
“I think,” Hazel replied as she got up, “you’d like a turn with me?”
“I would,” he agreed.
“Hmm...you know it’d really put Nyx in her place to fuck me instead of fucking her while she’s tied down,” Hazel said, now on her hands knees.
She swayed her ass back and forth.
“I can–and will–break these bonds,” Nyx growled.
“Okay, okay,” Hazel replied. “I guess it’s not in my best interest to piss off a sexually frustrated dragoness.”
“It most certainly is not,” Nyx said. “It’s in no one’s best interest.”
“It might be in mine,” Victor said as Hazel made room and he settled on his knees in between Nyx’s huge, spread-open legs.
He put one hand on her thigh and used the other to guide himself. He paused before entering her, then ran his saliva-slicked head slowly up and down between the wet lips of her pussy. She shuddered strongly in response.
“Maybe I should wait a bit before fucking you,” he said.
“Don’t you dare,” Nyx replied.
“I think I will,” he said, pulling back a little.
“I have a tail,” she growled, and he felt it shift beneath him, “and you have very sensitive balls.”
“Nyx,” he replied, his voice firm, “you wanted this. You’ve been pushing me, sexually and literally, for days now. Because you wanted this. You can’t ask for a specific thing and then get all mad and huffy when you get it.”
Nyx let out a harsh, frustrated sigh, a puff of smoke escaping her mouth. “Yes, fine. That is a fair point. What do you want? I assume you want something?”
“Ask for it,” he replied.
“Please fuck me,” she said.
“That was not asking, Nyx.”
She sighed again. “Will you please fuck me?”
“That’s not good enough. Come on, Nyx,” he said, patting her thigh, “be a good little dragoness slut and beg for it.”
She raised her head and looked at him, and the expression of annoyance on her face made him extremely glad in that moment that she was his girlfriend.
“Dragonesses do not beg.”
“I think this one will.”
“Oh wow, you’re really playing with fire,” Jezzy said.
Nyx let out a low growl and stared hard at him.
“If this really isn’t what you want, then I will apologize and fuck you,” Victor said. “But…” He reached out and laid his thumb against her clit, began to rub it. She moaned and shuddered hard, losing her look of intense focus. “I think this is what you really want.”
He waited, rubbing her clit for a bit longer, then stopping.
Nyx stared at him. She began chewing on her lower lip.
When she spoke again, her tone immediately told him that he had hit the nail on the head.
“Please fuck me...master,” she murmured. “I need it from you.”
Victor tried to keep the absolute triumph he felt over his gambit paying off from his expression. He shifted closer, placing the head of his cock at the wet, incredibly hot entrance of her pussy.
“That’s a good girl,” he replied, and pushed his way into her.
She let out an incredibly loud moan and shuddered hard enough that the bed shook and the posts groaned in protest.
He gripped her broad hips and began slipping into her again and again, pushing his entire length into her sweet, perfect dragoness pussy.
“Damn, you were completely right about that, she looks like she’s losing her mind,” Hazel murmured.
“Get...on,” Nyx groaned.
“You aren’t going to shoot flames into me, are you?”
“No! I can control it, just get on,” Nyx replied, impatient.
“All right.”
Hazel swung a leg over her face, straddling her, and rested on her knees, facing him. Her large, bare breasts swayed as she shifted into position, and then she let out a loud moan of her own as Nyx opened her mouth and began eating her out.
With both women moaning intensely, Victor soon found himself struggling to maintain his sexual composure.
And the battle got a lot harder when Nyx began to orgasm.
He could feel all those hot, slick, incredibly wet muscles convulse around his erection, bathing him in a pure, total ecstasy.
Nyx began moaning, long and loud, her voice muffled by Hazel, who was struggling to keep herself under control as Nyx’s skilled tongue worked her clit.
“Oh Gods!” he moaned, thrusting into her harder and faster. “Nyx, that’s-oh! That’s amazing!”
He was panting, gasping as he struggled not to orgasm into her. Going faster and harder was the wrong thing to do if he wanted to last longer but he couldn’t stop, almost like her body was demanding faster, harder sex and his body was giving in.
Victor kept going, holding out, losing himself in the absolute rapture that was sex with Nyx. Everything about the encounter was pushing him to his breaking point.
Nyx’s big breasts bouncing in rhythm with their sex.
How she looked with her arms and legs spread and tied off.
Hazel, in all her nude, mature glory, writing in pleasure as she rode Nyx’s tongue.
The other women watching them.
It was so much, and he somehow managed to make it through Nyx’s lengthy orgasm. When she finished coming, she went slack against the bed, though didn’t cease pleasuring Hazel.
Before long, he laid down against her, resting his head on her huge breasts. He felt Hazel reach down and run her fingers affectionately through his hair as he continue driving into Nyx, pounding her hot pussy.
When he did orgasm, it happened all at once, like a lightning strike bursting into existence. He groaned loudly, hugging Nyx to him and thrusting deep inside of her as he began to release his seed into her.
He was vaguely aware of the fact that her tail was partially wrapped around his legs now, lost almost wholly to the orgasm and the pleasure of filling her up.
His seed shot out of him in furious spurts and the bliss that resulted consumed him.
He came for a long time, and when he was finished, he was left gasping for breath, slack and sweaty against her.




CHAPTER VI

 
“I’m not entirely sure what it is,” Hazel murmured as she untied Nyx’s wrist, “but there is something incredibly arousing about the size difference between the two of you.”
“There is,” Jezzy agreed.
“Yep,” Delphine said at almost the same moment.
They were all working to get Nyx untied. Except for Victor.
He was still atop her, still inside of her, basking in the bliss of post-sex pleasure. It was like being adrift in a sea of rapture.
“There is something about that,” Nyx said. “I’m not sure either. I once saw an eight-foot Minotaur woman take a five and a half foot tall human man to bed and that was...very nice to see.” She shifted and stretched. “Mmm...there’s a waterfall nearby. Victor, would you come shower with me in it?”
“Yeah, sure,” he replied.
He got up off of her and she stood, taking a moment to clean his mess from herself, before heading for the door.
“We’ll be back soon,” Nyx said. “Then we can figure out what to do.”
Victor grabbed his robe, noticing that Nyx had her ‘I want to go now’ tone and stance, and figured anything they might run into out there in the Hinter she could handle if it came to it. As he got the robe and his boots on and followed after her, he wondered if he’d fucked up.
Admittedly, he probably shouldn’t have sprung that on her in the way that he had, but she had been pushing him for days now.
It had worked, he had no doubt she had immensely enjoyed that session, but still, how you felt during sex might not be the same with how you felt after sex.
He took a quick moment to peek in on Ilona and found her asleep, so that was good at least, then he followed Nyx outside.
She scooped him up in her arms and took to flight.
“Are you mad?” he asked after a moment.
“No, I’m not mad,” she replied.
“But...something is wrong?”
“I’m not sure,” she admitted. “I feel strange.”
“I’m sorry if I upset you.”
Nyx smiled and tilted her head to look down at him. “You didn’t. It’s all right. Let’s get to the waterfall and shower, and I can sort my thoughts out a little.”
He kissed the side of her face. “All right.”
A few moments later, they landed at an isolated waterfall letting out into a small pond that trailed away into a pair of creeks. It was warm enough to enjoy, Victor found as he shed his robe and boots and touched the water.
He and Nyx stood beneath water, letting it pour over them for a moment.
“I have trouble with vulnerability,” Nyx said finally.
“I can understand that,” he replied.
She smiled awkwardly. “Truly, what’s making this work is your understanding. I am...less understanding, traditionally. It’s something I’m trying to work on, but when you can literally just fly away from your problems and go pretty much anywhere in the world, it’s just so much easier to do that. And today I’ve been realizing I’m not doing as good a job as I had hoped.”
“Why?” he asked.
“When you asked me if I was serious about the relationship, I was confused at first. I thought I’d done a good job of communicating that fact, but then I realized I hadn’t. Or, well, communicating might not be the right word. I think that, whatever I’ve been saying, how I’ve been acting might have given the impression that I wasn’t all that serious about this.”
“I would understand if you had some reservations, we haven’t known each other that long,” Victor replied.
She smiled again and hugged him suddenly. “So very understanding,” she murmured. “The thing is, I’ve met thousands of people. Maybe ten thousand people. I’ve seriously gotten to know hundreds and hundreds of them. People are easy to read after that long. And it becomes much easier to tell when I have someone special on my hands. That’s why I was so immediately into you.”
“I’m special?” he asked, looking up at her.
“Yes. You are. Come on, let’s finish washing up and then sit in the sun to dry, and I’ll tell you why I think you are special.”
They cleaned themselves up after all the filthy fucking they had done, then stepped out of the waterfall and sat down on a nearby large, flat stone.
“On a practical level, you’re special because you have a very rare pair of qualities. The first being that you like fucking monster girls enough to do it openly. But there’s a lot of people out there who, if you get them in the right circumstances, will admit that they would enjoy banging a hot dryad or demoness. Rare, but not that rare. What makes you truly rare, is that you will also love a monster girl. Really love her.
“I’ve seen how you are with Jezzy and Fiona. You love them. And you aren’t ashamed of it. And you won’t hide it. You love them as easily as two humans might love each other. And it isn’t easy, but...it is for the right people. And I see you acting this same way with me.”
“...how does that make you feel?” he asked.
She broke into a large grin. “To be loved? Wonderful. Amazing. But also a little scared...maybe a lot scared, at times. But, I want to be clear about this: you’ve been very good to me. You handled me very well in bed, and you were completely right. I’ve probably been a bit too pushy, and there’s a part of me that is very stubborn. Even against myself sometimes.”
“I understand, Nyx. Opening up is scary, because it could go wrong. It isn’t an unreasonable reaction, and I’m not angry at you for any of this. Really, I just...I want to take care of you. Make you happy,” he replied.
She laughed and extended one of her wings, then wrapped it around him and pulled him closer to herself. “That’s how I know I’m being vulnerable to the right person. But, I was talking about how I feel about you, and about us. What makes you special. Beyond what I’ve said so far, it’s all obvious stuff. You’re kind, you’re patient, you’re caring. Authentic. Fun. Brave. You have a lot of great qualities. As I said, I can read people like a book, and I’ve gotten good enough that I can speed-read. Two weeks with me is practically two years with another person.”
“Well, I’m glad you’ve read so deeply into me and are pleased with what you’ve found,” Victor replied.
She put her arm around him now too, pulling him against herself more tightly. “What I want to say, Victor, in no uncertain terms, is this: I love you. And I want to be with you, and Jezzy and Fiona. And whoever else you invite into our bed.”
“Oh. Wow. That’s...wow.”
She laughed softly. “Intense. But this is what I want. You inspire me, Victor. You give me hope. You provide such comfort, and you slay loneliness. You fit so very well with me. So I just wanted it to be clear: I’m here to stay.”
“For...ever?” he asked.
“For as long as the relationship works. If that means the rest of your life, then so be it.”
“Gods,” he muttered.
“A bit more commitment than you were expecting?” she asked.
“Honestly? Yeah. Not that I’m complaining. Um...I love you, too, Nyx. You’re an amazing woman, and I’m lucky to know you.”
“Yes you are,” she murmured with a little smirk, then kissed his forehead.
He laughed. “Well, you wouldn’t be you if you weren’t just a little full of yourself.”
“Yep,” she agreed merrily.
“Okay.” He hugged her tightly. “I’m really glad we had this talk, Nyx, and I’m even more glad that you are a part of my life now. I know Fiona and Jezzy really like you, and obviously Delphine does. I think we’re all going to be happy together.”
“I do, too, although expect Delphine to leave at some point. You are delivering some great dickings, but she has given her life to Nystalla, and the Goddess will win if it’s a question between any of us and Her.”
“Don’t worry, I have no illusions about that. I’m just happy for the time we’ll have together.”
“Good, that’s a healthy view to have. Now,” she got to her feet and stretched, “I think we should get back and get to work. Now that Ilona’s awake and safe, I want to get to work on these problems.”
“Agreed,” he said, pulling his robe back on.
He hesitated briefly as he looked at her face and saw that she actually looked rather tired. He almost said something, but ultimately decided that she knew her own limits, and she’d speak up if she was too tired.
He’d hardly gotten his boots back on before she grabbed him and shot into the sky once again.
…
When they returned to the inn, Victor and Nyx found everyone gathered in the main room.
The conversation they were having fell quiet as the pair walked in.
“Everything okay?” Nyx asked.
“We were going to ask the same thing,” Jezzy replied. “Though you look rather happy.”
“Everything is very okay between Victor and myself. We’re very...in tune with each other,” Nyx replied.
“That is good to hear,” Fiona said.
“So, what were you all talking about? It looked important,” Nyx asked.
“We’ve been discussing Black Rot Prison,” Delphine replied. “I have a rough plan but it will take a few days to put together and enact. And I’d like to get a feel for how many people we actually have involved with this. As we said before, I am going, Jezzy has agreed that she is going, and you two are going. Obviously Ilona isn’t.”
“And I’m not, that’s...too much for me,” Fiona said.
“I’m in the same boat. My adventuring days are largely behind me,” Hazel said. “I had to learn the hard way, more than once, where to draw the line. Huge, lethal, undead-infested, cursed prison is definitely past my own line.”
“Perfectly understandable,” Delphine replied. “At present, the only two other allies that come to mind we can potentially call on are Fauna and Velena. Everyone else that Jezzy or Fiona can think of are either out of the region or wouldn’t be up to the task. Nyx? Anything further to offer?”
“No,” Nyx replied. “Unfortunately not. I’ve been gone a bit too long.” She paused. “Lacy isn’t still around, is she?”
“No,” Fiona said, “she left about eight months ago to find a cure. She was a vampire, and a strong one, and friendly. She wanted to have some fun in the wild before turning back.”
“Too bad, she was a lot of fun,” Nyx murmured. “And Fevria?”
“She moved back up north last year,” Fiona replied.
“Also too bad. She was a flower nymph who had a demoness for a mother. She had some...very unique abilities.”
“I didn’t know nymphs and demons could reproduce,” Hazel murmured.
“From what I understand, neither did they,” Nyx replied.
Jezzy giggled. “That must’ve been quite the surprise.”
“Yeah, thankfully they were both interested in settling down and raising a child for a few decades. Eventually Fevria went south to have some fun, had her fun, and went back north when she missed her parents,” Nyx said.
“All right,” Delphine said, standing, “so, Fauna and Velena. Where do we find them?”
“I’m good with tracking,” Jezzy said. “So is Nyx, maybe we could split up?”
“I’m going to admit something very embarrassing,” Nyx replied, causing them all to look at her interestedly. “I’m tired and I need a break. I’m going to eat a big meal and then pass out for the rest of the day. All this worrying and running around has worn me out.”
“That’s fine, Nyx,” Jezzy said. “Go relax.”
She looked uncomfortable, like she’d expected a worse reaction. “Wake me if you need me for something.”
“We will,” Fiona promised. “I guess I’ll be staying around here and tidying up.”
“I can help with that,” Hazel said.
“It would be very appreciated.”
“All right then,” Delphine said, heading upstairs. “I’ll get my stuff, Victor and Jezzy, prepare to track them down.”
“She’s pretty focused,” Jezzy murmured.
“She has a job to do,” Victor replied, “and so do we, given we agreed to help her.”
“That’s true. Well, I guess you better go get some real clothes on. I’ll see what I can do about tracking down either of them,” Jezzy said.
Victor nodded and headed up the stairs as well.




CHAPTER VII

 
“Any luck?” Victor asked as he walked out of the inn, giving his armor a little tug to make sure it was all in place and comfortable.
“I believe so,” Jezzy replied.
She stood at the edge of the clearing, facing away from them, her tail swaying back and forth.
“Who?” Delphine asked.
“Velena. There’s not a lot of harpies around recently, just her. She is...west. Somewhere within a few miles.”
“Excellent. Let us go,” Delphine said, and began marching off in that direction.
Victor and Jezzy followed after her.
“You seem a bit different just recently, Delphine,” Jezzy said after a moment.
“Do I?” she replied.
“Yes. You seem a bit...tense.”
She slowed down a little. “Oh. I suppose I do. Sorry. When I get directives from Nystalla, I tend to get intensely focused and a little...short, with everyone around me. It’s something I’m trying to work on, but it can be difficult.”
“I can understand that,” Victor replied. “I imagine working for a Goddess can be an intense experience.”
She nodded. “It is.”
“What’s it like?” Jezzy asked.
Delphine was silent for a long moment. “Difficult to describe, in truth. In some ways, it’s not that different from living a more regular life as an adventuress. It’s just a bit more focused. I get directives from the Goddess Herself. And that’s where it’s a bit harder to describe.”
“Is it always dreams, or visions?” Victor asked.
“No, not always. Often, though. Sometimes it’s something as vague as a certain feeling. A notion. Sometimes it will be another person. They are often other followers of Nystalla, who are on their own quests, and want or need help.”
“How can you tell the difference?” Jezzy asked.
“Between a liar and someone telling the truth? I have a sense about it. I know if another has been touched by Nystalla. But really, the difficulty lies in describing what Her presence feels like. It’s...warm, and secure, but also very intense. And it leaves an impression of...fury isn’t quite the right word, though maybe it is for me. I think it depends on who you are. But the core of who Nystalla is, what She represents, is the eradication of true injustice. Just because someone got killed or locked up doesn’t mean true justice was served. Often times, that just means that people feel like it was. Or shit, maybe not even that.”
“I know the feeling you’re describing,” Victor said. “I’ve come across more than a few bullshit instances of false justice. Someone does something terrible, and they get out of it because they have enough coin or they’re popular enough.”
“I’ve dealt with those types more than once. Best way to handle most of them is to take a finger. Not only does it remind them, forever, that they did a bad thing and suffered a permanent consequence, but they also tie to the fact that it came from a deity.”
“Surely Nystalla can’t watch everyone all the time,” Jezzy murmured.
“No, but She doesn’t need to. They think the same thing, but then they begrudgingly reason that while this may be the case, they can’t be sure Nystalla isn’t watching right now or whenever it is they’re doing the bad thing. The risk becomes much greater. Because next time it isn’t a finger. It’s a whole hand,” Delphine replied.
“And people...let this happen?” Jezzy asked.
“If they know what’s good for them. Most settlements recognize Nystalla’s authority, and recognize a follower of Nystalla when they see one. And it’s not like I do this lightly or often. I’ve had to kill more than a few bodyguards or loyalists, unfortunately. Idiots who are more loyal to coin than they are to their own flesh, or just don’t have enough brain to realize I am better at murder than they are. Thankfully, it’s rare.”
Jezzy began to say something, but was interrupted by a yawn. “Apparently Nyx isn’t the only one who’s tired...why am I tired?”
“Caring is exhausting when it’s nonstop,” Victor replied.
“I don’t think I understand,” Jezzy said.
“More to the point, worrying over someone more or less continuously for over a week takes a heavy toll on the body,” Delphine said. “Even if you don’t realize it.”
“Oh. That makes sense. I guess it has been a very worrying week.”
Victor nodded. “And on top of that we’ve been fixing up the inn. So, physical labor on top of emotional labor. Delphine...you won’t get wicked pissed if I recommend perhaps we take a day or two to recover our stamina? I’ve got that dragon energy from banging Nyx’s hot pussy, and even I am worn out.”
Delphine was silent for a long moment as she led them on along a narrow path through the plant life.
Finally, she sighed, her shoulders slumping a little. “Yes, it would be a good idea. It will be dangerous enough as it is.”
“We appreciate it, Delphine. Try not to worry. We’ll get this done, and we’ll get it done right, but you need to have patience.”
“I know,” she murmured. “It is...not a strength of mine.”
“I understand,” Jezzy said. “It is something I’ve had to work on. Especially now that I’m with Victor. It gets...difficult, at times, not stealing him when he’s spending time with Nyx or Fiona. Especially when they’re fucking.”
“Oh Gods,” Delphine groaned.
“What?” Victor asked.
“I absolutely told you I was going to fuck you good and hard when we got back to the inn, and I absolutely did not do that. And it was because I forgot, so I’m sorry.”
“It’s all right,” he replied. “You have a lot on your mind.”
“Yeah, plus Nyx kinda fucked him well and good,” Jezzy said.
“Yeah…” he said, grinning.
“I can sense lust levels, you know,” Jezzy said, prodding him with her tail, “and I could tell that tying her down and fucking her hard really hit you in the lust.”
He chuckled awkwardly. “Uh, yeah, it did. You trying to make a point?”
“I just find it amusing, is all. I don’t suppose you have any idea why you like it as much as you do?”
“I don’t,” he admitted. “All I know is that one day about six years ago, I was exploring an old tomb and ran into this badass adventuress. A human, taller than me, honestly more built than me. Fire red hair and the most amazing hips. We were both after the same treasure.”
“Ooh, fun. Did you fight?” Jezzy asked.
He laughed. “No, I thought it might head that way at first, but then she suggested we work together and split the proceeds. I agreed. We fought through the tomb, got the treasure, headed back to her campsite.”
“And you fucked like animals?” Delphine asked.
“Yes. But when we got naked and things started getting intense, she asked me if I’d bind her hands behind her back and gag her. I was...rather surprised. Because while I’d heard of that being done, I’d never actually done it myself, and also she just did not strike me as the type.”
“People aren’t always the opposite in bed as they seem...but often they are,” Jezzy murmured with a sly smile.
“It does so often seem to be the case that the quietest, shyest lady in town is an absolute fucking monster if she agrees to come somewhere isolated with me, where no one will hear us and she can be as loud as she likes,” Victor replied.
“Mmm-hmm,” Delphine said.
“So you did it, I take it?” Jezzy asked.
“I did. And it was, uh...it awoke something in me I didn’t realize was there. And apparently, it changed something about me. Because suddenly, I was finding myself in that particular situation more often than before, and not because I was initiating it. Something about me just...spoke to those women I ran into who liked that kind of thing.”
“Trust is a big part of it, but they also need to get the sense that you’d be receptive to it. Nothing really kills the mood like asking for a particular kink and you go ‘oh, no, I’m...not into that...sorry’. Even if you’re polite about it,” Delphine said.
“Yeah-oh, hey! I suddenly smell harpy much, much more strongly. She’s gotta be close,” Jezzy said, looking around.
The path they were on let out into a small clearing. They came to a stop in it, looking around.
“Wait, I hear something–” Victor began, then cried out as a gray blur swooped down from one of the nearby trees and crashed into him.
He found himself on his back a second later, staring up at a familiar face.
“Seriously, Velena?!”
“Sorry!” she cried. “I thought...you were...someone dangerous,” she murmured, looking away and blushing.
“And so you jumped towards me? Why the fuck would you do that instead of just flying away?” he asked.
“Uh...because...um…” She continued not looking at him, shifting around atop him.
“Because she is lying,” Jezzy replied, intensely amused.
“I’m not lying!” Velena snapped.
“You are so absolutely lying,” Victor replied.
She looked down at him, surprised. He reached out and settled his hands on her small, firm hips, grasping her and adjusting her a bit.
“You missed me,” he said.
Velena continued staring at him, a look of honest surprise on her face.
Jezzy giggled. “Someone’s at a loss for words.”
“You’ve...gotten more confident since we last saw each other,” she said finally. She laughed and got up off of him. “It’s just, normally people don’t talk to me that way.”
“I talk to you that way all the time and you love it,” Jezzy said.
Velena heaved a sigh. “Oh horseshit.”
Victor got up, brushing himself off. “Regardless, I’m glad to see you. We’ve been looking for you.”
“Really? Got another thing you want me to help kill?” she asked with a savage grin.
“Actually, yes. By the way, may I introduce Delphine,” he replied, stepping back.
“Holy warrior and Follower of the Order of Nystalla. Pleasure to meet you,” Delphine said with a small nod.
“Oh, wow. Nystalla. Uh...pleasure to meet you, too. I’m admittedly a little confused about why you are traveling with...them.”
“Not all holy warriors are stodgy and boring,” Delphine replied with a small smile.
“Yeah, this one fucks!” Jezzy said.
Delphine sighed softly. “Yes, thank you, Jezzy. Before this conversation goes any further, I was hoping to speak to you about a quest we’re on and were seeking your help in.”
“Interesting,” Velena murmured, straightening up a bit. “Though, are you sure? I’m not really the ‘helps on a holy quest’ type. I curse a lot. I’m kind of a bitch sometimes.”
“You aren’t evil,” Delphine replied simply.
“You sure?”
“Yes. That is an ability I have. I’d know. And Nystalla isn’t like a lot of other deities. She mostly cares that you aren’t evil and you do what needs doing to help dispense justice. Though admittedly our quest is not tied to that.”
“Now I’m even more curious.”
“We’ll tell you on the way back,” Jezzy said, “–if you’re coming, that is–but the short of it is: Nystalla owes a favor to some other deity, incurred helping us, and we gotta settle it.”
“Even more interesting. What’s the job?”
“We need to fight our way into Black Rot Prison and eliminate the source of evil contaminating it,” Delphine replied.
“Whew. Wow. That’s...intense.” She frowned, looking at them for a moment, falling silent. Abruptly, she perked up again. “I’ll do it! But I want your help with something really quick first.”
“What?” Victor asked.
“I’m looking for laughleaf. I need help getting some. And I also wouldn’t mind some help smoking it.”
“What is laughleaf exactly?” Delphine asked.
“It’s what you village-dwellers call smokeweed.”
“Oh! Actually, that would be perfect to unwind with,” Delphine replied.
“Yes it would,” Victor said, grinning. “It’s been quite a while since I’ve had any.”
“Perfect! Jezzy, put that nose of yours to use and help me find it. I swear I can smell some around here…” Velena said, looking around.
“Oh yeah, there’s some nearby, I can smell it.” She looked around, scenting the air, then began walking away. “This way.”
They all followed after her.




CHAPTER VIII

 
“All right, I’ll be honest, that’s not what I was expecting to hear at all,” Velena said as they finished explaining to her the entire Ilona situation.
“It certainly wasn’t what we were expecting to find,” Victor replied.
They were heading southwest now, following Jezzy’s nose towards the plant in question.
“What’s she like?” Velena asked.
“Shy. Awkward. Sweet,” Victor answered. “She’s kind. Although I get the feeling we’re not getting a full view of her personality and who she is because of all she’s been through. I imagine even she isn’t sure who she is right now.”
“Yeah...two years as an undead, working towards a single goal. That’s one of those things that might change you, maybe forever, and maybe not for the better,” Velena muttered.
“Here’s hoping she comes out the other side all right. Now, what about you? What were you up to?” Victor asked.
“I got restless a bit after we parted ways,” Velena replied. “Went wandering, looking for more things I could fight, finally overheard some adventurers talking about an outbreak of madness sickness among the animals not far from Fair Field. Since I’m immune to that particular sickness, I decided I’d do some good and put them down, given there is no cure for that.”
“That was good of you,” Delphine said.
“Yeah, well...I know I’m a bit of a bitch who likes to fight way too much. After driving away several friends, I finally decided that if I have to live with all of these ugly emotions, I’m going to put them towards something useful. That way, all the anger and hate goes towards things that deserve it. Or, at least, things that need to be killed.”
“That’s a mature decision,” Victor said.
“Oh shut up,” Velena muttered.
“You’re embarrassing her,” Jezzy said with a little laugh.
“You shut up, too!”
“I know something else you can put all your pent up aggression towards that would really benefit from it,” Victor said.
Velena sighed and blushed, then hit him with her wing.
“He means his penis,” Jezzy said.
“No shit,” Velena replied.
“Well...I more meant sex. I have to admit, you being aggressive specifically towards my penis does not sound like a good time,” Victor said.
“Depends on what you’re into,” Delphine murmured.
“It does, and I’m not into that.”
“Fair enough.”
“Hey, here it is!” Jezzy said.
They all fell silent as she led them out of the trees and into another small clearing. It was dotted with a number of brightly colored flowers, a narrow creek running through it, and among those flowers were about a dozen of the plants in question.
“Do you really call it laughleaf?” Delphine asked.
“Yes, although I’ve also heard it called greenleaf,” Velena replied.
“There are many names for it,” Victor said. “Good green. Green star. Shred. Dozens more.”
“Yep,” Delphine murmured as she crouched down and began harvesting one of them. “But what really matters is that you can dry it out, tear it up, roll it into a parchment, smoke it and feel very good for a few hours.”
“I’m still very surprised you are as into this as you are,” Jezzy said as she and the others joined her in harvesting.
“Being an adventuress is stressful. Being a holy warrior is more stressful. You have to find ways to destress. I’ve tried a number of things. Sex is great but hard to find for me. Booze...causes too many problems. I’ve tried a few other things, but this is what consistently works with no real drawbacks. And there’s nothing in any text or code or anything about my service to Nystalla that says that I’m not allowed to get stoned if I so desire,” Delphine replied.
“I really like that,” Victor said. “Honestly, if I hadn’t decided to tie myself to this place and to the lovely ladies I have met recently, I’d probably become a follower of Nystalla.”
“She’d be happy to have you,” Delphine replied. “But I understand. And you’re doing plenty, offering help and...comfort, to one of Her followers.”
“She means he fucked the shit out of her,” Jezzy whispered loudly.
Delphine sighed. “Indeed.”
“Jezzy, you should probably rein it in a little,” Victor said.
The succubus laughed. “Maybe. This is fun, though.”
“Can you think of anyone else who might be willing to help us with this?” Delphine asked, looking more intently at Velena.
“Hmm.” She was silent as she finished harvesting her own plant, her wings gently folding and unfolding. “Admittedly, no, I can’t. I’m more of a loner. Fauna, though, should know a few people who might be able to help. Probably.”
“Any ideas where she might be right now?” Victor asked, sensing that Delphine was eager to get things moving again.
“Not really,” Velena admitted.
“I can find her,” Jezzy said. “She’s usually east of here.”
“Very well. Everyone, give me what you’ve gathered and I’ll store it,” Delphine said, pulling a pouch from her pack. “It’ll dry as we search.”
She accepted all the leaves as they passed them to her, stuffed it all into the pouch, sealed the pouch and hit it with a small spell that briefly enveloped it in a mild crimson light, then put it back into her pack.
“Let’s go.”
…
“So...Victor,” Velena murmured as they moved among the trees.
“Yeah?” he asked.
They’d been walking for quite a ways at a brisk pace, Delphine hurrying them along occasionally. After walking east for about a mile and a half, Jezzy had picked up a scent and they were now following it northeast.
“I probably should have asked this earlier, but Jezzy sort of answered it without answering it, but now I’m realizing that she is a succubus, so–”
Jezzy sighed heavily. “Just ask your question, Velena.”
“Fine! Are we still able to have sex with me? Obviously you’re in a serious relationship with Jezzy and Fiona and Nyx?! I don’t know how the fuck you managed that. Nyx is...scary.”
“Scary and in love with my dick,” he replied.
Delphine laughed. “You sure don’t lack for confidence.”
“Having all the sex I’ve had with Nyx and Fiona and Jezzy and you has done a lot for that just recently.”
“I guess that would make sense. I remember Nyx having trouble being attracted to people who lacked confidence, but...anyway, uh, yeah, we’re still good there?”
“We’re good there,” he replied. “Though I will be happy to double-check with Nyx and Fiona.”
“Please double-check,” she murmured.
“Wow, you’re really scared of Nyx?” he asked.
“...she’s a dragon.”
“That didn’t answer my question.”
Velena let out a huff of irritation. “I’m not scared of her, I just...don’t want to offend her. And now you’re with her. And now…” She paused, studying him with a sidelong glance.
“What?” he asked.
“I guess I’m really realizing that you’re actually settling into a life in the Hinter?”
“You’re just now realizing that?” Jezzy asked.
“I’m...easily distracted, okay?! I have a lot on my mind. I don’t know, I guess I thought, uh, maybe it’s best not to say.”
“That I wasn’t serious about my commitments?” Victor asked.
She winced a little, then nodded. “Sorry.”
“I’d be more offended, but it seems like you haven’t really had the best interactions with village-dwellers. But yes, I am serious about my intentions with the ladies now in my life, and with helping run this inn. Which is admittedly something I never thought I’d be doing...what’s wrong, Jezzy?”
He realized that she’d stopped walking. They all came to a halt behind her.
“I smell...something else now,” she murmured.
“What?” Delphine asked.
“Something familiar...but I’m not sure. It’s been a while. Wolf? No...oh! Werewolf!”
“Shit,” he muttered, hand going to the hilt of his blade as he nervously eyed their surroundings.
“I don’t think it’s a feral one. I’ve met a few friendly werewolves, and I think this is one of them. I mentioned that, right? That I’ve met a few? I got a little close to one.”
“You did mention that,” he murmured, still looking around.
“Do you mean Cassie?” Velena asked.
“Yes! I think it’s Cassie! And...I think she may be with Fauna. We’re getting close. Come on, you’ll like Cassie, and she will really like you. She has the same problem Nyx does,” Jezzy replied as she resumed walking.
“She’s scares erections soft?” Victor asked.
Jezzy giggled. “Yes, basically. Even out of her werewolf form. She’s...intimidating. She’s very tall.”
“Taller than me?” Delphine asked.
“Yes.”
“Oh. Because of the werewolf blood? She isn’t evil, is she?”
“No! We don’t associate with evil people, Delphine,” Jezzy grumbled.
“Sorry, I have to ask these things.”
Jezzy sighed. “Fair enough. She’s rough around the edges, but she’s a good person. If anything she’s a bit good to a fault. She’s willing to go way too far to help people in need. Last I heard, she was away because she was going to be pretty much a stranger’s bodyguard and walk them to the eastern coast.”
“Seriously?” Victor asked.
“Yes! I thought she was kind of crazy. We were wandering around, exploring the Hinter, and we came across a woman who was clearly in over her head. She was being attacked by some assholes and so we helped her out and listened to her story. She’d gotten word that her mother had gotten very ill, and she was traveling back home as quickly as she could because her magical research had brought her far away. She was an able researcher but just an okay fighter,” Jezzy explained.
“So Cassie went with her all the way to the coast?”
“She did. She offered, the woman apparently had a good feeling about Cassie, because she agreed. That was a few months ago.”
“That is quite an act of charity but...I’ve done a few things like that before,” Victor said.
“Really?” Jezzy asked.
“Yes. But for the sake of pure honesty, the times that I did it, my intentions were not pure. Pretty much every time I agreed to travel a really long distance with a stranger who was not an adventuress, I was hoping to have sex with them. Now, to be clear, I was not making that conditional, and I fulfilled any agreement I made whether or not sex happened. I was just glad when it did, obviously.”
“What was the best one of those particular adventures?” Velena asked.
“Hmm.” He considered it, but not for long. “I was in a town to the far south about three years ago. Had finished up a big job clearing out a cove of sea monsters with a mercenary company looking for a bit of hired help. I was in the middle of relaxing when I ran into an extremely attractive vix. Honestly, she was the hottest fox girl I’d ever seen. She was a mage and she was rather...reserved. She’d never really left her home village, but she’d always wanted to. She had a place, an old ruin, she’d read about that she desperately wanted to visit in person. But she was scared to go alone.”
“So you graciously offered to guard her...body?” Jezzy asked with a little laugh.
“I did, actually. I was hitting on her and she was...I think conflicted. She was receptive to it, but also reluctant to take it any further than flirting. I figured there was a decent chance that she didn’t want to be heard having loud, screaming orgasms by her neighbors. Sure enough, first night out when we’re camping in some woods, she pretty much jumped me. Quite literally, she jumped on me. That was an incredibly fun adventure that took about three times as long as it technically needed to.”
Jezzy giggled. “I’ll bet.”
“I’ve never actually been with any of the furred races before,” Delphine said. “What’s it like?”
“Nice. Very nice. They’re wonderfully soft and warm.”
“I imagine you’ve been with all of them?”
“I have, actually. I made love with a faun and a gekon since coming here to the Hinter,” he replied.
“Wow, you really do get around,” she murmured.
“Apparently I’m easy to get along with.”
“If that’s what you want to call it,” Jezzy said, then stopped again. “They’re close. Fauna!?”
They all waited, listening, and soon heard someone approaching from their left. After a moment, some branches were pushed aside and a familiar dryad appeared.
“Jezzy? Victor? How did you know I needed some assistance?” she asked.
“We didn’t,” Victor replied. “We needed assistance, and came looking for you.”
“That’s quite the coincidence,” she said, “but my friend and I will almost certainly help you if you help us. And if you could come with me now, I’d really appreciate it, because this is a time-sensitive issue.”
“Delphine?” Victor asked, looking at the holy warrior.
“Let’s go,” Delphine replied promptly, and headed towards Fauna, who was already going back the way she’d come.
He, Jezzy, and Velena followed as well.




CHAPTER IX

 
“Can I assume that your friend is Cassie?” Jezzy asked as they hurried to keep up.
“Yes,” Fauna replied. “She came back recently and found herself in a bit of...responsibility.”
“What kind of responsibility?” Victor asked.
“She’ll tell you.”
A moment later, they came to a small glade with a bubbling creek running through it.
A tall woman wearing not a whole lot was crouched near the edge of the clearing, apparently shoving something into the hollow of a tree’s thick trunk.
“What was it, Fauna?” she asked without turning around.
“Friends,” Fauna replied.
“Good. I’m finished, you can secure it now,” she said, standing.
She went from being tall to very tall. As she stepped back from the tree, Fauna gestured at it, and Victor caught sight of a large backpack and some camping gear within the hollow before a nest of roots and vines met in front of the opening and sealed it over.
He studied her as she studied them.
She had to be at least six and a half feet tall, and though she wore simple, baggy traveling clothes, he could see she was pretty built, her muscles obvious.
All she had on her besides a large brown shirt and pants was a broadsword across her back.
“Interesting,” she murmured finally. “Jezzy. Velena. Good to see you. I need your help. We’re hunting feral werewolves. If you’re in, follow me. If not, start walking in the other direction, it’s going to get dangerous.”
“I’m in,” Velena said almost immediately.
“I will help,” Delphine replied.
“Victor?” Jezzy asked.
“Yeah, let’s do this,” he said.
Cassie and Fauna were already splashing across the creek, headed out of the glade.
“I appreciate the help and I will be glad to get to know you after we deal with this,” Cassie said without looking back. “Also, just so you don’t freak out, I am also a werewolf. And I’m going to be transforming very soon.”
“I warned them,” Jezzy said.
“Good. Quick rundown of the situation: we’re hunting feral werewolves. We’re looking to kill them, and all of them, before they get away. I’ve been following them for a bit now. I’m not sure how many of them there are, but we need to act quickly.”
“We really should have Nyx for this,” Victor muttered.
“No time,” Jezzy replied.
“Shit, is Nyx back?” Cassie asked, hesitating very briefly.
“Yeah,” Jezzy replied.
“How far is she from here?”
“About a mile west.”
“Fuck!” Cassie snapped, immediately resuming walking. “That’s too far.”
“Are we sure they’re going to run?” Velena asked.
“This is as close as I’ve managed to get so far.”
“We’ll get them,” Victor said.
He’d dealt with feral werewolves before.
There were a lot of people out there who thought that all werewolves were feral, that the only good werewolf was a dead one.
It wasn’t true, but tell that to the townspeople who’d been chased by one, who had lost someone to a feral, to the guardsmen who’d fought for their lives when enough of them came roaring out of the treeline to make an attack on a village.
There did exist werewolves who lived normal lives, although just about every last one of them that he’d ever met or heard of were adventurers who lived on the road or in the wild.
He knew that those like Cassie lived under a largely unspoken vow to eliminate their feral brethren wherever they found them.
In truth, he completely understood why they did it and agreed so much that he’d always thrown in his lot with theirs whenever he came across this situation.
Feral werewolves were very dangerous.
“Probably a stupid question but how will we know who you are in the frenzy of battle among several werewolves?” Delphine asked.
“I’ll be the only one with a sword,” Cassie replied.
“You’re sure?”
“Yes. Feral means feral. They’re little more than monsters now, running off pure instinct. Impulse. They don’t plan beyond their next meal.”
“Understood.”
Cassie sniffed at the air suddenly. “Quiet, we’re close. We hit them hard and hit them fast. Go for the throat however you can and make sure none of them get away.”
Everyone murmured a quiet reply of affirmation.
Victor drew his blade, readying himself for the coming battle.
All his memories of such battles warned him that there was admittedly little he could do to prepare for it if he was this close, though.
Being a werewolf without going feral required tremendous self control. Transforming into that state, he understood, was intoxicating beyond any drug.
It was raw power in way that didn’t really exist for non-werewolves.
They didn’t want to change back, and some of them never did. The problem was, simply staying alive as a werewolf was incredibly taxing on the body. They needed a lot more food, far more than usual.
And it began to damage the mind.
The longer you were a werewolf, the more of yourself, your essence, you sacrificed.
Until there was nothing left but instinct, nothing left but the wolf.
And so they tended to turn to eating anything alive they could get their hands on. Often that meant village-dwellers, merchants, hunters, or adventurers.
“Go! Now!” Cassie snapped suddenly, dashing forward.
Already he could see her changing, growing in size and height. The arm she drew her sword with was growing dark brown fur.
They spread out among the trees, moving up a shallow incline. He could hear growling come from the way ahead and honed his focus down to a narrow point.
He was among warriors who had fought these things before, some of them many times, and almost all of them were significantly faster or stronger than he was.
Or both.
But that didn’t mean they were invincible.
And then all other thoughts but staying alive, protecting his allies, and killing his enemies left his mind as they abruptly ran out of trees to move through and came into a clearing.
The feral werewolves had gone to ground in a cave at the rear of the clearing. He could see signs of at least half a dozen of them, their paws having made heavy indents in the dirt outside the cave. Victor was in the process of considering how they’d handle it if they had to go in after the creatures when a loud growl issued from within the cave.
Everyone came to a halt, weapons at the ready.
He looked over at Cassie, who was full werewolf now. Her clothing had stretched and ripped in a few places, and she was truly a vision of raw power.
She was a foot taller, her muscles even larger and defined even under a coat of brown fur that now covered her entire body.
She issued a bone-chilling roar that echoed down the cave, her broadsword in hand.
Barely a few seconds passed before he heard another roar respond from deep within the opening in the earth. Immediately following it, he heard the beating of heavy, large paws against the ground, echoing wildly.
It sounded like a herd of great beasts were stampeding out of the cave.
“Get ready!” Fauna called.
Victor tensed, sword gripped tightly with both hands, staring intently at the dark opening.
The sounds grew louder, growling and snapping jaws and panting.
And then, suddenly, they were there.
A wave of huge, furred bodies with long limbs and immense jaws burst out of the cave and into the clearing.
Fauna acted first, sending a burst of green magic at the werewolves. Several roots and vines thrust up out of the dirt, attempting to entangle them. It worked on two of them, but the rest were either too fast or just tore through them and pressed their attack.
Cassie was a blur herself, the broadsword coming around in a hard arc and cleaving cleanly through one of the werewolf’s torsos, penetrating the fur and flesh just below its upraised arms. It chopped through the ribcage and came out the other side in a tremendous spray of blood.
Then another one leaped at her and she lost her sword and was thrown into a wrestling fit, struggling against the largest of the beasts.
Another came at Delphine and Velena, and the two women attacked it at the same time.
The last one was making a beeline straight for him.
He prepared himself to react to it when it was in range, fear bubbling darkly in his guts as he saw the raw speed and power with which it moved. Jezzy was nearby, moving in to help him, but she suddenly had her hands full as one of the werewolves previously entangled finally broke free of the vines and bolted right for her.
He was on his own.
And he was going to have to be extra cautious. If he was bitten or scratched deeply, he had a decent chance of catching the werewolf sickness. It wasn’t incurable, but it was a massive pain to track down and didn’t always work, from what he understood.
Victor waited, waited…
The werewolf raced towards him, huge jaw open.
The moment came and he leaped to the side while slashing out with his blade. The werewolf roared in pain as the blade bit into its flesh, cutting open a deep wound along the side of its chest. Victor was already continuing his movement, keeping out of its long reach as it skidded to a halt and scrambled around to get at him.
He ducked and sliced again as it swiped at him, delivering a deep cut across one arm, then leaped as it swiped once more with its other arm for his legs.
The werewolf roared and leaped directly at him.
Victor dropped, narrowly avoiding it, the thing’s huge, blood-encrusted claws coming close enough to his face in passing to smell the reek of death. He could hear the others struggling and fighting for their lives but tried not to let it distract him.
Besides perhaps Velena, he was the one most at risk of getting seriously hurt or even killed in this particular battle.
He traded a few more attacks with the thing, knowing that he was pressing his luck, but a kill opportunity wasn’t presenting itself. The beast was too quick and it would only be a matter of time before he slipped up and–
There!
The creature swung too hard, throwing itself briefly off balance, and he threw himself to the side as the attack presented itself. Victor retaliated, raising his blade and bringing it down in a swift, tight arc right onto the back of the thing’s neck.
He put all his strength into it, and was rewarded with a clean decapitation and a furious spray of blood that splashed across his chest.
Victor had barely even begun to enjoy that victory before he heard Jezzy shout a warning and then something crashed into his back with the force of a hurled boulder. He cried out, thrown flat onto his stomach in a burst of pain, and that’s probably what saved him from further damage as the thing that had hit him kept going.
“Sorry!” Cassie called. “Stay down!”
Victor just wheezed a response, trying to look around and see what the fuck was happening. A werewolf had been hurled into him, he realized, and it had smacked into the trunk of a thick tree. Immediately following Cassie’s demand that he stay down, her broadsword flew over his head like a giant arrow and pinned the recovering werewolf to the tree.
The blade buried itself in its broad chest and the beast struggled against it for a moment, but its struggles rapidly grew wear as its life leaked out of it.
Then Jezzy was at his side.
“Are you okay? Don’t move,” she said, putting her hands on him.
“I’m fine,” he managed, coughing. “Are there more?”
“That was the last one,” Jezzy replied. Then, as he felt a warmth enveloping him and pushing away the pain, she asked, “Right?”
“Yeah, that’s all of them,” Cassie replied from somewhere nearby.
“I’m really okay, Jezzy, you don’t have to heal me,” he said.
“Stop complaining,” she replied. “What is it with you adventurers and your incessant need to prove how much you don’t need help? You’ve shown yourself to be plenty capable in our time together.”
He was silent for a moment, then she let him roll onto his back.
He looked up at her. “Sorry,” he said as he felt the pain recede until it was nothing more than vague aches, “force of habit. And thank you.”
“You’re welcome.”
She took his hand and helped him to his feet.
“I really am sorry about that,” Cassie said, her voice growing louder as she came closer.
He looked over at her and saw that she was back in her human form now.
“It’s fine, it happens in battles,” he replied.
“Hmm,” she murmured, coming to stand before him, studying him, “you are pretty durable for a regular human.”
“Are we sure that’s all of them?” Delphine asked.
“I’ve been tracking them for a ways,” Cassie replied, “it was just the six of them. But...I suppose it would be prudent to investigate the cave. Maybe see why they were in there, if there’s someone hurt. You all rest, I’ll do it and be back in a few moments.”
Without another word, she marched over to her broadsword, yanked it out of the tree, and then turned and walked into the darkness of the cave.
“She’s brave,” Victor said.
“Recklessly so,” Jezzy replied.
“Help me gather these bodies up, I need to burn them,” Fauna said.
With various sighs of resigned irritation, the group got to work doing as she’d asked.




CHAPTER X

 
“All right, we’re in the clear,” Cassie said as she emerged from the cave once again. “Oh, good, you’re burning the bodies. Let me help.”
They’d gathered up all the corpses but one so far, tossing them into a pit that Fauna had been shaping with her nature magic.
Cassie walked over to the final corpse, the one she’d pinned to the tree, and picked it up. Hefting it, she walked it over to the pile and tossed it in.
“You’re very strong,” Victor said.
She looked over at him as she rubbed her hands off on her pants. Her expression changed to something more serious, almost like she was considering the difficulties of taking down an enemy. Her eyes flicked briefly to Jezzy, and he heard her let out a little laugh.
“I’m a little fuzzy from the transformation and abrupt meeting,” she said, putting her hands on her broad hips and turning fully to face him. “We should probably be formally introduced. I am Cassie Carver. Glad to meet you, especially after that assistance.”
“Victor Wolfe, very glad to meet you,” he replied.
She laughed. “Wolfe. I like that...you are brave, and cute.”
“Oh. Ah. Thanks. You are...um…”
“Yes?” she asked.
“Cute doesn’t really seem to fit. You are...captivating,” he replied.
“Wow. Captivating. Interesting.”
“I hate the break up this, hmm, conversation, but I’m ready with the fire spell,” Fauna said.
“Cast it and let’s begone,” Cassie said, still smiling at Victor.
Though now she seemed less amused and more intrigued.
“I told them we’d help them out with their problem,” Fauna said.
“Did you now? What problem?”
“It’s a bit of a story–” Victor began.
“We mean to assault and cleanse Black Rot Prison,” Delphine said.
Cassie let out an appreciative whistle. “Well, I can see why you’d want the help of a tough dryad and a strong werewolf...hmm.” She looked around at them. “You got somewhere for me to get drunk and sleep for a good long while? Because if you want my help, I need a good two days of recovery before I transform again, and I’m going to want to transform if we’re attacking that godsforsaken place.”
“We do have an inn,” Jezzy said. “Fiona’s there.”
“Oh good! It’s been too long since I’ve seen that lady,” Cassie said. “All right, light the fire, Fauna, and then we can go to this inn and I can get to know you two. And catch up with you other two.”
…
“So, now you’ve got me very, very curious, Victor,” Cassie said as they walked among the Hinterland once again, now returning to the inn.
“Most people seem to be having that reaction recently,” Victor replied.
“If I’m reading the situation right–and I’m pretty confident I am given being a werewolf heightens the senses even in human form–you are rather intimate with Jezzy...and Delphine. Actually, I’d say I’m the only woman here you haven’t been intimate with.”
“You aren’t wrong,” Velena said as Jezzy laughed.
“Interesting.”
“Just so that we can lay it all to rest now: I am in love with Jezzy, Fiona, and Nyx.”
“And Nyx!?” Cassie cried. “We’re talking about the same Nyx, right?! The dragoness?”
“Yes, and we love him, too,” Jezzy said.
“Good Gods, you must be blessed. A succubus and a viper I can see, but a dragoness?! Let alone that dragoness being Nyx! She’s the only person who actually intimidates me. But that does explain the initial thing I was interested in.”
“Which was?” he asked.
“Well, usually when I call a man cute he gets huffy and angry. You took it for the genuine compliment it was,” she replied.
“Well...to be fair, if you mean it as an insult, is it so unreasonable to react with anger?”
“Fair point, but at least half the time I don’t mean it as an insult. I more use it as a test. A lot of guys seem...maybe nice is too strong a word. Approachable. But I’m not really interested in getting with someone who isn’t capable of not being a dick. Also, just to be clear, I take no offense from not being attracted to me. We like what we like, and that’s fine,” Cassie replied.
“I’d say it’s possible that he’s intimidated by you, but I have learned that he doesn’t really let that dictate his actions,” Delphine said.
“Yeah, you’ve got that ‘really tall, badass warrior woman’ thing going on, too. Although it sure looks a lot cleaner as a holy warrior than me,” Cassie replied.
“I’m sure you’d look real good in a suit of armor, though,” Victor said.
“Oh she does,” Jezzy murmured.
Cassie laughed and adjusted her backpack. They’d swung by the hollow to pick it up before heading back.
“So the actual story with you all…?” she asked.
“I came north looking for, uh...I guess you could say monster girl tail, and found a lot more than I bargained for, romantically speaking, and...if you know Fiona, you know about her dream, right?”
“The inn? Oh! Wait, so, that’s her inn?” Cassie asked. “I thought you just meant you were hanging out in an old abandoned inn.”
“It’s our in, really,” Jezzy said. “But yes.”
“Okay, this is starting to make sense. Velena, are you in lo–”
“No,” Velena said. “I like him plenty, happy to help and fuck, but no love.”
“Figured. Fauna? Same?”
“Same,” the dryad replied with a small smile.
“Okay. So, why are you assaulting Black Rot? Don’t get me wrong, it’s a good cause, the place is a stain on the land, but it’s crazy dangerous,” Cassie asked.
“Short of it is: I am a holy warrior for the Goddess Nystalla. I incurred a debt while on a quest to save a woman from death, and in order to satisfy that holy debt, I must cleanse Black Rot Prison of the evil that plagues it,” Delphine explained.
“All right. Still a few pieces missing there, but that at least makes sense.” Cassie was silent for a few moments as they walked on. “Yeah, I’m in. Got a good feeling about you. But again, two days, minimum, of rest, is what I need.”
“Understood,” Delphine said.
“I’m very curious to see this place.”
“You’ll be even happier to see it once you learn that we’ve got a bunch of laughleaf that we’re willing to share,” Velena said.
“This is exactly what I need after my trip,” Cassie replied, laughing merrily.
“And,” Victor murmured as he looked at the sky, “I think this will be a particularly good day for it. It’s going to rain soon and that’s such good weather to stay in and drink a bit of wine and smoke a bit and spend time with your friends.”
“I’m pretty sure I know what ‘spend time’ means,” Jezzy murmured, briefly encircling his wrist with her tail and tugging lightly on it.
He laughed. “Yes, that too.”
“Well let’s hurry up then, I need a rest,” Cassie said.
They picked up the pace.
…
When they came back to the inn, Fiona and Hazel were sitting together in the main room. They both stood as the procession entered.
“Cassie! Fauna! Velena! Hi!” Fiona said happily, slithering over and embracing each of the women in turn. “Did you have a battle?”
“We did. Feral werewolves,” Cassie replied. “We’re all okay. Although I might’ve knocked your man over on accident.”
“Are you okay?” Fiona asked immediately, turning to Victor.
“I’m fine, Jezzy already hit me with a healing spell I didn’t need,” he replied.
Jezzy blew out a sigh of irritation. “Yeah, sure. You’re welcome.”
“I didn’t say it wasn’t appreciated.”
“I’m glad everything went well,” Fiona said. “And I take it you’ve been told about the situation?”
“I have, the broad strokes,” Cassie replied. “Though I was thinking–” She stumbled a bit as she began walking across the room and caught herself, cursing sharply.
“Are you all right?” Fiona asked, immediately at her side.
Cassie laughed ruefully. “I’m fine, I’ve just been going for about three days straight now trying to track down those fucking werewolves. I probably shouldn’t have transformed but I didn’t want to let them get away or anyone get hurt.” She sighed and rubbed at her eyes. “I need a place to lie down, then a soak in hot water, then a big meal and some greenleaf, and then sometime tomorrow I will be in the proper frame of mind to talk about Black Rot.”
“That’s fine, we’ve all sort of agreed to take at least a couple of days off and you’re needing to recuperate just solidified it,” Victor replied.
“I will take you to a bed you can fit into,” Jezzy said. “We’ve recently put together a bed meant for larger people.”
“Many thanks. See you later, everyone,” Cassie replied, and followed Jezzy upstairs.
“I will get started on preparing the green,” Delphine said, patting her pouch.
She headed upstairs to the room that she had claimed for herself not long after she’d started staying. Victor looked around at the others.
“Well, uh...anything need doing?” he asked.
“Actually, yes, the wood’s getting a little low and I wanted to get more gathered up before the rain began,” Fiona replied.
“I can do that,” Victor said.
“I can help. My abilities make wood-gathering a breeze,” Fauna said. “And we can take the opportunity to speak more.”
“Fine by me,” Fiona said. “I need to get started on preparing dinner. We’ve got a lot of hungry people around now and a few of them have massive appetites.”
“I’ll help you,” Hazel replied.
“Thank you.”
While they headed into the kitchen, Victor took off his traveling pack and set it somewhere safe, then headed out through the back with Fauna.
He looked up as they stepped outside again. The skies were grayer, the clouds thicker, and the wind was a bit more chilled.
“It won’t be too long before the rain begins,” Fauna murmured, looking skywards as well. “Come.”
They set off beyond the bounds of the inn proper and into the woods.
As they began walking among the trees, Victor found himself immediately captivated by Fauna’s magic. With seemingly little effort, she was gathering wood and sticks by shifting them along the ground to enter their path.
Closer inspection revealed they were being pushed along by roots and vines and any other plant they came in contact with.
“You are very skilled at magic,” he said as he began gathering up everything that came their way.
“I have had a long time to practice,” she replied.
“That is very apparent.” He finished gathering up an armload, as did she, and the pair walked back to the inn and dumped it into the bin by the back door, then headed back to repeat the process.
“How have you been since we last spoke?” he asked.
“Normal. Some days busy, some days free. There’s a lot to deal with in the Hinterlands.”
“Like what?”
“Dangerous creatures. Sickness, of beasts and of vegetation. Disputes between the clans. Village-dwellers causing problems. Normal things.”
“Interesting.”
“Sometimes.”
They gathered another two loads of wood and then headed back into the woods. He realized she was staring at him with a contemplative gaze.
“Is there something you want to ask?” he asked finally.
“Maybe, though I don’t think you could give a good answer. Not necessarily through any failing on your part, simply because you don’t know.”
“I can try,” he said.
“Very well. In my experience, I’ve found that village-dwellers who can have peaceful contact with forest-dwellers somewhat rare. Those who can have sustained friendships are more rare. Those who can have sexual interactions, even more rare. Those who can have sustained, long-term, sexual, and loving relationships? Incredibly rare. You are the first one I’ve ever met in person, I have only heard of the others,” she explained.
“And you want to know why that is.” Fauna nodded. “Well...you’re right. I don’t really have an answer. I just...feel the way that I feel about them.”
“And you’re really going to live out here in the Hinterlands, running an inn, for the rest of your life?” Fauna asked.
He shrugged. “I don’t know. Can anyone answer that question honestly?”
Fauna laughed. “There are more than enough people who will, and with certainty, too. But they are wrong, because we cannot truly predict where we will be or how life will have shaped us in the coming years. And it is important to recognize this fact.”
“I agree, but to answer your question as best I can: I intend to. I don’t know what my life will look like thirty years from now, but I’m intending it to still have Fiona, Jezzy, and Nyx in it.”
“I’m glad you all found each other,” Fauna said as they finished bringing the third load of wood back to the bin.
“So am I.” They both looked up as, somewhere distant, thunder rumbled. “Let’s get inside and enjoy our downtime.”
Fauna looked a little grave as she nodded. “We should...it is very possible that not all of us will survive the assault on Black Rot.”




CHAPTER XI

 
“And...done,” Victor said as he finished making what he trusted to be the final repair to the inn’s roof.
For now, at least.
Jezzy still needed to come up here with her magic and seal it in, but this would be enough for now. He wiped the rainwater from his brow and then quickly gathered up his tools and leftover material and slipped it into the pouch he’d brought it up here in.
“Aren’t you worried about falling?” Nyx murmured.
He looked over at her. She was lying on her side, lounging really, facing him with a sultry smile. She was very clearly in a mood.
She blew a puff of smoke his way that held its shape despite the soft rainfall.
“Not with you up here,” he replied.
As soon as the pouch was secure, he laid down on the rooftop beside her, staring up at the gray clouds that stretched from horizon to horizon.
It had been a good day, if a tiring one.
After gathering the firewood, he had intended to do some light work around the inn, working on the handful of repairs that remained. He had felt fairly confident they’d wrapped it up, but they were always finding something that needed replacement or mending.
But what had began as light duty soon turned into more intensive work.
They’d managed to gather enough materials to begin work on mending the hole in the basement. After some deliberation, they had ultimately decided to just repair the wall. He’d done that while the others tended to their own chores or relaxed, whatever suited them.
It had started raining at some point, and had become heavier through the day. He’d finally run out of materials to repair the wall with and had been on his way to his room when he’d discovered a leak in one of the spare rooms.
As the rain had slacked off, he’d decided to just get it fixed.
“You like the rain,” Nyx said quietly. Her tail drifted out from behind her and she ran its tip down one of his legs.
“I sure do,” he replied, looking over at her again. “Are you horny?”
“...not quite,” she said after considering it. “More horny with feelings. I’m feeling rather intense things about you.”
He rolled over to face her and got closer to her. “Oh yeah?”
She almost giggled. Something that he wasn’t sure he’d ever hear out of her. “Yeah.”
“You’re like a girl with a crush,” he murmured, reaching out and laying a hand on her face.
“I suppose so.”
She grabbed him suddenly and pulled him closer while rolling over onto her back, and he quickly found himself laying atop her.
She was warm and very comfortable.
“Is this romantic?” she asked softly, slowly curling her tail around one of his legs while hugging him to her. “Laying together in the rain?”
“I’d say so, yeah.”
“It’s just something I’ve overheard adventurers talking about sometimes. Also...mmm.” She was lifting him up a little, looking at him.
“What?”
“I’ve read some of your village-dwellers’ romance stories and something that comes up a lot is how good women look with their hair wet.”
“Oh...yeah, that’s really true. I’m not sure why,” he replied.
“Well, apparently it’s true of men as well.”
She grinned and reached up, running her fingers through his hair.
“You think it looks good?”
“Really good, and I don’t even know why. Dragons don’t have hair.” She laughed softly. “You make me feel weird. In a good way.”
“You do the same for me,” he replied.
She set him back down and hugged him to her large chest.
“Also, by the Gods are you hot,” he replied.
“Fire blood,” she murmured. “They say all dragons have fire blood.”
“I could believe it...you still sound tired.”
She yawned. “I still am. Not enough to sleep, though. Not yet. I need food. Also I want to talk with Cassie now that she’s back.” She shifted a little. “Maybe we should go see if she’s up.”
“Yeah, and I need a bath, and to check on Ilona,” he agreed.
They got up, him more carefully, and while he was deliberating about either going in through her balcony (the topmost room now belonged fully to Nyx) or asking her to bring him down to ground level, she made the decision for him.
Picking him up, she hopped off the roof and glided down gracefully.
They headed inside. Everyone but Cassie and Ilona were in or around the kitchen, preparing the meal. Though Delphine sat at the table they’d set up in the main area, working on shredding up the dried greenleaf.
“Hey,” Nyx said, grabbing his wrist with her tail.
“Yeah?” he replied.
She leaned in. “I love you,” she whispered, hitting his ear and the side of his neck with a puff of hot air.
“Oh, uh...I love you, too,” he replied, shivering slightly.
He shivered harder when she slipped her tongue out and licked across his neck, then he turned and kissed her. She kissed him back, leaning in enough that he actually fell over, though clearly it was intended as he fell back into her wing.
When she pulled back, she did actually giggle.
Delphine slowly looked up from the table where she was working. “I have never heard that sound out of you.”
“Hush,” Nyx replied.
“We haven’t even started smoking yet, or drinking. Gods, you really have fallen for him.”
“And? What of it?” Nyx asked, a little sharply.
Delphine laughed. “Nothing bad, Nyx. Just...unexpected. Seeing a five hundred year old dragoness giggling like a teenager over a boy. Honestly it gives me hope.”
“Hope?” Nyx asked, losing her defensiveness. “For what exactly?”
“That I’ll still be able to find love that makes me giddy and giggly at some point, even if I’m old. Sometimes I think, if I’m very lucky, I’ll find a man looking to follow Nystalla who I can train and fall in love with simultaneously.”
“I’m sure you’ll find your man,” Victor replied. “You’ve got a lot to offer.” He reached up and ran a hand through his hair, squeezing out some of the rainwater and shivering a little, this time from the cold. “I need a bath.”
“I already made one for you!” Jezzy called from the kitchen where she and the others were working on the meal.
“Thank you, love!” he called back.
“You’re welcome!”
“You should go check on Ilona,” Delphine suggested.
“Yeah. I should probably check on Cassie, too. She’ll be very grumpy if I let her sleep through the meal, and it smells close to done,” Nyx agreed.
The two of them headed upstairs and split up.
He found Ilona’s door just barely ajar and listened for a moment. Just the steady sound of her respiration. He felt relief at that as he pushed the door open. After everything they’d gone through with her, there was still some small part of him worried something would go wrong.
There was just enough gray daylight leaking in through the drawn curtains to show her asleep in her bed, facing away from him. As he approached, he heard the sharper inhalation of a person coming awake, and sure enough she rolled over and stared at him with tired eyes.
“Hi,” she said softly.
“Hello, Ilona. How are you feeling?” he replied, coming to stand beside the bed.
“Sleepy,” she murmured. “But...better. How is everything? Oh, you’re all wet.”
“I was doing some work outside, and everything’s good. We have company. We found our harpy friend, who led us to our dryad friend, who was in the company of her werewolf friend.”
“My goodness. And they’re all here?” she asked, coming more awake.
“Yes they are. They’re downstairs. We’re going to have a big meal, and drink some wine, and smoke some greenleaf, and I am about to take a bath, and you are invited to all of these things, or you can stay here in your room, and I will bring you a meal and whatever else you want, if you don’t feel like being around people,” he replied.
“I, uh...I’d love to join you for a bath, and then eat, because I’m starving, and maybe smoke a little. It’s been a long time, but I used to be into that, and I’d love to do it again.”
“All right then. Bath’s ready, I just need to grab some clothes to change into it.”
“Perfect. How about I meet you down there? I have to pee.”
“All right. You’re good to make it down there on your own?” he asked.
“That’s a good question. Let me check.”
She threw the blankets back and got to her feet slowly. He took a small step back, preparing to catch her if she fell over. Ilona let go of the bed and stood up straight, then began walking around the room. It was hard to tell in the wan light, but he thought she’d gotten a bit more of her color back. She also didn’t seem to be having any trouble walking.
“I feel good,” she said, coming to stand before him. “That’s some ring,” she added, glancing at the healing ring. She looked up at him and seemed to focus, as though really seeing him for the first time since waking. “Good Gods you are attractive. You said you were out in the rain?”
He chuckled. “Uh, yeah. I was fixing the roof.”
“We really need to have sex tonight.”
“You might have some competition,” a new voice said from the hallway, causing them both to look over.
The door was still almost closed, but he recognized Cassie’s voice.
“Who’s out there?” Ilona asked.
Cassie pushed the door open. She stood in the doorway wearing nothing but a pair of panties.
“Holy shit you are tall,” Ilona marveled. “Is she the werewolf?”
“She is indeed the werewolf,” Cassie replied. “And she’s very aroused. And has gone too long without sex.”
“I don’t want to fight you for him,” Ilona said.
“I can share,” Cassie replied, smirking at the two of them.
Victor was having a hard time focusing on the conversation. Besides the fact that her wondrously sized breasts were bare to the world, everything about Cassie screamed raw sexual prowess and power. Besides being so tall, she was so very built, her muscles more obvious than ever.
Wearing so little, she looked like a statue of a warrior goddess come to life.
“I can share too,” Ilona said after a moment.
“Good, just don’t fuck him in the bath. I’ll be able to tell if you do.”
“Don’t worry, I need food first.”
“So do I. By the way, my name’s Cassie, and it’s nice to meet you. I’m guessing you’re the necromancer in the story they told me?”
“I am, and my name’s Ilona, and it’s nice to meet you as well.”
Cassie smiled and nodded, then headed off.
“Fuck she is tall,” Ilona whispered after a moment.
“Extremely,” Victor agreed. “I’ll meet you down in the bathing area.”
…
Several minutes later, he found himself slipping into the water with Ilona.
As they settled in, she raised her hands above the water and studied the ring she wore again, twisting it slowly back and forth on her finger.
“How are you feeling now?” he asked.
“Strange,” she said. “Sort of like...coming out of a deep sleep. Which I suppose I am, so it isn’t that strange. It’s more that I’m feeling very out of sorts, because this environment is so...different, than what I’m used to.”
“That makes sense, given all the forest-dwellers.”
“In truth, it isn’t that. Certainly it’s abnormal–I never expected to be spending social time with a viper and a werewolf–but it’s more the atmosphere. Everyone is so...relaxed here. And kind. And patient. It’s hard enough finding that among even a group of people who are all the same race, let alone a group like this. But to experience something like this after two years of either isolation, rejection, hostility, or extremely awkwardness, it’s like a fantasy. I’m worried I’m missing something.”
“I don’t think you are. What you described was accurate. I know how you feel, actually. I suppose at this point I’m used to camaraderie and good cheer, but it’s often tinged with an edge of tension. Usually we’re all waiting for something bad to happen, typically for someone to get angry or offended and start a fight. And I feel like that won’t happen with this group,” Victor replied.
He grabbed a bar of soap and a washrag, then slipped closer to her. Ilona took his meaning and stood up, then turned around.
She let out a pleasured sound as he began washing her back, then stopped immediately.
“Shit, I hope Cassie didn’t hear that and think we’re having sex,” she murmured.
He laughed. “I believe her when she says she would be able to tell, and I doubt her threat was genuine. And even if it was, we wouldn’t let anything happen to you.”
She was silent for a moment.
“I’m not complaining, but...I still feel like I don’t fully understand why you’re so nice to me,” she said. “I understand Delphine, I suppose, being compelled by a Goddess, but...not the rest of you. Again, not complaining.”
“I get it,” he replied. “And I suppose the best answer I have is just that, for me personally, I’ve seen too much misery and pain out there. Too many unhappy people. And I’ve certainly caused my share of pain. And I don’t really regret it–I only attack people who deserve it–but I hate how much I had to do it, how many people there are out there hurting others.”
“I hate it, too,” Ilona said quietly.
She pushed herself suddenly against him and he stopped washing her and instead enfolded her in his arms, holding her against himself.
“I’ll always pick up a sword and defend those who need defending, but I’ve definitely reached a point where I’d rather enjoy myself and try to make the world a better place in a different way. Sometimes that means fixing up an old inn, and sometimes it means helping a sick adventuress.”
“So your entire reason for doting on me so much is that you’re trying to make the world a better place?” she asked.
Victor chuckled awkwardly. “Well…” he said, slipping his hands up and cupping her bare, wet breasts, “there might be another reason.”
Ilona laughed. “Yeah. Might be...mmm, I must say, it’s nice to have some attention after two fucking years of being undead.”
“I bet. Speaking of which, are you really okay with sharing?” he asked.
“Oh yeah, I’ve got no problem with that. I am mostly interested in having sex with you, but I must say I also find all these women rather...enticing. And I’m not the jealous type. Besides, I know how you horny adventuring boys are, I could never keep you from being able to truthfully say you had a threesome with a dark elf and godsdamned werewolf.”
“I definitely appreciate that, though I’m more the journey versus the destination when it comes to sexual encounters.”
“Oh? You gonna forget me after I’m gone, whenever that is?” she teased.
“Gods no. How could I forget a woman as sexy and seductive as you?” he murmured into one pointed ear.
She shivered violently in the water. “You...have already talked me out of my pants.”
“Like I said, I’m about the journey.” He ran his fingertips likely across her nipples and kissed the side of her neck. “And the journey very much includes flirting and seduction.”
Ilona began breathing more heavily, tried saying something, failed, then cleared her throat. “We should probably stop. Before we go all the way.”
He let go of her. “Yeah, you’re right.”
“Not that I wasn’t enjoying that.”
“I could tell that.” He handed her a washcloth and bar of soap of her own. “Let’s finish up.”




CHAPTER XII

 
Cassie, it seemed, was as charismatic as she was tall.
As they all sat down and began eating dinner, she immediately became the life of the party, sharing several stories as the evening wore on and the rain picked back up.
“Bring forth the weedsmoke,” Cassie said as she pushed her plate back.
“Smokeweed,” Delphine corrected.
“Whatever. I want to smoke it.”
“How about another story?” Hazel suggested.
“Who’s best at rolling?” Delphine asked.
“I’m great at it,” Jezzy replied.
“Me too,” Hazel said.
“Okay good, you two can roll because I am miserable at it,” Delphine replied, passing them each a small wooden bowl she’d divided half the greenleaf into, and then stacks of small smokeable parchment for it to be rolled into.
They both got to work on rolling up the joints.
“How about Ilona?” Cassie suggested. “You’re a wandering scholar, you must have a good story or two.”
“Not really,” Ilona replied, then paused, then laughed softly. “Okay, maybe one. It’s kind of petty, though.”
“Hey, those can be the best!” Cassie replied.
“Honestly yeah, she’s right,” Victor said.
She laughed. “Okay, but give me one of those first.”
Jezzy finished rolling her first joint and passed it to Ilona, who lit it with the tip of her finger. She put it in her mouth and took a pull on it, closing her eyes. Holding her breath for a long moment, she finally opened her eyes and exhaled, a plume of smoke escaping her mouth.
“Wow that’s...a taste you never forget,” she muttered, then coughed a few times.
Delphine laughed as Hazel passed her one. “Thanks. And yep.”
“All right, my petty, petulant story. This was some five years ago. I was on an island off the east coast. Clear Bay Island, home to the Clear Bay Township. There’s maybe two hundred people there. Not a lot on the island. A little port, the town, a big forest, and an old ruin in the forest. Naturally, that’s what I was there for. I’d read about and been tracking it for a solid eight months at that point. Supposed to be a lost temple to an old, forgotten God.”
“I’m guessing by your tone that it wasn’t?” Victor asked.
She shook her head and took another puff. “Nope. Not even a temple, more of a...tall chapel. A crumbling tall chapel. While I was there, the locals treated me like shit. The township was populated entirely by humans and vix, and you’d think that would make them more amenable to other races, only it didn’t. They both hated dark elves.”
“Damn, that sucks. I’ve definitely been there,” Victor muttered.
“Yep,” Delphine and Hazel said at almost the same time.
“I spent most of my time camping, because fuck staying in a racist town that hates me. However, I learned that they had a very old legend. Their ‘Speaker of the Crows’ legend. It got confused, and it would take a long time to explain the whole tangled mess, and my memory is still reasserting itself, so I’ll give you the short.
“Basically, it was forbidden to hunt or hurt crows on that island. And a big mess of them lived in the forest, because they were blessed by a mysterious Goddess. And every generation, there was supposed to be a Speaker of the Crows, but there hadn’t been for the past few. And the temple was dedicated to the mysterious Goddess...or to the crows? Or to the Speaker? I’m not sure. I overheard several different stories, they really liked to talk about it.
“Anyway, the upshot of all this is I snuck into this temple and poked around and ultimately discovered a ring and a diary hidden away. Turns out, some mage created a little religion and named himself Speaker of the Crows after imbuing a ring with a ‘command beast’ spell, tuned specifically to crows, and everyone apparently bought it. And then when he was getting old, he passed it down to someone, who would become the new one. And whoever was doing it last decided not to go on with it. Normally I’d agree.”
“But…?” Cassie asked.
“Well...I thought they should probably be less racist. And so I made myself Speaker for the Crows. Which, the looks on their faces alone was worth the whole order, when I came walking out of the forest with a flock of crows, and a few crows on my shoulders and one perched on my head.”
They all laughed as they finished passing out the joints and lit up. Victor lit his own, inhaling deeply. It had definitely been a while since he’d partaken.
“So what’d you do with your newfound power?” Delphine asked.
“Well, I...you know, I’m surprised you’re okay with this,” Ilona replied.
“I’m ambivalent. I’m not really a fan of false worship, but I am aware that it can be done without abuse and honestly, given how shitty some of the Gods and Goddesses are, I’d rather something false get worshiped than them.”
“Well that’s good, because I stayed there for a month, living it up. Nothing crazy, I wasn’t robbing the blind or taking food from their mouths. Really I just had a very nice, comfortable bed to sleep in and good meals. In the end, I made a few decrees, mostly that they should stop being mean to everyone who isn’t a human or a vix, and then I vanished in a cloud of crows.”
“How’d you manage that?” Hazel asked.
“A lot more easily than you’d think. Really, I snuck out in the middle of the night and left a bunch of crows in my room, left a message that basically said ‘my work here is done, but you need to maintain my decrees and the Crow Goddess will always be watching’, and rigged my window to open as soon as my door was opened, which itself was rigged to open as soon as someone knocked on it, which they always did every morning. And I got passage onto a ship and disappeared. Took the ring with me. Took the magic out of it and sold it sometime later.
“Honestly, I was tempted to stay behind and try to rework their local government a bit, but then it became obvious that it would be a lot of work, and I’m a scholar who tends to like to move around, so I left.”
“Okay, yeah, that’s pretty funny,” Cassie said. “I like it.”
“Not my finest moment, but one of my more interesting ones,” Ilona replied.
For a moment, everyone sat around smoking now that Hazel and Jezzy had finished rolling all the parchment.
“Cassie...why don’t you tell us about yourself?” Victor suggested.
She smiled and leaned forward, staring intently at him. “Since I’m going to be crawling all over you and riding you like you’ve never been ridden before?” she asked.
“Oh please, I rode him,” Nyx replied.
Cassie’s eyebrows shot up and she laughed. “That’s fucking brave, Victor, letting a dragon atop you. And I like my boys brave in bed.”
“I appreciate it...speaking of which, really quick, we’ve been talking about it off and on all day, but, Fiona, Jezzy, Nyx: I have your permission to have sex with everyone in this room?” he asked.
“Oh yes,” Jezzy replied.
“Yes, love,” Fiona replied.
“Yep. I’m very curious to see what you look like with Cassie.”
“Isn’t it Ilona’s time tonight?” Fiona asked. “She’s been out for a long time…”
“Cassie and I have agreed to share the experience,” Ilona replied.
“Oh...I see. Well. Don’t mind me then, just...go right ahead with that,” Fiona murmured.
“She definitely would also like to see you three in action,” Jezzy said.
“We all would,” Hazel said.
“We’ll get there,” Cassie said. She took another few pulls on the joint, then drank a bit more of her wine. “Okay. Me. Cassandra Carver. I grew up somewhere special. I grew up to the north of the Hinter.”
“Really?” Victor asked.
“Yep. Here’s a ‘secret’ that surprisingly few people know,” she said. She pulled her plate back in front of her and then described a rough circle in its center with her finger. “Within that circle is the Hinterlands. This,” she said, pointing to one side, “is where we are. To the south. The Hinter runs about all the way to the ocean in the east, and there’s a nice big strip of land between the ocean and the Hinter’s edge to the west, but to the north, there’s land beyond the Hinter.”
“I’ve heard more than once that it just keeps going,” he said.
“Yeah, I’ve never found out for sure,” Ilona said.
“Well, I can tell you, because I grew up there. It’s a cold place. Lots of snow, lots of ice. We tend to grow big and hardy there. I grew up in a miserable place. Big rotting thieves den, sort of a crossroads of the land where everyone came and went, all walks of life, and they all got robbed. I was an orphan, and I was taken in by some thieves. I was fantastic at crawling in through windows or down chimneys in the middle of the night to unlock doors. As massive as I am now, I was a runt when I was younger. And then that changed.
“One summer I just sprouted up. Then I became muscle. Probably would’ve kept on going until I met a guy. He was an adventurer, a werewolf. He’d been everywhere. All over the world. I was twenty. We fell...not in love, but certainly in lust. He told me all these stories, and suddenly, I wanted to be out there in the world. I asked him to take me with him, and turn me into a werewolf.”
“So obviously he said yes,” Victor said after she paused.
“Yes...eventually. He took me with him, and we had a good time working our way around the Hinter. But he kept stressing how much of a burden it was, being a werewolf. How demanding, how draining, how dangerous it was. I was with him doing what he called training for almost a year before he finally agreed to turn me. And it was brutal, arduous training. Mostly just training in self control. Which was really, really hard for me because I didn’t have a lot.
“After he turned me, we traveled the world for several years together, and eventually we parted ways. No idea where he is today. But I always knew it was coming.”
“Why?” Ilona asked.
“Werewolves are solitary creatures, at least in terms of other werewolves. You put two werewolves together and...well, we were hunting down what eventually happens. Werewolves sort of feed each other, psychologically speaking. You find yourself wanting to turn and stay turned in the presence of other werewolves. It’s...hard to explain. I’m not even sure I understand it. I guess it’s like being a functional addict. When you’re around other addicts, you both want to do it more. But we liked each other. So it took us a while to part ways.”
“That’s sad,” Ilona murmured.
“Yes and no. I miss him, but I know he’s almost certainly still out there, living his life, doing good, just like me. And that’s enough.”
“That’s sweet,” Jezzy said.
Cassie laughed. “Not really. It’s...what it is. What you all have, on the other hand, that is sweet. I have no idea how you roped Nyx into it. Jezzy and Fiona, I could see. But Nyx? Loving a human? I’ll be honest, the more I get to know him, the more I see why, but still…”
“Yeah, yeah, enough about my relationship,” Nyx said.
“All right, fine. Any other questions?”
“Were you always this, uh, big?” Ilona asked.
“No. I was pretty big, even for up north, but I used to be just a little taller than Victor. That’s the werewolf blood.”
“How does that...work? Did you grow slowly or…” Victor asked.
“It worked painfully. Very painfully. I underwent my first transformation locked in a cave with my mentor. Basically, I spent a few hours transforming into a werewolf for the first time, the magic that makes it function sort of breaking my body and fixing it at the same time. It was brutal. But I got through it, and when I changed back, I was like I am now.”
“Was it disorienting?” Ilona asked.
“Extremely. Took me a bit just to figure out how to walk again. But he’d gone through the same thing, so he helped.” She took another few puffs and blew a smoke ring, then let out a little laugh. “Still got it.”
“Oh! I can do this!” Jezzy said, then took a deep inhale on her joint and blew out sharply.
Victor watched, amazed, as an arrow of smoke flew out and sailed through the ring Cassie had blown before disappearing.
“Wow!” Delphine said. “That’s amazing.”
“I saw a little flash! You used magic!” Cassie replied.
Jezzy shrugged. “Maybe.”
“I did mine without magic.”
“It was mostly this,” she said, and then stuck out her forked tongue and wiggled its tip.
“That tongue has many uses,” Victor said.
Jezzy’s grin broadened as she pulled it back in. “That it does.”
He returned his attention to Cassie. “So, you adventure across the land, helping people?”
“I do. Mostly. Sometimes I have fun parties like this. Although I must say the atmosphere is on point in here. I really like this place,” she replied, looking around. “Cozy. Peaceful. Fun.” Her smile changed and he felt her foot bump up against his beneath the table. “And a cute guy who isn’t afraid of things getting a little rough.”
“Yep,” he agreed. “Though…” He glanced at Ilona. “Don’t get too out of control. Ilona’s still delicate.”
“Don’t worry, she’ll be fine,” Cassie replied.
Ilona sat up a little straighter. “Speaking of which...I know everyone says something to the effect of ‘I’ve waited two years, I can wait a little longer’, but honestly, I’ve waited two fucking years and I’m tired of waiting.”
“I am also tired of waiting,” Cassie agreed. “I saw that big bed upstairs…”
“Yeah,” Victor said, getting to his feet. “I’m ready.”
“Time for the show,” Fiona said as everyone got up.




CHAPTER XIII

 
“Here we go,” Cassie said as she shed the shirt she’d pulled on before sitting down for dinner and freeing her amazingly big breasts, “I am stoned, and horny, and tired. I want some good sex before I go back to sleep for the night.”
“Same on all accounts,” Ilona said.
“Yep,” Victor agreed as he got out of his own clothes.
He and Ilona hadn’t put on a whole lot after getting out of the bath, so it was a quick disrobing.
“Do you lick clit, Ilona?” Cassie asked.
“I would for you,” Ilona replied.
“Very good to hear, because I will absolutely do it for you.”
“And you,” Cassie said, turning to face Victor. She stepped closer to him. “I’ve kept my hands to myself for long enough.”
With a great strength, she actually picked him up, sweeping him off his feet not unlike Nyx when she grabbed him to fly, and then kissed him deeply. Victor kissed her back immediately, feeling a shock of lust run wildly through his body.
A lot of different women did a lot of different things for him.
He liked short and petite ladies like Ilona.
He liked inhuman ladies like Jezzy and Fiona and Nyx.
He liked women who were taller than him, like Delphine.
And he also had a deep longing for women like Cassie. Not just big and strong, not just a warrior, but rough around the edges, moral but with no real caring for most of the social norms, a bit crass, and willing to have a whole lot of fun.
He’d never met a human woman as tall as her before, and it was definitely not the same as being with Nyx or Jezzy.
Her tongue explored his mouth, and then his probed hers. He tasted her, getting a mix of her own natural taste, her dinner, the wine, and the smokeweed.
It was an intoxicating mix.
And the lust and desire for her only grew as he managed to get a hand around one of her large, firm breasts.
She let him grope her for a moment as they kissed, then turned and tossed him onto the bed.
“Come on, enough with this,” she muttered, grabbing his boxers and pulling them off, rendering him fully nude.
“Remember, I’m delicate,” Ilona said as she climbed onto the bed as well.
“Don’t worry, I’ll take very good care of you, cutie,” Cassie replied, reaching out and running her fingertips down Ilona’s bare back as she crawled along the bed, causing her to gasp, moan, and writhe briefly.
The size difference between them was massive. Cassie was not just a full foot and a half taller, she was so much bulkier than Ilona’s slim physique.
Cassie grinned at the reaction she got, then laid down on the huge bed beside Victor, who now found himself between the two women as Ilona settled into place on his other side. The dark elf took him first, pressing herself to him and kissing him with a surprising ferocity.
She wrapped an arm around him and held him as she pushed her tongue into his mouth, and he could feel the hunger, the raw, desperate need in her.
He kissed her back, running his hands over her soft, pale blue skin. She still seemed fragile, but the intensity with which she kissed him began to dissuade him of that notion. She had regained some her vitality and was clearly putting it to use.
After a moment, she came up for air, leaning back from him.
Cassie took the opening, leaning in and kissing him, taking one of his hands and setting it on her broad, firm hip.
“Let’s see if I remember how to do this,” Ilona murmured.
He sensed her moving lower, and out of the corner of his eye saw her lay down farther down the bed, her head near his crotch. He shuddered as he felt a hot jolt of pleasure hit him, her tongue making contact with his head.
He groaned as she kept going, dragging her tongue all across his head.
“I think you still remember,” Cassie said, laughing softly.
She shifted a bit higher and then pulled his head gently against her chest. He responded quickly, first licking across one of her pale pink nipples, then across her large breast as he got a sound of satisfaction out of her.
About the same time he began to suck on her breast, Ilona slipped his erection into her mouth and began bobbing her head up and down. She moved slowly at first, then began picking up speed. The pleasure began to melt into him and he felt it start to overwhelm him.
Cassie let him suck on her tits for a moment longer before she gently tapped Ilona on the shoulder. The dark elf looked up, his cock still in her mouth.
“My turn,” she said.
Ilona opened her mouth and sat up. “Don’t take too long,” she said.
Cassie raised an eyebrow, then began to mount Victor. “Fearless, but not reckless,” she murmured. “I really admire that in people.”
“I very much know what I want right now,” Ilona replied.
“I’ll make sure you get it,” Cassie said.
Then she slipped his erection inside of her wonderful, wet opening and he was thrown into a world of pure bliss. It only increased as she began to ride him, putting her big hips and powerful thighs to use. She laughed, then moaned, then began going faster.
“Ah, fuck…” Victor groaned as the ecstasy washed over him in waves.
Inside she was perfect, hot and wet and slick.
He gripped her hips as well as he could, staring up at her in awe. It was somehow different to be ridden by Cassie even though Nyx was definitely larger than she was.
She looked more like a statuesque warrior goddess than ever as she rode him, a look of savage satisfaction on her rough-featured face, her brown hair wild and messy, her eyes alight with intense sexual hunger.
As she fucked him to the edge of orgasm, her huge breasts bouncing in rhythm with her, she reached over and picked up Ilona, then set her down so that she was straddling his stomach.
“Almost,” she said, and kept riding him.
He groaned loudly in bliss, now running his hands across Ilona as Cassie kept fucking him. Reaching up, he settled his hands on Ilona’s breasts, almost out of his mind with ecstasy. He was at the edge of either coming or warning Cassie off of him when she stopped abruptly and got off of him.
“Okay, your turn,” she said.
“Need a minute,” Victor said immediately.
“Oh come on…” Ilona groaned impatiently, shifting lower until she straddled his crotch. Reaching down, she gripped his erection.
“You put that inside you and I’m going to fill your dark elf pussy with my seed within seconds,” Victor replied.
She sighed. “Fine.”
“Just a moment,” he promised, focusing on getting himself back under control.
Cassie had felt incredible to be inside of.
Not wanting to leave her simply waiting, he reached out and laid his hand flat against her lower belly. She gasped as his thumb found her clit and began to rub it. A hard shudder ran through her body as pleasured her.
“Oh, yes…” she moaned loudly, trembling and resting her hands on her thighs, struggling to stay upright.
He kept going until finally he had himself under control, and told her. She responded immediately, gripping his erection again and guiding it into herself.
“Don’t stop rubbing,” she whispered as she began lowering herself.
He nodded, working with her, the two of them working in sexual tandem, the pleasure mounting as she pushed him inside of herself. She was exquisitely wet within, clenching tightly around him as he kept rubbing her clit and she dipped lower with each movement until at last he was buried completely within her.
Once she was sheathed fully around his length, she stopped moving, resting against him, writhing and shaking as he kept pleasuring her, sounds of pure rapture escaping her mouth. He went until she orgasmed, until a hot spray of feminine sex juices escaped her, and she cried out in pure release and sexual bliss.
And then, once the orgasm was finished, she began to ride him with a furious intensity.
She took his hands from her hips after a moment and brought them to her breasts, and then after letting them rest there for a moment, she brought them away from herself and held them, lacing their fingers together and holding them tightly.
As the minutes wore on, he could sense her overall weariness that resulted from her curse-and-sickness ravaged body recovering, and ultimately she fell against him, panting.
“Now I need a break,” she gasped.
“Okay, here,” he murmured, getting her off of him and onto her back, where she lay, slicked with sweat, breathing heavily.
“I think now would be a good time to show you my own skills,” Cassie said, getting onto her hands and knees while parting Ilona’s legs.
“I would be very grateful to see them,” Ilona replied, grinning tiredly at her.
“Good. I would be grateful if Victor resumed fucking me,” Cassie said.
“Gladly,” Victor replied, getting up and moving behind her.
As he settled into place, he looked quickly around the room at the others who were all watching them, and he saw the sexual desire, the intent in their eyes.
It was going to be a very long night.
Not that he minded.
…
Victor came awake in near darkness.
He heard breathing, and rainfall, and the occasional murmur of the wind blowing through the Hinterlands around him.
Something was wrong.
He sat up and looked around, already having something of an idea of what probably awoke him. The moonlight was dim, but enough to see by.
Nyx lay to one side of him, Jezzy to the other.
Cassie had passed out on the floor with just a handful of blankets across the room.
Delphine lay on the mattress she’d brought in earlier in the week, and Hazel and Ilona lay curled up together beneath a heavy blanket on another.
Fiona, Velena, and Fauna were not there.
Frowning, Victor got to his feet as carefully as he could and snagged a cloak from nearby. Pulling it on, he considered his memories.
Velena, he remembered, had gone up to Nyx’s bedroom to sleep.
Fauna, stating that she often preferred to sleep alone, had taken one of the rooms.
But Fiona had gone to sleep in bed with him.
He finished setting the cloak into place and left the room, being careful not to wake anyone. He had no idea what time it was, only that it was still dark, and morning felt distant. He moved through the inn, down the hallway to the stairs, then into the main room of the first floor.
There, he found Fiona, looking out one of the big windows beside the front door.
She turned as he approached, looking at him, and offered a small smile.
“How do you always know?” she asked.
“I’m not sure,” he admitted. “I think...I can feel your lack of presence. I know you didn’t wake me when you left. Is everything okay?”
“Yes...mostly,” she murmured.
He came to stand beside her and took her hand. She laced their fingers together.
“Mostly?”
“Tonight was very fun. Tonight was...like a light in the darkness. Not that my life has been cloaked in darkness since, well, since you and I met, in truth. It’s been great. But it got me thinking, I suppose. I had a nightmare.”
“What about?”
“My old life. My clan. Bad times.” She sighed softly. “You can’t have light without casting shadows. Tonight reminded me of unhappiness. Before I left my clan, I tried to fit in, but it never really worked. I don’t think about it much anymore, if I can help it. All these good things that have happened, I just wonder…”
“What?” he asked when she faltered.
“If I deserve it. If it will get taken from me.”
He hugged her and she squeezed him tightly, holding him close to herself.
“You deserve it,” he replied simply. “You’re a good person, Fiona. A really good person. But more than that, you have us. Me and Jezzy and Nyx. We’re here for you, and we’ll fight to protect this life we’re building together. I’m not saying don’t fear ever losing us or what we have, exactly, because no one can promise absolute protection, but...take comfort in it. In the relationship that we have. Wherever we go, whatever bad things that are going to happen, we’ll face them together.”
“That is very comforting,” Fiona said.
She kissed him, then hugged him again, holding onto him tightly.
“I’m scared about Black Rot,” she said after another moment. “Maybe that’s what’s really bothering me.”
“Honestly, I am, too. But...I think we can handle it.”
“You aren’t just saying that to try and make me feel better?”
“No. You’ve seen Nyx in action. And Delphine. And, holy Gods, Cassie? She’s an absolute beast on the field. We’re going to take it seriously, come up with a plan and make it work. You can trust us to get it done properly and come home safe,” he replied. “But...I can’t tell you not to worry. I think we’re all going to worry, even Nyx, until it’s dealt with.”
“Yes, I suppose that’s true.” She sighed. “This is just something I will have to get used to, isn’t it? You and Nyx enjoy adventuring too much to just give it up. Even if it’s just a few times a year, you’ll want to go on some sort of journey or quest, do something dangerous.”
“Admittedly? Yes.”
“It’s a part of you I love, so I suppose I can’t really complain about it.” She yawned suddenly, releasing him. “I guess we should sleep, you look exhausted.”
He nodded, rubbing one eye as he also yawned. “I am. It was a very taxing night.”
She laughed. “Yes. And I imagine there is more to come tomorrow. Come on.”
Holding hands, they began making their way back to the bedroom.




CHAPTER XIV

 
“You doing okay, Delphine?” Victor asked, slowing his approach to Hearth Haven.
“What? Yes. Why?” she replied.
“You just seem a little tense.”
“Oh.” She hesitated for a few seconds. “I suppose I am. I’m still getting used to being in towns and villages. How you act and think in the Hinterlands is different than a village. But I’m okay.”
“That’s a good point,” Victor said.
“Why aren’t you nervous?” she asked after a moment.
“I guess...last night really helped me relax.”
Hazel laughed softly. “Last night and this morning.”
“Yeah.” He rolled his shoulders and popped his neck. “I’m still kind of sore.”
“From the werewolf fight or everything else?” Delphine asked.
“Both.”
“I feel a little bad. You were pretty out of it when I woke you for fun,” Hazel murmured.
“Do not feel bad about that. From what I remember, it was very pleasant. And it was more than worth it, given I’m not sure how long it’ll be before we see each other again.”
Hazel grew more serious. “Speaking of that...if you want me to come and stay at the inn, to help keep an eye on it and to provide any healing after the battle, I will if you ask me.”
“I genuinely appreciate that, but we have it handled. I can tell you want to get back to your store, and you do have responsibilities here. And these healing potions you’re going to give us are plenty in terms of help,” Victor replied.
“I have a few other things I want to pass on to you. And for free.”
“Are you sure?” Delphine asked.
“Yes, and I don’t want to argue over it. At this point, we are friends, and even putting that aside, you’re doing this region a great service.”
“Well, all right. Thank you. It’s deeply appreciated,” Victor replied.
“You’re welcome,” she said. “Just...come back alive and unharmed.”
“That is the plan, though unharmed seems like a stretch,” Delphine murmured.
Hazel didn’t seem to have anything to say to that. They were silent until they got to the gate guard and got waved through, give they had not just Hazel with them, but Delphine decked out in her gleaming silver armor.
Even to people who weren’t familiar with holy warriors, she appeared as someone who had an aura of intense confidence.
Once past the gate, they made a right to Hazel’s shop. She unlocked it and let them inside.
“Okay, I’ll just be a minute. Look around and see if there’s anything that catches your eye,” Hazel said as she headed for the back.
Victor did just that, poking through the shelves, investigating the various potions and jewelry and trinkets and weapons she had on display. His mind wandered over the fragmented landscape of memory that was his morning.
He recalled speaking with Fiona in the night, and then everything after that was a series of instances of being awoken by someone and fucked. He’d been having sexual dreams, so he wasn’t entirely sure what was real and what wasn’t.
Given his exhaustion had finally caught up with him, and they were supposed to be on something of a vacation anyway, it wasn’t until the sun had passed its apex that he’d finally crawled out of bed. When he had finally awoken for the final time, he’d found himself curled up around Ilona, and he’d laid there for a long, comfortable time, almost falling back asleep, before the need to piss and the smell of food pulled him from bed.
Everyone else was back at the inn.
When he and Hazel and Delphine had left, Nyx and Cassie were both still passed out, and Ilona was only just then stirring.
Jezzy and Fiona were tending to Fauna and Velena, who both seemed to be greatly enjoying the services of an inn, as both had never actually been to one. When they left, Velena was admitting that having a meal prepared and served was, in some ways, a pleasant change from having to go find something to kill and eating it often raw.
It had been an interesting sight, and he could easily envision a handful of adventurers, human or elven or vix, seated in the same room as the dryad and the harpy, being served breakfast by a viper and a succubus and himself.
In a way, this was all a decent test run of the inn.
Though he knew it would be different, having strangers in there.
It would be a completely different thing to have an adventurer whose friends or family had been murdered by demons, or perhaps vipers, coming in and finding Fiona or Jezzy running the place. Or perhaps an adventurer whose main claim to fame was dragon-slaying.
Then again, there were plenty of adventurers who had trouble with just other village-dwelling races. A human who had been betrayed by an elf. A vix whose family had been murdered by a marauding band consisting entirely of gekon. A faun who had been bullied and abused by some corat growing up.
Some people never let that stuff go, and it colored their entire perception of a whole race.
And yet still inns for those various races to mix and congregate existed everywhere. It was rare you’d find an inn who outright refused to serve a certain race. Inns were typically sort of a neutral ground, where you could expect to purchase a meal and eat in peace.
Victor stopped as he saw an enchanting stone that would imbue a weapon with fire for a length of time. He considered it for a moment. Black Rot was made of stone, it seemed, and they’d be fighting cursed undead.
Might be a good enchantment.
On the other hand, maybe not. There’d be a lot of them, and it might not be great to have a fire raging out of control.
Plus, now that he thought about it, Nyx would have fire covered.
He instead grabbed the enchanting stone next to it, the one that would imbue his blade with ice.
“Okay, I have everything,” Hazel said, garnering their attention as she returned from the second story.
He and Delphine joined her at the counter where she set down a collection of amulets hung on chains. Each held a bright white stone.
“These are enchanted against the cursed and the undead. They should weaken whatever you find in Black Rot if it gets close to you,” she said, ducking down behind the counter. She began putting up potions. “And here are the health potions. Strongest ones I have.”
“It feels weird, just taking these,” Victor said, picking up one of the amulets.
“As I said, we’re friends and this is helping not just the whole region, but me, too. Once knowledge of Black Rot’s cleansing has spread, a lot of people will be coming here, much more than usual, and that means a shitload of business,” Hazel replied.
“All right. But if there’s anything we can help with, if you need something tracked down, some rare plant found, anything like that, tell us,” Victor said.
“I will,” she replied. Then smiled at him. “Or if an old witch needs a good lay…”
Victor rolled his eyes as he gathered up the amulets. “You are not old. Gods,” he muttered.
She laughed. “I suppose not, but I am certainly not young anymore. Now, did you find anything you want?”
“I’d like this ice enchanting stone,” Victor replied.
“A ward of protection, this dagger, and this ring of undead protection,” Delphine said.
“Doubling up is not a bad idea. You can have it all,” Hazel replied. “I take it you’re going to walk around, sell some stuff off, buy some more gear?”
“Yes,” Victor replied as they put away the potions and gear.
“If anyone gives you any shit, use my name. People are kind of scared of me. Or at least the assholes are.”
Victor grinned. “I will be sure to do that.”
“Good. Now, give me a kiss before you go.”
He finished packing up, secured his pack, and then leaned over the counter and kissed her on the lips. She slipped her tongue into his mouth and their tongues briefly danced together, then she pulled back with a satisfied smile.
“You turned out to be extremely fun,” she murmured.
“So did you,” he agreed.
He was, as he often was with women like Hazel, tempted maybe stick around for a bit longer, but he could sense Delphine’s impatience, so he simply said farewell and they left the store.
…
They barely made it back to the inn before sundown.
He and Delphine spent hours moving through Hearth Haven once more, selling and buying.
They had taken measurements for Jezzy, who had reluctantly agreed to wear some real armor. Velena and Fauna both insisted that any kind of armor would mess with their combat abilities.
They sold off everything they had brought with them, including Victor’s own armor.
He finally bought himself a brand new set, made mostly of lightweight but well-made chainmail given that he relied more on speed than strength.
Most of their time was spent selling, though, as they were mostly set for the assault on Black Rot. They were saving up for what came after: furnishing the inn.
The most interesting thing they returned with, though, was a rumor.
About themselves.
“What exactly did you hear?” Fiona asked after they had returned and told her and Jezzy and Nyx about it.
“That–here Jezzy, try this armor on–someone was rebuilding the old inn out here. That was the general gist of it. Someone also thought there was a necromancer practicing the darker magical arts, and someone had heard that a group of vipers had moved in,” Victor replied as he passed Jezzy the armor they’d bought for her.
“Who started the rumor, though?” Fiona asked. “Obviously we forest-dwellers haven’t told anyone, we wouldn’t get the opportunity to casually converse with a village-dweller. Cassie has been here ever since she learned about it. Obviously Ilona hasn’t had the opportunity.”
“I didn’t say anything,” Victor replied.
“I didn’t,” Delphine said.
“We asked Hazel about it, though,” Victor continued, “and she said she may have mentioned something about it in passing not long after her first visit here. And there was that faun merchant we rescued. I honestly can’t remember if we mentioned anything to her.”
“Is this a problem?” Jezzy asked, then grunted as she pulled her armor on. “This is tighter than I’d like.”
“It’s meant to protect,” Delphine replied.
“Try wearing it for a while, moving around in it. You did say you’ve worn armor before…” Victor said.
“Yes, I did, but it’s been a while.”
“If it’s too much of a pain in the ass, then don’t wear it. It may be more of a hindrance than a help.”
“I’ll give it a try,” she said. “But, anyway, is it a problem?”
“I was hoping to let word of this spread more on our own terms, when we were more ready,” Fiona murmured, looking around the inn. “We clearly are not ready yet.”
“We’re getting there,” Victor said. “I say, for now, we continue along with our plans.”
“I agree,” Fiona replied after a moment’s consideration. “So, do our plans involve another night like last night?”
“Yes,” Jezzy said with a large smile, “I think it does. We’re still regaining our strength.”
“Only one of you fucks Victor tonight,” Delphine said.
“That’s...a very bold command,” Jezzy replied, looking at her with one raised eyebrow.
Delphine sighed. “Sorry. I didn’t mean-it’s just, he needs his strength for tomorrow. We all do. If he’s up half the night fucking like last night…”
“Okay, fair,” Jezzy murmured.
“And, in that case, it should be Nyx. I get a boost in energy from having sex with her,” Victor replied.
“We should also go to bed earlier tonight,” Delphine said.
“You are becoming less fun,” Jezzy groused.
“I’m sorry, but this is a very serious matter to me.”
“Right, I know, sorry. It’s just been so...tense and unhappy around here for so long, and now we finally get some relaxation, and it has to end hardly before it’s begun…”
“We’ll get back to relaxing when we can. We need at least a few days to relax after something like this,” Victor said.
“Yes,” Delphine agreed. “Truly, I will be looking forward to it. Now, how about we get started on dinner?”
“That’s a good idea,” Victor said, his stomach already clamoring for food.
He headed for the kitchen with Fiona and Jezzy.
Tomorrow was going to be a long, wretched, brutal, difficult day, of that Victor had no doubt, and he intended to enjoy tonight as much as he could.




CHAPTER XV

 
“I want to go over it one more time,” Delphine said.
Victor looked up from where he sat, sharpening his blade.
The tall holy warrior, again resplendent in her shining silver armor, now stood at the table that dominated the first floor’s main area, staring at a large piece of parchment.
“Are you sure? It seems fairly simple,” Jezzy replied.
“It would make me feel better,” Delphine said.
“Yeah,” Cassie said, turning away from the window, “always a good idea to take one last look at a plan before you head out for battle.”
Victor nodded, setting aside his blade and whetstone. He stood and moved to join Delphine at the table with Jezzy, Cassie, Fauna, Nyx, and Velena.
The atmosphere within the inn had changed since last night. When he had awoken this morning, he’d sensed it. Things were tenser, more rigid, heavier.
It wasn’t an entirely unwelcome feeling, he admitted reluctantly to himself.
Victor had taken part in many battles, many assaults, skirmishes, even wars. Hundreds, thousands of conflicts perhaps.
He had become well-acquainted with that feeling, that tightening of the mind, of the soul even, in preparation for the conflict that was to come. And, though it was a stressful feeling, it was also, in its own way, comforting.
As much as he loved the many aspects of adventuring, of this lifestyle he had chosen, Victor took a certain grim satisfaction in combat.
He was good at it, and by now he had acquired a lot of skill in the way of battle.
Victor stepped up to the table and looked down at the parchment.
Delphine had done some more divination yesterday, getting a somewhat better idea of what they might be dealing with and how best they might complete their mission. When Jezzy had suggested they put it off for longer and that she should try divining more, Delphine had explained that it was all they were going to get.
The nature of Black Rot Prison defied most divination, it seemed.
Which was not uncommon for cursed locations.
She’d drawn what she could for a map.
“So, plan of attack,” Delphine began once she had everyone’s attention. “First, we meet outside the prison wall. Then, Nyx and Velena will take to flight. Nyx will carry Victor and myself. Our group will descend from the open roof right down to the ground floor. As we are doing this, Cassie, Fauna, and Jezzy will go in through this opening here,” she pointed to the parchment, “and then join us through this opening here.” Her finger slid a little ways across the map.
“You’re sure we’ll be able to get in?” Cassie asked.
“I believe so. You’re strong enough to break it open,” Delphine replied. “And, if not, you have a succubus and a dryad to help you.”
“All right, then.”
“You break in and meet us in the central chamber. I was able to divine that there is an opening in the northeast corner. We all push through the undead to that opening, drop down, and...hunt around until I can find whatever is causing the curse.”
“Wonderfully vague,” Velena muttered.
“It’s the best I could do. It’s somewhere down there, and once I get closer, I should definitely be able to go by feel alone and guide us there. Once we locate it, it will be a simple matter of everyone guarding me while I purify it. It’s going to take longer than usual, as this will be a big one. I will be completely incapable of defending myself while doing it, so I will genuinely need complete and total watching over,” Delphine reiterated.
“Nothing will get by us,” Cassie said.
“Yep,” Nyx agreed.
“And that will be it?” Jezzy asked.
“Yes, once it’s purified, we’ll be safe.”
“All right then. If there’s nothing else, I think Jezzy, Fauna, and I should head out,” Cassie said.
Delphine nodded. “Sounds good. We’ll meet you there.”
“Yep.” Cassie made for the door with Fauna.
Jezzy lingered. She gave Fiona a hug and a kiss, and did the same with Ilona, the two of them by the bar, staying out of the way.
“I’ll be okay,” she said.
“You had better,” Fiona replied.
Neither her nor Ilona were taking the situation particularly well, both worried, and Ilona feeling guilty, given she viewed the whole situation as her own fault, and she was still too lethargic to help with the battle.
Jezzy gave Victor a quick kiss and then she was gone.
He moved over to Fiona and Ilona now.
“Don’t worry, we can handle this,” he said.
“I know,” Fiona replied. “We’ll be here, ready if you need us for anything.”
He embraced and kissed her, then did the same with Ilona.
“I’m sorry about this,” she said for probably the fifth time today.
“Don’t be,” he said. “It isn’t your fault. And this is something that needed to happen anyway. It’s good that we’re doing this.”
She sighed. “I know, I just…” She shook her head. “It doesn’t matter. You all have to focus.” She kissed him again. “Good luck.”
“Thanks. We’ll be back as soon as we can.”
He went outside with Delphine as Nyx said her own farewell, which was short and sweet, because before he knew it, he was in Nyx’s arms, Delphine on her back, the three of them shooting up in the skies like an arrow.
…
They came to the clearing they’d agreed to meet in just a few minutes later.
As he got to his feet and walked around, checking the area for threats, Victor was already picking up on that bad feeling the prison gave off.
He paused to stare at the huge crumbling wall, just visible through the trees ahead of them.
“I wonder what it is,” he murmured.
“What what is?” Nyx replied.
“The thing that caused all this. That caused all the dead to resurrect and guard the place. I know it could be just about anything, given how odd situations like this can potentially be.”
“Probably something to do with the fact that it’s a prison,” Delphine said, standing next to him and staring as well.
“No, I think the opposite,” Nyx said.
“Why?” Victor asked.
“Too predictable. I bet it’s something totally random. Some massively cursed piece of jewelry that was lost somewhere in the Hinter, and maybe a bird picked it up and carried it for a ways, until it fell from the bird’s grasp and into the prison, where it bounced around, falling through the holes and cracks, until it landed there and began gathering dark and evil magic like a grain of sand becoming a pearl.”
“That’s really specific,” Velena said.
Victor glanced up. She was perched on a tree branch, fidgeting anxiously.
“Stuff like that has been known to happen. Sometimes it’s the deities or some particularly powerful thing toying around, sometimes it’s just...happenstance.”
“I hear some people say there is no happenstance,” Victor murmured.
“There definitely is. Sure, some of it is the deities or mystical forces, but some of it really just is random.”
She paused, and they all turned as they heard something behind them. A moment later, Fauna, Jezzy, and Cassie walked into the clearing.
“Any complications?” Cassie asked.
“No, we’re good to go,” Victor replied.
“Then let’s go,” she said.
Victor prepared himself as Nyx picked him up once more and took to flight. This was it, what they’d been waiting for.
He felt ready.
His natural stamina and vitality had been replenished by the rest and the long sleep last night, and then boosted by the sex with Nyx. If anything, he felt powerful, confident. She’d told him that she had some level of control over how much energy their lovemaking could give him, and she must have given him a lot last night.
Victor looked down as Nyx cleared the wall and then rose higher still, to the prison’s broken rooftop. He could already see dozens of skeletal shapes moving around down there. As they flew higher and came over the roof, he felt a ripple of uncertainty.
Looking down inside was like looking into an anthill.
There were dozens and dozens, maybe hundreds of figures moving around down there within the prison itself.
We can do this, he reminded himself.
He’d been through worse, and he’d never had a dragoness, a demoness, a dryad, and a werewolf as backup before.
“Here we go,” Nyx said, and then descended into the prison.
That awful sensation of something evil lingering in the air itself grew, pressing in on them as if they were diving deep underwater, the pressure growing the deeper they went.
“All right, this is it!” Delphine called as they came close to landing.
“One second!” Nyx replied, and abruptly shifted.
Victor felt a great burst of heat wash over him as he saw flames shoot from Nyx’s mouth directly over him. She was roaring as the fire sprayed out of her and he could feel the sound in his bones, could feel her shaking against him given how tightly she held him.
He heard clattering and clanging as skeletons came apart and were scattered like rocks tossed across a stonework floor, their weapons and armor going with them.
And then the fire breathing was spent, and they were on the floor of the immense prison.
Victor landed on his feet and drew his blade in one smooth motion.
He, Delphine, and Nyx landed in the middle of a dying ring of fire, bones and weapons and armor still flying away and more of the undead horrors moving towards them with as much speed as their withered bodies could muster.
He had already enchanted his blade. As Victor slashed out, cutting across the chests of two oncoming zombies, he saw a burst of light and frost immediately begin enveloping their emaciated torsos. They staggered backwards, attempted to recover, and then toppled over as the ice made them too top-heavy to stay easily upright.
Chaos ensued and within seconds he had a dozen of the undead coming for him.
Victor launched himself fully into battle, his attacks vicious and swift and brutal. The undead fell back, ice forming rapidly across their decayed bodies. He brought his boot up and planted it firmly in the chest of one creature, sending it stumbling backwards into several others, the whole lot of them falling to pieces.
He could feel the effect of the amulets that Hazel had given them, as the undead certainly felt easier to defeat, but there were so many of them.
Each time he killed one, it seemed two more were behind it.
He could hear the others fighting furiously behind and beside him and kept pushing. So far, the others hadn’t arrived yet.
The next several moments passed in an unbroken tide of decaying flesh and exposed bone as the undead came for them like a wave. His sword arm rose and fell tirelessly. He stabbed and chopped and sliced and, when he could, kicked and punched, sending the monstrous things back. The bones piled up around him as brought them down.
Just when he was beginning to worry that something had gone seriously wrong, he heard a loud wooden crash and a familiar roar.
Victor didn’t dare take his eyes from the skeleton warriors attacking him, but he could hear Cassie, Fauna, and Jezzy fighting their way inside.
Before long, right as he was raising his blade to decapitate another one, Cassie barreled past him in a dark brown blur, smashing through a dozen or more of the things like a landslide. Bits of them flew everywhere.
He killed another and suddenly found that there were no more, at least not coming towards him from this direction.
Turning, he saw that the others were nearly to him, and they had eliminated what seemed to be most of the undead in the main hall. Though that was clearly not going to last, because more were coming in like a flood.
From holes in the walls, from the cells above, from the broken floor below.
“How many of these things are there?!” Cassie roared.
She picked up a huge piece of masonry and hurled it into a crowd of them coming in through the door she’d broken down to get in.
“Too many, let’s go! I see the hole!” Delphine called.
She began making for the far corner. Victor took quick inventory of his party, saw that everyone was still upright and intact, and then took off after her.
He punched an encroaching zombie in passing, sending its head tumbling off, then sent another rebounding and stumbling away with a bash of his armored shoulder.
And then he was there with Delphine, standing at the edge of crumbling stonework, staring into a dark pit below.
He could at least see the floor, though it was farther down than he would have liked.
“Looks clear, let’s go!” Delphine said, and hopped down.
“I’ll cover you!” Nyx said, and he felt another blast of heat wash over his back.
Fauna went next, dropping down, and then Cassie went. Velena hopped in and used her wings to glide down into the large room below.
Victor prepared himself for the worst and dropped into the darkness.




CHAPTER XVI

 
Victor landed with a grunt and raised his blade, which gave off a dim blue glow from the enchanting, to join his light with what there was.
He could make out a simple, dirty room, a few broken crates in one corner, and a handful of bones scattered across the dusty floor.
“Make way!” Nyx called from above.
They moved out of the way as she floated down, her wings kicking up huge plumes of dust.
Victor took a quick look around, getting an idea of their options. Two ways out, one ahead, one to the right.
“Delphine?” he asked.
“This way,” she replied, making for the way ahead.
An undead fell into the hole and narrowly avoided landing on Cassie.
“Let’s go!” she snarled, stamping hard on its head and reducing it to splinters.
Delphine led the way. A ball of magical light burst into existence ahead of her, illuminating the wretched tunnel. Victor filed in after them, keeping enough distance between them that they wouldn’t be bunched up when they were attacked.
The basement of the prison was as bad as he’d assumed it would be.
Everything seemed to be made of wet, rotting stonework. Old masonry lay scattered across the floor from where the ceiling had started to give. Overhead, he heard more than saw the undead clambering around, trying to find ways in after them.
As they reached the end of the tunnel they were in, a skeletal hand reached down through a hole in the ceiling, groping blindly.
Nyx reached up and snapped it off at the elbow with a casual ease.
“This way,” Delphine said, and broke right when they came to a four-way junction.
They passed many heavy, closed doors of rotted wood and rusted metal. Victor had no idea if they were more cells, storage once meant to hold supplies for the prison, or something else completely.
All around them, the sound of the undead coming for them rose and fell like a storm.
Despite all the sound, it seemed like they had the tunnels to themselves. Though how long it would last, Victor couldn’t tell.
Some of the doors were open or missing farther on and he peered in each as they passed them. Most were empty, one held a pile of bones, another the remnants of shattered crates. A few he could see had once been cells and by the Gods must it have been a wretched place to dwell. There was nothing but a hole in the floor and a stone slab to sleep on.
So far he’d never spent any time in a prison, and it was places like this that truly inspired him never to do so.
He wondered how many innocents had been locked away in here.
Victor’s thoughts were shattered as something fell and landed on his helmet, the impact hard enough to send him stumbling. He managed to stay upright until a hole appeared in the ceiling above him and an undead fell through.
The thing grasped at him as it fell to the floor beside him, just barely avoiding landing directly atop him. He kicked it directly in its bony face, sending its skull flying free and bouncing down the tunnel with a series of hollow clacking sounds.
“How much farther!?” Jezzy called as two more of the things fell through the hole that had opened up.
“We’re getting there!” Delphine called back.
Jezzy kicked one in passing, breaking enough pieces off to free the dark magical energy that gave it life, and Nyx picked up the second one and swung it into the nearest wall. The thing shattered like a fine plate, pieces going everywhere.
She swung one large arm through the air and repeated the result as another skeleton warrior came through the hole, her huge arm connecting and shattering it.
They all kept going, moving in a loose line down the passageway, boots and feet and hooves echoing wildly.
The bad feeling was getting worse, the air becoming heavier with evil and dark magic.
They were definitely getting close.
Victor skidded to a halt, almost running into Velena as he realized Delphine and several of the others had stopped in another intersection. This one was even bigger, with several tunnels snaking away from it in various directions.
“Shit,” Delphine whispered, looking around frantically.
The sound of the undead clattering and banging around, coming towards them, was louder than ever, but Victor genuinely couldn’t tell how close any of them were. He looked down each of the darkened tunnels, searching frantically for signs of encroaching hostile forces.
A few of the tunnels had a bit of light in them, coming from holes in the ceiling. As he looked, one of the tunnels suddenly became brighter as a hole opened up and several undead fell through. They crashed to the floor and began picking themselves up.
As he watched them start coming towards them, he realized with a startled horror that they were actually moving faster than before.
They must be stronger down here, he realized, closer to the source of whatever fueled their dark life.
How long would it be before their proximity to the dark core of this old prison completely overrode their magical protection?
“Delphine?” Nyx asked.
“I’m working on it!” Delphine snapped.
Victor glanced at her. She had her eyes closed, standing as stiff as a statue.
The skeletal zombies clattered closer.
Fauna stepped up towards the tunnel that held them, brought one arm back and then thrust it forward. A trio of spear-like wooden stakes shot forth from apparently her hand. They sailed through the air as though launched by bows and crashed into the now half-dozen undead in the tunnel.
They all fell to a writhing mass of decayed flesh stretched over pale bone, but only a few of them lost limbs and only one fell apart completely.
The rest began to rise again.
“Great,” Cassie muttered.
“This way!” Delphine said suddenly, and then shot off down one of the tunnels.
The others raced after her, trying to keep up with her.
“Not too fast, dammit!” Nyx called.
“Just keep up! We’re almost there!” Delphine yelled back.
They kept pushing, the undead following, the rotting prison seething with dark energy all around them. The pressure and tension kept mounting and as they neared the end of the tunnel, it began to become an actual struggle to keep pressing forward.
“This is it, whatever is holding this place captive is beyond this door,” Delphine said, slowing as she came to stand before a large, metal door.
She tried opening it, but couldn’t budge it.
“Shit, Nyx? Some help?” she asked.
“On it,” Nyx replied.
She was in her largest form as, luckily, the tunnels were just barely tall enough to accommodate her. She walked up to the door and gave it a shove.
It didn’t move much.
“This thing is strong,” she muttered, then threw her shoulder into it.
It shuddered hard in its frame, but held.
“Can you break it down?” Jezzy asked.
“Yeah, but I need a minute, watch my back,” Nyx replied, and then kicked it hard enough that the whole tunnel seemed to rattle around them.
“Great,” Victor muttered, turning to face the way they’d just come from.
The others joined him as Nyx worked on the door.
Darkness enshrouded the tunnel, their light not nearly as powerful as it had been making their way here. Uncertain shapes were moving in the dark.
“This is going surprisingly well so far,” Velena murmured as they readied themselves.
“Don’t hex us,” Cassie grunted.
She picked up a good-sized rock and hurled it with immense strength. It crashed into the chest of the first undead to step into the light. The thing stumbled back several steps, then resumed coming for them.
“Definitely getting stronger,” she muttered.
“I get the feeling the easy part is over,” Victor said.
Behind them, Nyx let out a roar and a tremendous bang sounded, followed by the sound of two metal doors flying inwards and slamming against the walls.
“Got it! Oh fuck,” she said.
“What-oh Gods,” Delphine growled. “At least we know what the fuck is causing this.”
“Move,” Nyx said, coming through the group and facing the mob of undead.
There were over a dozen of them now emerging from the darkness, and more still were behind them. They filled the tunnel from side to side.
Nyx inhaled deeply, bringing herself up to her full nine feet of height, then took a few steps forward and unleashed a solid wall of flame.
“All right, go!” she snapped, turning and hurrying the others through the door.
Victor stepped through and immediately saw what they had been reacting to.
The chamber beyond was large and filled with implements of torture, all of them stained deeply with old blood.
Some still had old bodies attached to them, too damaged to reanimate.
Victor felt his stomach turn over as he looked across the awful instruments of torment. The blades and racks and restraints and a lot of other things he wished he didn’t know the purpose of. There were too many places like this, hidden away in the darker corners of the world.
It was immediately obvious why dark magics and evil energies would gather here and form a nexus point. A sort of natural curse, or really more of an eventual one. The kind that happened without anyone directly cursing the place.
Beyond all the horror that transpired here.
It was more like the world itself had laid the curse.
Victor forced himself to push away the rising horror of the situation. They had to defend this room and the sounds of the undead had only grown louder.
Behind him, Nyx slammed the door closed.
“I’m going to start the purification process,” Delphine said, walking to the center of the room.
“We’ve got your back,” Victor replied, looking around.
He saw two other entrances and groaned in frustration. Of course the way they’d found in had been the only one shut firmly. The other two were basically holes in the walls, leading to other similar tunnels. Anything could come through there.
“Nyx and Cassie, stick close to Delphine and make sure nothing gets her. Jezzy and Velena, guard the west entrance as best you can. Fauna, can you seal this door?” Victor asked.
“I can try,” she replied, walking up to it as Nyx stepped back.
She gestured sharply at it and several more of those sticks, these ones much larger and thicker, snapped into existence. She guided them over to the door and he got an idea of both how tough they were and how strong her magic could be as she jammed their pointed tips into the metal, then sank the others ends down into the floor a bit so that they rested firmly against the doors, holding it in place. She then began summoning roots from beneath the flooring and used them to start sealing it off as best she could.
The others were moving into place, and for a moment Victor was surprised they’d simply followed his commands.
But it was working, and he didn’t intend to question anything now.
They were about to be attacked.
The roof overhead seemed solid enough but he wasn’t sure how long that would last. He jogged over to the other opening, wondering how well he’d be able to cover it by himself.
“Come help me when you’re finished, Fauna!” he called as he got into position.
“Understood!” she called back.
Victor planted himself in front of the open tunnel, staring into its dark depths. The evil presence was almost choking now, but he could sense Delphine’s presence, sense her purification ritual already beginning to gather.
He wondered if they were going to be able to pull this one off. It had gone well so far, but this was by far the hardest part.
Raising his hand, he conjured a fireball and sent it flying down the tunnel.
It lit the old stonework in passing and smacked into the chestplate of an armored undead some twenty feet away. Before it went out, it illuminated a solid wall of the things advancing on him, almost all of them armed with swords or maces or whatever else they could get their bony hands on. In the fading light, he saw dozens of them.
But he’d been prepared for something like this, figuring this exact scenario was likely to happen.
Reaching into his pocket, he pulled out the enchanting crystal and pressed it to his blade. Holding it there, he ran it rapidly up and down the length of metal, then repeated the action on the other side. By the time he was finished, using the rest of the enchantment’s charge, his sword was glowing an icy blue.
He tossed away the crystal, raised his blade, and took a few quick steps into the tunnel.
When the undead reached him, Victor rapidly began slashing, swinging his blade around back and forth in hurried, almost frenzied arcs, seeking only to make contact with as much as he could as quickly as he could.
He grinned as he saw that it was working.
Ice, thick and frigid, crept rapidly over the wall of undead, stiffening them. He ducked and dodged the few swings they managed to get in before freezing solid.
Victor laughed in triumph, though his victory was short-lived.
He knew it wouldn’t last. Already he could see cracks forming in the ice as the undead struggled and those behind them kept pushing.
He stabbed between the decayed skulls to freeze those behind them. But each time the sword made contact, it lost some of its enchantment, and he knew it wouldn’t be long before the blade was just a blade again.
Hopefully, it wouldn’t matter. All he needed to do was buy time. Behind him, he could hear grunts and shouts of effort as the others fought their own battles.
More cracks were forming in the ice, and the undead behind those frozen were now actively attacking their lifeless brethren.
They both kept at it, Victor reforming the ice as fast as he could while the zombies pushed against the wall of frozen bones.
The enchantment gave out faster than he’d hoped.
As soon as he realized that it was no longer freezing the undead with each slash, Victor immediately began to fall back. As if sensing this, the crowd seemed to surge forward. The second he took his place at the threshold, the ice shattered completely.
He estimated that around a dozen or so undead were put down by that, but there were easily three or four times that many behind them, now rushing right at him.
Victor glanced quickly over his shoulder at the others.
Jezzy and Velena were holding back a similar tide of zombies across the way.
Nyx and Cassie seemed to be somewhat reluctant to remain near Delphine, who was as unmoving as a statue in the center of the torture chamber, but they nonetheless remained resolute.
Fauna was still dealing with the central door, apparently not satisfied with what she’d done so far. Even as he wondered at that, something huge abruptly bashed against it, sending a shudder through the whole room.
“What the fuck was that?!” Jezzy demanded.
“A lot bigger than a zombie! I have to keep reinforcing this!” Fauna called back.
“Keep at it!” Victor shouted, and prepared himself for the worst.
And then they were upon him, the undead crashing into him in a flurry of rusted blades and maces and bony fists.
He set to work, dodging as he slashed and stabbed, carving his way through pale, rotted flesh. The passage of time fragmented into a stream of intense instances, one attack after another, all of it blurring together as he fought for his life.
His sword arm rose and fell again and again, sometimes cutting off heads or limbs, sometimes not. As the minutes dragged on, that became the dominant result. Though he was sweating now, Victor knew he wasn’t getting weaker.
Which meant they were getting stronger.
They had pushed him beyond the threshold now. Gritting his teeth, Victor called on some of that strength he’d been getting from Nyx and pressed his attack. He had to get back into the tunnel, farther away from the room.
He kicked one of them in the chest, cleaved through the necks of three of the undead bastards when he saw a perfect opening line up, and then ran forward directly into those nearest to him. He knocked them aside with his shoulder and kept fighting, slashing, stabbing, kicking, and punching his way through them.
“Might need some help over here soon!” Fauna called.
Whatever it was that was bashing the main door had been ramping up its attacks and it was getting increasingly difficult to ignore.
He could hear Nyx and Cassie arguing over something but he was too busy trying to keep the undead in the tunnel to focus on it.
Then he heard Nyx shout: “Victor. Move back! Now!”
He knew a life-or-death command when he heard one and immediately fell back without question. As soon as he had cleared the threshold, heard Nyx shout in effort and then something big flew over his head. He saw a huge chunk of masonry that must have fallen from the ceiling some time in the past smash directly into the top of the door.
It burst into pieces, raining down into the tunnel full of undead as it did so and knocking over a great many of them. At first, he wasn’t sure what it was meant to do or if she’d missed her intended target, but then he saw cracks appear in the stonework over the door and within seconds it crumbled into a huge heap, creating a cave-in and effectively blocking off the passageway.
Victor took the opportunity to assess the rest of the room. Cassie looked like she was preparing to launch into battle alongside Velena and Jezzy, who were struggling to stem the tide of undead spilling into the room, and Fauna was clearly losing her battle with whatever the fuck was breaking the main door down.
“What is it!?” Cassie snapped.
“Could be an abomination!” Nyx replied.
“What the fuck is that?!” Fauna called.
Victor was trying to think of how to properly explain what an abomination was, and wondered why he hadn’t considered the possibility, when the door exploded into fragments and a great, terrifying thing stepped into the room.
His mind fumbled to compare it to something.
An animal, an insect, a beast, even a monster that he’d fought with before.
But the truth of the matter was that it had no meaning, it had no real shape.
It was a writhing amalgamation of corpses, fused together. It had a vague central mass and lengthy limbs or tentacles of bone and decayed flesh.
An abomination.
So far as he knew, no one knew what caused them or even how they were caused, only that it happened in extremely rare events at places that held lots of undead.
One of its tentacles whipped out and smacked right into Fauna, sending her flying the entire length of the room and smashing into one of the walls.
She fell to the floor in a heap and did not move.
“Fuck!” Nyx snapped.
“Nyx! Collapse the other tunnel, now! Velena, guard Delphine! Everyone else, kill this thing!” Victor screamed.
As he began running towards it, having no idea of what precisely he intended to do beyond fight, he worried that more undead might rush in around the abomination. But when he caught a glimpse of the tunnel behind it, he saw that it was empty.
It must have absorbed or crushed every undead trying to get in.
One of the smaller tentacles came at him and he dodged narrowly to the side and slashed down, hard and fast, severing its tip. He expected the beast to roar but it had no mouth. It made absolutely no sound beyond the thunderous crashing of its movements.
He had no idea how he was going to fight, let alone kill, something this big.
Suddenly Cassie launched herself through the air and up onto its central mass. She began stabbing down into it with her broadsword again and again, roaring at the top of her lungs.
One of the tentacles snapped up and wrapped around her waist, lifting her up. She shouted in pain and then slashed down, severing the tentacle and causing herself to fall back down to the floor.
Victor joined her, rushing beneath the huge thing, as there was a gap between it and the floor as it held itself up on odd, stilted limbs. As he began stabbing it, Jezzy appeared and joined him, driving her blade up into it.
“We have to keep it busy!” he snapped.
“How do we kill it!?” Jezzy replied.
“I don’t think we can, Delphine has to finish!”
The thing suddenly began to lower itself and then both he and Jezzy were thrown out from under it as Cassie crashed into them.
She surged to her feet, broadsword still in hand, and cut off one of the questing tentacles.
“Take off its limbs! That’s all we can do!” she yelled.
Victor tried to do just that, feeling a dark panic rising up in him. He felt his thoughts continually turning to Fauna, wondering how badly she was injured, if they were going to get to her in time to help her. Fearing that they may not be able to keep this thing occupied long enough for Delphine to finish her cleansing ritual.
Jezzy let out a shout as one of the tentacles slammed into her from the side and sent her not just to the floor, but skidding across it, her armor shooting sparks as she slid.
Cassie shouted something, chopping at another of the undead tentacles, and then one wrapped around her waist and picked her up again.
At the same time, another snagged Victor by his ankles and tore him off his feet, yanking him up into the air. He concentrated as best he could, struggling to reach up and cut at the tentacle gripping him as he got higher up.
He heard a loud crash and just caught the other tunnel collapsing, and then within seconds, a large, dark form flew over them and an enormous wave of white-hot flame cascaded down as Nyx roared louder than he’d ever heard.
The tentacle holding him seemed to pause, then jerk, thrashing him about. Victor reached up and chopped at it, but he couldn’t get good momentum going. Working fast, he hacked at the thing, knowing he had to get free of it and help them.
His blade cut through the tentacle.
His stomach flipped as he began falling and he began to get an idea that he was higher up off the floor than he’d initially thought.
And then, just before he hit the floor, he saw an immense white flash and felt a wave of pure warmth rush through his body.
Then he smacked into the floor, an eruption of pain burst within his skull, and then there was nothing but merciful darkness.




CHAPTER XVII

 
Victor heard voices.
First, Cassie: “Just wait a fucking minute, give him some space!”
Then, Nyx: “I think he’s starting to come around.”
Then, Jezzy: “Maybe I should hit him with another healing spell…”
Victor groaned and slowly opened his eyes. Everything was out of focus and pain rampaged freely through his body.
“Tell me we won,” he managed.
“We won,” Nyx said.
“Thank the Gods,” Delphine whispered.
“Is everyone alive?” he asked.
“Everyone’s alive, but you, Fauna, and Velena are pretty hurt,” Jezzy said.
“Shit,” he muttered.
His thoughts were scattered and coherency felt like attempting to grab water. He cleared his throat, tasted blood, turned his head and spat a thick wad of it out onto the dusty floor beside him.
“Health potions,” he managed as the memory of Hazel giving them the potions rose in his mind and then popped like a bubble.
“I’ve used those that survived,” Jezzy replied. “You had most of them and almost all of yours broke in the fall.”
“Fuck,” he muttered.
“We’ll be okay, Victor,” Delphine said. “Just lay there, take a minute. Jezzy needs to rest before she can cast another healing spell.”
“I can do it,” Jezzy said.
Victor realized for the first time how tired she sounded.
“No,” Nyx said firmly. “Not yet. I’ll handle it.”
“You’re worn out, too,” Delphine said. “Just-everyone sit the fuck down. Relax.”
Victor closed his eyes for several seconds, trying to ground himself back to the real world, or at least stop his head from spinning. When he opened his eyes again, everything seemed to be in more focus.
He took a deep breath, held it, let it out slowly. He’d dealt with this problem before.
Cautiously, he sat up.
“Victor,” Jezzy began.
“Just let me sit up,” he replied.
She sighed but didn’t say anything else. His headache flared up, but he sat up and took a look around.
He was still in the torture chamber, and it was an absolute disgusting wreck.
However, he saw not a single thing moving besides them.
Slowly, he took stock of the situation.
Fauna was unconscious not far from him. She laid with her head in Velena’s lap. Velena herself looked bad, covered in cuts and bruises, one of her wings bent at an awkward angle.
“Oh Gods, Velena,” he muttered.
“I’m okay,” she said. “Harpies have a high pain tolerance. And Jezzy or Nyx are going to help me with the healing. I was a lot worse before you woke up, actually. Got hit by one of those tentacles, broke my wing, leg, and arm, and cracked my skull. But Jezzy got me most of the way back. I’m more worried about Fauna…”
“She’ll be fine,” Jezzy said. “We’re going to take care of her. Of everyone.”
Jezzy’s armor was covered in dust and old gore, and it looked like it had taken a beating, but she herself seemed fine, if exhausted. She looked like she was struggling to keep her eyes open. She sat not far from him, leaning heavily on one hand.
Cassie, despite the firmness in her voice, looked almost as bad. She was back in her human form. She had several cuts and bruises, and some of armor was missing. She also looked like she was having a hard time staying awake.
She smiled weakly when she noticed his gaze.
“Shouldn’t’ve transformed so close my last one,” she said, slurring a little. “Took too much outta me.”
“Maybe you should sleep,” he said.
She shook her head slowly. “No, I sleep now, you ain’t getting me up for a day at least. I can make it. Just need to eat. That’s why I brought this,” she said, and raised her other hand, which held a big, raw steak. She took a bite out of it.
He nodded slowly, his pain mounting, and he looked to Nyx. She was a mixture of tired and beaten up, but she did seem the most intact of them all. Besides Delphine.
The holy warrior was pacing around, apparently keeping an eye out. She looked guilty, and he knew how she felt. Her armor was shining and intact. They’d done their job and kept her completely out of harm’s way.
He’d been in situations like that before, where a lot of other people had been injured, and somehow he’d managed to come out of the fight without a scratch.
“Delphine,” he said, and she looked at him. “You did really good.”
“I didn’t do anything,” she muttered, looking around at all the corpses.
“You saved our lives,” he replied.
“Yep, without you we definitely would’ve died,” Nyx said.
“Without me, you also wouldn’t have been here,” she replied.
“This needed to happen, it was too dangerous to leave unchecked, especially with that abomination around,” Victor said. “Take the win. We’ll be fine.”
“I hope so,” she murmured, looking anxiously at Fauna.
“Let me try again,” Nyx said, and walked over to Velena and Fauna.
“Just focus on her, I’ll be all right for now,” Velena said.
Nyx looked a little dubious about that, but nonetheless crouched down and placed both hands on the unconscious dryad. They watched as a pale glow enveloped her. Several of the scratches, bruises, and cuts sealed up slowly or disappeared.
The dragoness went until she had nothing left again and sat back, the glow fading.
A moment passed.
Finally, Fauna’s eyes fluttered open.
“Did we succeed?” she murmured.
Velena laughed softly and placed her hand gently on her head. “Victor asked the same thing. Yes, we succeeded. And we’re all more or less okay.”
Fauna let out a sigh of relief. “I am in great pain,” she said.
“We’re going to finish healing you when we can,” Jezzy replied. “We had to use a lot of healing magic and all the potions.”
Victor groaned as he slowly laid back down.
They were all right. They had won.
It would take some time to get out of this miserable place, but this was a victory.
…
Victor had been correct in his assessment yesterday.
Today had indeed turned out to be a long, hard, brutal day.
Even with his energy boost, it was an absolute nightmare getting out of there and back to the inn.
While Cassie and Jezzy recovered their strength, and Velena and Fauna waited for their injuries to be healed, Victor, Delphine, and Nyx cleared the way for their exit.
While Nyx had successfully managed to cave in the two side tunnels, the abomination, in its death throes, had not just partially caved in the primary tunnel, but blocked it with its immense, disgusting body. So they had to spend a good hour clearing a way for themselves that was big enough to accommodate them all.
While they were doing that, Jezzy recovered enough of her strength to heal Fauna and Velena, though only because Victor refused any further healing from her on the grounds their wounds were more serious and his were merely painful, and she’d reluctantly agreed.
Finally, once they had the way cleared, they left, crawling over the mountain of rubble and corpses and then navigating the tunnels until they found a ladder that led back to the surface. That took almost another hour before finally they were all standing back outside.
It was colder, the skies grayer, more rain on the way.
All around them, beyond the prison walls, the trees swayed.
The reek of death was heavy on the air, but the awful, malignant feeling that had grown worse and worse the deeper they’d gone had vanished almost completely.
“Should we try to look for treasure? Things to sell?” Jezzy asked uncertainly.
Victor had been considering that. He looked back at their group. Nyx was supporting Cassie, who had indeed regained a little of her strength, but still looked like death warmed over, like she might pass out at any moment.
He felt guilty, asking her to transform into a werewolf twice in a row, but he hadn’t known it would be so incredibly taxing on her.
Delphine was helping Fauna, who was having trouble staying upright, spells of dizziness coming and going, which wasn’t a good sign.
Jezzy was having troubles of her own, even having been the one to suggest it.
Finally, he looked at the prison.
It towered over them, and still seemed like an evil monolith, an open wound on the land itself.
“No,” he said finally. “We’re barely in good enough shape to make it back to the inn. But I think maybe we shouldn’t take from this place. Everything in it is tainted. We found that ring and we had to take it, but personally, I think we should bring this place down if at all possible.”
“I agree,” Delphine said. “But...later. Much later.”
Victor nodded. “For now, let’s go home.”
…
The rain held off as they made their slow way through the Hinterlands.
About halfway there, Fauna stopped them suddenly.
“Wait...some of my clan are nearby,” she murmured, looking around.
“Are you sure?” Victor asked.
He hadn’t heard or seen anything. Then again, these were dryad they were talking about.
“Yes,” Fauna replied, letting go of him, as he’d been the one helping her along.
A few seconds later, a half dozen dryad simply appeared out of the vegetation to their left. Everyone immediately slipped into a defensive stance.
“Wait! Just...everybody wait,” Fauna said, straightening up and rubbing her head. “This is the group I mentioned. Don’t do anything stupid, we just cleansed the prison.”
The tallest of the dryads stepped forward, putting a hand on Fauna’s shoulder. “We told you not to be around them anymore.”
“They are my friends, and I am not going to abandon or ignore them,” Fauna replied firmly. “They’re good people.”
“They’re dangerous,” she murmured, but she sounded less sure of herself.
“They are good people,” Fauna said firmly. “They saved my life. They’ve helped me more than once, and they just helped the Hinter itself. We’ve been needing to deal with that blighted prison for years now.”
The tallest dryad sighed softly. “We will speak of this later. Let’s go.”
“Fauna…” Victor said.
“Yes?” she asked, turning to face him.
“Will you visit us again when you’re well? Let us know you’re all right?”
She smiled. “Yes. I will. Thank you all for your help.”
“Thank you for yours,” Nyx said.
The tall dryad looked like she wanted to say something, casting an appraising gaze over them all, but ultimately they slipped away without saying anything.
“I guess that could’ve gone worse,” Cassie muttered. “Dryads and their fuckin’ mysterious ways…”
“This unification plan of yours isn’t only going to get push back from the village-dwellers,” Velena said.
“I know,” Victor replied. “But we’ll deal with the problems as they come.”
They resumed their walk home.
Some time later, right as they approached the inn, it finally began to rain.
Victor let out a sound of tremendous relief as they caught sight of the building and Fiona opened up the doors. They all did.
“Where’s Fauna? Are you all okay?” she asked immediately.
“Fauna’s with her people, and we’re all okay,” Victor replied.
“You did it?” Ilona asked as she came to stand beside Fiona.
“We did it,” Victor replied.
“And now I need to sleep. Get me to the nearest bed. Seriously,” Cassie said, slurring again.
“I got you,” Nyx replied, sweeping the big woman off her feet.
“Man, you are strong,” Cassie murmured, then laughed softly.
“I gotta sleep, too,” Jezzy said, staggering slightly.
Victor took her arm and put it over his shoulders. “Come on, lovely girl. Let’s get you upstairs,” he said.
She giggled. “You’re too nice to me sometimes.”
“I think I’m nice enough, given the circumstances,” he replied.
“I wish I wasn’t so tired,” she murmured as they got upstairs and headed for their bedroom. “I really want to have sex with you.”
“I really want the same thing, but we both need sleep,” he replied.
Victor got her to the bedroom and helped her get out of her armor.
“What exactly happened?” Fiona asked as she and Ilona came into the bedroom.
“A lot that I will be happy to tell you about while I am soaking in the tub,” Victor replied.
“Oh no, I’m the only one who knows that spell,” Jezzy murmured.
“No,” he replied, finishing with her armor and helping her into bed, “Nyx knows it now, too.”
“Oh. That’s good.” She gave him a kiss before he could straighten back up from covering her with the blankets. “I love you.”
“I love you too, Jezzy. Go to sleep.”
“Okay,” she murmured, already beginning to drift off.
He left her to it and faced the others. Velena had entered the room and was walking towards the ladder that led to Nyx’s loft. “I’m sleeping up here, don’t bother me,” she said.
“Noted,” he replied.
“You look like you need some healing,” Ilona murmured.
“I do, but it’s nothing serious,” he replied.
Victor took off his armor, moving slowly and trying not to wince too much. He’d taken a serious beating there at the end, and his headache was still lingering.
“I know some healing magic,” Ilona said. “Although I’m not sure how much I’ll be able to cast. I’m still pretty weakened.”
“That’s fine,” he replied. “We’ve got a few healing potions stashed away. Honestly, I intend to have a long soak, a good meal, a potion and a bit of greenleaf, and then to pass the fuck out for the rest of the day and hopefully night, and wake up tomorrow feeling good.”
“I can help with that,” Fiona said, slithering over to him as he finished taking his clothes off along with his armor. She reached out and took his hand. “I’m certain you were extremely brave during this whole adventure. And that should be rewarded.”
Ilona smiled and stepped closer to him as well. “Yes,” she agreed, “it should.”
“Well…” He looked over at one of the mattresses they’d set out on the floor, then looked back at Fiona as she gripped his rapidly-forming erection. “I guess the bath can wait.”




CHAPTER XVIII

 
Victor held his breath, becoming still save for the minute adjustments he made as he tracked the deer some fifty feet distant.
He waited.
Waited.
Now.
Letting fly the arrow, Victor watched as it landed, sinking a perfect kill shot as the deer went down in a heap of limbs that kicked only once before becoming still.
He let out his breath slowly and stood.
“That was a really good shot,” Jezzy murmured as they began walking through the trees towards the dead animal.
“I’m not half-bad at this,” he replied.
She laughed and prodded him with her tail. “You’re actually quite good at it. You’re quite good at a lot of things, I’ve noticed.”
“I think you may be biased towards me, but I have had a lot of practice and incentive to acquire and sharpen these skills.”
They came to stand over the deer. He retrieved his arrow and Jezzy crouched. As she had the past several times they’d gone out hunting, she sealed the wound with a quick bit of magic, then picked up the deer, slung it over her shoulder, and they began walking back to the inn.
It had been three days since the assault on Black Rot and they had been struggling to keep up with Cassie’s appetite. He’d heard the phrase ‘eat us out of house and home’ before, but never had he truly encountered such a voracious hunger.
She had been recovering ever since passing out in her room. She only woke long enough to relieve herself, guzzle a lot of water, and snarf down a lot of raw meat. She had explained that she’d need a lot, and she had emphasized a lot, and given all she’d done for them, they had been happy to give her what she needed.
She more or less emptied their kitchen of meat by the end of the first day, and apparently it was all she could realistically eat in her present condition.
So Victor and Delphine had committed to hunting game for her.
He thought of the others as they trekked back to the inn.
When she’d woken up the next day, Velena had told them she wanted to be on her own again, given them an awkward goodbye, and had flown away.
Jezzy said they might see her again after a few months, and that she just got like that sometimes.
Fauna had yet to make an appearance, something that was worrying Victor. He was trying to decide how long they should wait before he and Jezzy went out looking for her, though it was generally considered incredibly stupid to go looking for a dryad if she didn’t want to be found.
Fiona, Ilona, and Delphine had been tending to them for the most part. Making them meals, changing their bedding, making sure they had everything they needed. It felt strange and he felt more than a little uncomfortable being doted on so much.
He had to keep being reminded, by them and by himself, that he’d more than earned it, and also really needed it.
The magical healing helped, certainly, but his muscles needed to recover, as did his mind.
The prison assault had been incredibly taxing in a number of ways.
Nyx had taken a break of her own, sleeping for long periods of time and waking for meals and sex. They had made love several times. In truth, they all had. Whatever strength and stamina he’d been gaining from his encounters with her, he felt like he was spending it in his encounters with the other women he shared the inn with.
Not that he was complaining.
Victor could get used to life like this: quiet, calm, serene.
Except for one thing.
He couldn’t shake the feeling that their more immediate troubles weren’t over, that another shoe was waiting to drop.
That some shadow loomed just over the horizon, ready to cast itself across them.
He had no idea why he was stricken with this feeling, only that he was rarely wrong about these sorts of things.
He’d tried talking to Jezzy and Delphine about it, and they both told him variations of ‘it’s residual stress from the attack’.
Though he had noticed that Delphine seemed a little more on edge today.
“What do you think we should do today?” Jezzy asked as the inn came within sight.
“Probably start getting more serious about prepping the place. We need to come up with and finalize a list of all the furniture we need. Repairs are just about done, but the place is pretty barren,” he replied.
“I suppose so.”
They came in through the back, where they found Fiona in the kitchen, preparing some lunch.
“Oh good, you found one,” she said, looking over at the dead deer. She pointed to the side room where they had set up a skinning area. “Put it there, I’ll get to it.”
“All right,” Jezzy said.
Victor walked forward and took a quick glance through the order window to the area beyond, checking to see if anyone was hanging out down there, and froze.
“Oh shit,” he whispered.
“What?” Fiona asked.
“Jezzy, go get Nyx right now. If she’s asleep, wake her. But you three do not leave this inn, do you understand me?”
“What’s going on?” Jezzy asked.
“Oh wow,” Fiona whispered as she appeared beside him. “Where did they come from?”
“Remember what I said,” he replied, walking out of the kitchen. “Delphine! Need you! Right damn now!” he called.
“Coming!” she replied. “What’s wrong?!”
“Might be a fight!”
“Oh, great,” she growled as she hustled down the stairs.
“Is Cassie awake?” he asked.
“No,” Delphine replied. “You have a plan for this?”
“I do, just follow my lead,” Victor replied. “No sudden movements. We want to avoid a fight if at all possible.”
He said all this while staring out the front windows at the dozen or so armed and armored guardsmen that had gathered on their front lawn.
They seemed to have taken notice of those within and were talking among themselves, probably trying to determine what to do about it.
“They don’t look friendly,” Delphine muttered.
“No,” Victor agreed.
He kept his movements slow and calm as he and Delphine walked out through the front doors.
One of the men, wearing fancier armor than the rest, stepped forward and called, “Halt! In the name of Lord Remington of the Hearth Haven Township, you are hereby ordered to vacate these premises immediately!”
Victor sighed. It looked like he was going to have to jump straight to intimidation.
He cleared his throat. “First of all, your Lord has no legal right to these grounds that I am aware of. Structures made in the Hinterland that show no obvious sign of upkeep and clear signs of abandonment are legally considered fair game for adventurers. Secondly, we have the protection of a holy warrior,” he said, gesturing to Delphine.
She drew herself up to her full height and squared her shoulders. “This inn, and this land, and those who reside here are all under the protection of the Goddess Nystalla!” she declared.
The guardsmen all shifted around and exchanged glances uncomfortably.
“Third, and most practically significant to this particular moment, is that if you choose to go the route of violence, I have a demon, a werewolf, and a dragon ready and willing to fight for this property, if it truly comes down to it,” he said.
Several of them let out sounds of disbelief and fear and began talking among themselves.
“Quiet in the ranks!” the captain snapped. He stared at Victor and Delphine for a long moment, doing an admirable job of keeping his fear off his face. “I think you’re bluffing,” he said finally.
“I see,” Victor replied. “Are you willing to call that bluff?”
The captain hesitated. The expression on most of the guards behind him stated clearly that they’d much rather be somewhere else.
“I thought so.” Without taking his eyes from them, he said quietly to Delphine, “go inside and have Nyx do a fly-by and land on the roof.”
“I will but...we’re not actually going to fight them, are we?” she asked.
“Only as a last resort,” he replied.
“Okay.”
She headed inside.
“Where’s she going?” the captain of the guard asked immediately.
“To do some holy warrior stuff,” Victor replied.
He had to admit, it was nice to have the upper hand when facing down some guardsmen. They weren’t all assholes, but too many of them were.
Especially the ones in charge.
It almost seemed like a requirement to be an asshole to reach the rank of captain.
“What exactly do you intend to do with this place?” he asked.
“Evict any squatters from it, and clear out any monsters that may be inside,” the captain replied firmly. “So I suggest you take the opportunity to grab your belongings and go while you still can.”
“You’d really go against the Goddess Nystalla Herself?” he asked.
That made him hesitate again. One of the guards leaned forward and Victor could just barely hear what he whispered.
“Sir, I see a viper moving around in there. You know how dangerous they are...if there’s a viper in there, maybe he’s telling the truth about the rest.”
The captain paled noticeably when he looked past Victor.
“All right,” the captain said, drawing his sword now, “I’ve had enough of this. You are hereby ordered to–”
He let out a startled shout as Victor heard Nyx take to flight out of her loft. They all shouted as she shot into the air, wings spread wide, and let out a powerful jet of flame into the sky while roaring loud enough to echo over the whole area.
“Steady!” the captain called. “Don’t you run on me, you bastards!”
Behind him, Nyx roared again and landed on the roof. He could see her wings spread out to their full span judging by the shadow she was casting.
“This building and all in it are under my protection!” she yelled.
“Captain,” Victor said. “Captain!” he tried again when the man simply stared up at Nyx. Slowly, the captain lowered his stricken gaze. “I don’t want to fight you. None of us want that. We came here to live in peace. I’m not completely unwilling to compromise. Is there some way we can work this out?”
The captain continued staring at him for a long, silent moment, clearly having trouble with the way the events were unfolding.
One of the other guards leaned forward and whispered something into his ear, then leaned back. The captain’s eyes seemed to clear a little.
He cleared his throat. “There do exist precedents for transferring ownership of land,” he said.
“All right, I’d be willing to engage with this,” Victor replied.
The captain cast a nervous glance at Nyx, then stepped forward. He seemed to feel like he was back on firmer ground.
“If you are intending to purchase the land and the inn, and to run it as a business, you will need to visit the castle and engage with the tax keeper, and given the…” he hesitated, looking again over Victor’s shoulder, then once more briefly up at Nyx, “unique nature of the company you keep, I imagine Lord Remington himself will want to speak with you.”
“Very well. I will come into Hearth Haven today and see to this immediately. And, just in case you might be having some ideas of coming here while I’m gone, I’m giving you a fair warning that we have many defenses for this place, not all of them so obvious.”
That made several of the guards look around anxiously.
“Fine,” the captain said gruffly. No doubt he was used to holding all the cards. “Be sure that you resolve this today, or we will be back tomorrow. In force.”
“All right,” Victor replied.
“Let’s go, men!” he snapped, then turned and began marching away, back into the Hinterland.
Victor watched them all go, waiting until the last one was completely gone from sight, and then he turned around and breathed a sigh of relief.
“They gone?” he asked, looking up at Nyx.
“Yeah, they’re heading back for the main trail pretty quickly,” she replied.
“Okay. Uh...thanks for backing me up.”
She laughed. “That was fun, and hilarious.”
“I’m glad you felt that way. I should go talk with the others.”
“You want me to stay out here, keep watch?”
“I’d appreciate it.”
“All right. I could use a bit of sun anyway,” she replied, getting settled on the roof.
As he headed back inside, he found everyone, including Cassie, gathered in the main room now.
“What the fuck was that all about?” the big woman asked, scratching one ear.
“Local lord found out about us,” Victor replied. “Probably heard one too many rumors about monsters up here, sent his muscle around to clear the place out. Which means he still gives a shit about it to some degree. I was worried about this.”
“This specifically?” Fiona asked.
“Sort of. More that when the local lord eventually caught wind of this, they’d want a slice in the form of taxes. It’s...sort of questionable about whether or not they can actually enforce it. I’d honestly be willing to bet that he doesn’t have any kind of deed, but I’d also completely be willing to bet that he’s going to have one drawn up, or just flat out lie. They are the law of their own townships. So we’ll have to play his game if we want to coexist in peace...which is what we want.”
Jezzy sighed heavily. “I hate this shit. How much is this going to cost?”
“No idea. I intend to ask Hazel for help, and having Delphine there should help provide a lot of legitimacy to our intent to be an inn. I saw a lot of those guards get nervous when I mentioned Nystalla. Also, uh...sorry if that wasn’t the best idea, invoking Her name…” Victor said awkwardly as that suddenly occurred to him.
“I wouldn’t have said what I said if it wasn’t true. You are all under my protection, and I am a follower of Nystalla, and so by extension you are under Nystalla’s protection,” Delphine replied. “And this is a righteous cause, this inn.”
“We really appreciate the support,” Fiona said, hugging her suddenly.
Delphine looked momentarily lost and surprised by the gesture, then hugged the viper back. “I’m glad to offer it. I like all of you, and I like this place, and what you are doing.”
“So you’ll help me in Hearth Haven?” Victor asked.
“Most definitely. Let me wash up and put on my armor.”
“I probably shouldn’t go, I’m still way too grumpy and hungry,” Cassie said.
“Fair enough,” Victor replied. “I’m going to go wash and armor up as well.” He took Fiona’s hands and looked into her eyes. “Don’t worry, okay? We’ll get this sorted out. We aren’t giving up on this.”
She smiled broadly and hugged him suddenly, picking him up off the floor. “I love you,” she murmured in his ear.
“I love you too, Fiona,” he replied, hugging her as well.
Once she set him back down, he kissed her and then went to get ready.
It was time for a different sort of battle.




CHAPTER XIX

 
“Are you doing all right, Delphine?” Victor asked as they approached Hearth Haven.
“Yes. I’m just a little distracted. I had a nightmare last night,” she replied.
“About the torture chamber?” he asked. She looked at him, a little startled, and then nodded. “I did too, not last night, but the two before that.”
“There is a great deal of evil in the world, and I have been able to make a certain kind of sense of most of it, but that...I can’t understand it.”
“In my experience, it’s not a thing you want to understand.”
“That’s probably true...but how do they even get there?”
Victor was silent for a moment as he considered it. “I think it’s something insidious and subtle. I think it finds its way into your mind. Maybe you’re a warrior. You go out and fight. Warriors have to hurt, they have to kill. They get used to it, if not comfortable with it. But then there comes some unique case where you’re particularly mad at someone you’re fighting, or they’ve done something particularly evil, and so you hurt them more than you would have. And you notice it feels good, because it feels justified. Because they deserve it,” he explained quietly.
Delphine didn’t say anything.
“And that experience stays with you. And maybe next time you’re fighting someone, you don’t pull your punches as much. Or you hurt them more than you would have again. And you notice it really isn’t so bad, hurting people for the sake of it. You did it before, why not again? And every time, it gets easier. Sometimes it’s fast, like a landslide, but often, I think it’s slow, like erosion. And one day, years later, you find yourself having walked a path that you justified and rationalized the whole way that leads you into a room like that one we found in Black Rot’s basement.”
“You sound like you have experience with this,” she said finally.
He sighed. “More than I’d like. I kept some...unpleasant company there for a bit. I was in a really bad place, really bitter. I really hated the world. I did some things I regret, but I caught it early. Got lucky. Made a friend who forced me to take a good, hard, wretched look at the path I was walking down. Mostly I know about it because they explained all that to me. They told me a lot of what I just told you, because they had gone much, much farther down that path of blood and suffering, and stopped others from making the same mistake wherever they could.
“In truth, that’s what makes evil so terrifying. I bet most of the people involved in that torture chamber went home at the end of the day and lived relatively normal lives. All but indistinguishable from the bakers and blacksmiths and hunters they lived among.”
“That is terrifying,” she murmured.
“I’m surprised you aren’t more familiar with this, being a holy warrior.”
Delphine sighed. “The evil I fight is far more...obvious. It’s the kind of evil you can erase with a spell or kill with a blade without compunction.”
“That’s fair.” He looked up at the approaching gate and changed the subject. “How was Hazel when you saw her?”
Delphine had agreed to go into town the day following their attack and let Hazel know that they’d not only completed their adventure, but had come out of it basically intact.
“Busy,” she replied, “but the news put her in good spirits.”
“That’s good.”
They arrived at the gate and the guards gave them an appraising look, then looked around at the forest surrounding them. No doubt they had been warned by the returning guardsmen, and no doubt they were concerned Victor might have brought a ‘monster’ or two with him.
“You the one who wants to purchase the inn out there?” one of the gate guards asked.
“Yes,” Victor replied.
An uncertain look passed across his face, and a small sneer came onto the face of the other guard. They opened up the gate, nonetheless.
“Straight on until you hit the castle grounds,” he said.
“Thank you,” Victor replied as he and Delphine walked through.
The guard just grunted in response.
They headed for Hazel’s place.
He knew a great deal of reactions were awaiting their announcement of the inn, and probably most of them were going to be negative. They still hadn’t figured out how they were going to actually make that announcement, or even if they were going to at all.
Given their unique makeup as a group, they were fairly self-sustaining, so they probably had the luxury of taking a very long time and letting word spread organically.
Victor and Delphine walked into Hazel’s shop and found almost a dozen people wandering around. She was in the middle of talking to what looked to be a pair of adventurers, but she glanced their way and then her eyes widened slightly as she saw them.
“One moment,” she said to the adventurers. “There a problem?” she asked.
“We have a non-emergency problem,” Victor replied.
“Okay everyone, bring what you want to buy up here and then get out. I have business to attend to,” she said, raising her voice.
There was some complaining, but surprisingly little of it.
As she checked everyone out, the two adventurers she’d been talking to stopped by to speak with Victor and Delphine.
“Are you the ones running that new inn out in the Hinter?” one of them, a human man with a shaved head and a deep tan, asked.
“I am,” Victor replied, deciding there was no point denying it. “What gave it away?”
“We’ve heard that one of the people running it was a really tall woman with shiny silver armor,” he replied.
“I’m not running it, I’m just...a friend. Helping out for now,” Delphine replied.
“We aren’t quite ready for business yet, but we’re getting there,” Victor said.
The other adventurer, a slim elf woman with dark blue eyes, spoke up. “Is it true that you’re allowing monsters in there?”
“Everyone who observes the rules is welcome,” Victor replied after considering it.
“That isn’t really an answer…” she murmured, scrutinizing him.
“I think it was pretty clear. Everyone is welcome.”
“Hmm.” She smiled very slightly, then nodded and began walking away. “Come on, let’s go.”
They waited for the rest to leave the store and once the last customer was gone, Hazel shut and locked the door. “What happened?”
“The good Lord Remington has decided to kick out anyone squatting in ‘his’ inn,” Victor replied. “We convinced his guards to go back the way they had come, but clearly this is a situation that needs to be addressed, and soon.”
Hazel sighed heavily and rolled her eyes. “That idiot,” she muttered.
“You know him?” Delphine asked.
“I do, actually. Come on, I can get a private audience with him. We’ll get this straightened out immediately.”
…
The local castle was a very busy place.
Victor frowned as he looked around once he, Delphine, and Hazel had been allowed past the outer walls and into the inner courtyard.
It was less impressive than he’d been expecting, in state of a disrepair, but at the time it looked as though a large group of workers were busily and suddenly attempting to fix this.
Almost as if the local lord had, all at once, realized how bad he had let things get, or suddenly needed to clean the place up for company.
Or as if it was under new management.
“Any ideas about all this?” Delphine asked as they moved through the courtyard.
There had to be thirty or so people moving around, most of them making repairs to the outer wall, which had crumbled in several places. The rest were either working on the gardens or making repairs to the castle itself.
“No,” Hazel replied. “It’s unlike Paul. He usually can’t be bothered with upkeep.”
“Paul?” Victor asked.
“Lord Remington,” she said, rolling her eyes. “We know each other from way back. I knew him as a spoiled rich little shit pretending to be an adventurer twenty five years ago. He was a prince, didn’t want to be, ran away from home to play adventurer. I saved his life when he got in way too deep and convinced him to go home.”
“Did you go with him?” Delphine asked.
She sighed. “Yeah, I escorted his dumbass back here so he wouldn’t fucking die on the way back.”
“Did he fall in love with you?” Victor asked.
Hazel snorted. “Of course he did. He was a nineteen year old boy who was being taken care of a by a badass redheaded witch. But I was not into him, despite how this story plays out most of the time. I took him home, hung around for a bit, and managed to convince him that it would never work between the two of us. Thankfully, by the time I visited again two years later, he was married to some princess and she was pregnant.”
“I’m positive he still pines for you,” Delphine said.
“I would,” Victor replied.
Hazel laughed. “I appreciate the sentiment.”
“So he’ll listen to you?” Victor asked.
“Yes.”
They came up to the main entrance where a pair of guards stood at attention. They pulled open the doors.
“Lady Hazel,” one of them said with great cautious politeness, “he is expecting you.”
“Is he now?” she replied.
“Yes...you received the missive?”
“Sure,” Hazel said, only briefly pausing. “Where is he?”
“In the library.”
“Thank you, Wilson.”
The man nodded and they walked past, into a receiving hall. Victor and Delphine followed in Hazel’s footsteps as she marched confidently across it to the left, passed through another tall set of double doors, and continued on along another lengthy stone corridor.
“Missive?” Victor asked.
“No idea. He must want to speak to me about something. It’s happened before. He comes to me for advice on magical things, or if he has a cough that has lingered for too long,” she explained.
“He doesn’t have a magical advisor? A healer?” Delphine asked.
“He does, but his magical advisor is an idiot and his healer is a very grumpy old man that he doesn’t fully trust. Probably because usually he tells Paul ‘it’ll go away on its own and I wish you’d do the same’.”
Delphine laughed. “Wow. That’s...brave.”
“Thing is, he’s usually right. Paul tends to worry after his health. Though usually he has someone come get me directly, not just send a ‘missive’. Come to think of it, I can’t really remember him ever sending a missive. Something has definitely changed, given all that work outside.”
“He doesn’t take good care of his castle, it looks like,” Victor murmured, looking at a cracked window as they passed it.
“No, he doesn’t care much for upkeep or appearances. And his wife is often out of the city. She enjoys traveling and he enjoys not traveling...ironically. Although I think it makes sense given his initial experienced scared him into just staying home.”
“How about their kid?” Delphine asked.
“They had just a single daughter. Lady Lira. She definitely took after her mother, and, in a way, her father. She left, oh...six years ago, run off to be an adventuress. The only difference was that she was good at it. She comes back to visit every now and then. Here we are,” Hazel said, coming to one of the closed doors and knocking on it. “Open up, Paul, it’s Hazel!”
“Oh, uh, come in!” came the response.
She sighed and pushed the door open, then led them inside. Victor looked around, finding himself in a luxuriously large library, the walls made entirely of packed bookshelves or floor-to-ceiling windows. There was a large fireplace against the outer wall, set in between a pair of such windows, giving a great view out into a garden.
The lord himself turned out to be a balding, middle-aged man who looked both timid and annoyed, and maybe a little bit lost. He was seated at one end of a table that was absolutely covered in all manner of parchment.
A young woman who only vaguely resembled him was leaning over the table, staring down at some of the parchment.
They couldn’t be more opposite.
Everything about her was tight, tidy, and trim. Her hair, her clothes, her expression, her stance. She had an air of fierce confidence.
She actually looked like royalty, whereas Lord Paul looked like someone pretending to be.
“Lira! You’re back,” Hazel said.
The woman looked over and smiled. It looked rare, as though most of the smiles she offered were forced or false. “Yes, didn’t you get my missive?”
“I didn’t, I just happened to be coming her to shout at your father,” Hazel replied.
“Oh great,” Paul muttered.
“It’s good to see you too, Paul. Lira, what happened? You look completely different. You look...well, like a princess.”
Lira laughed. “Yes. Short answer is that I’m all adventured out. I got tired of wandering here, there, and everywhere and feeling like I wasn’t really getting anything done. So I decided to come back and take over for my father, since neither he nor my mother have any real interest in running this little town.”
“I’ve been doing my duties,” Paul muttered.
“Hardly,” Lira replied, shaking her head. She turned suddenly as Victor and Delphine approached the table as well. “And who might you be?”
“I guess I should be a bit more proper,” Hazel said, taking a step back and gesturing to them. “May I present Victor Wolfe, adventurer, and Delphine...holy warrior for the Goddess Nystalla.”
“Ah! The ones I’ve been hearing so much about recently.” She stepped away from the table and offered her hand. “I am Lady Lira Remington, Princess of the Hearth Haven Township, and it is my pleasure to meet you.”
“Our pleasure as well,” Delphine replied as they shook hands.
“Yep,” Victor agreed. “Uh...I’m not great with formal stuff.”
Lira laughed. “Don’t let it fool you, I can still drink and swear with the best of them. I spent six years kicking ass and poking into ancient tombs.” She looked at Hazel. “Why are you here to yell at my father?”
“He’s trying to kick my friends here out of their inn,” Hazel said.
“I had nothing to do with that,” Paul groused, sitting back in his chair and heaving a tired sigh. “Kindly direct all your yelling to my overly excited daughter. I was happy to let the damn thing rot.”
“So,” Victor said, returning his attention to her, “you were the one who sent a dozen armed guards to drive us out and kill any ‘monsters’ in the area?”
Lira winced. “Ah. Yes. Sorry about that. Knew I shouldn’t have sent Gus.” She turned to face her father. “You told me he was less of an asshole now.”
“And you believed me,” Paul replied. Lira let out a low growl of frustration. “I didn’t think it mattered! Gustavo gets the job done.”
“Not really,” Victor replied, laughing a little. “Although to be fair we did scare him with a dragon.”
“So you really do have a dragon ally? And...so, wait, you’re living at the old inn? I’m sorry, we’ve heard a number of conflicting reports and rumors recently, and I sent the guards away after they got back for later debriefing because I was so busy in here…”
“I, and my friends, moved into and are fixing up that old inn,” Victor said. “What exactly is going on? I get the impression something is.”
Lira sighed and nodded. “Dad...I guess now’s a good time for a break. Why don’t you go...do whatever it is you’d rather be doing?”
“With pleasure,” he replied, getting to his feet. As he passed by Victor and Delphine, he paused. “Is it true? Did the two of you clear out Black Rot Prison?”
“It’s true. We, and our other allies, led the assault. It’s no longer cursed. The dead no longer stalk the halls,” Victor replied.
He glanced very briefly at Hazel, who nodded, and let out a small sigh of relief. Then shook hands with both of them.
“All royal bullshit aside, you have my personal thanks and sincere gratitude. Two years ago I tried to deal with that nightmare and I lost...several friends during a raid. It’s good to know that the job finally got done.”
They accepted his gratitude and he left the library.
“Your father is...not what I expected from a local lord,” Victor said.
“Honestly, he’s a lot like most of them. I’ve met several. He’s just more honest about how he feels,” Lira replied.
“Most lords don’t give a crap about their towns?” Hazel asked.
Lira laughed. “Maybe not most, but yeah. A lot of them like the perks, they don’t like the responsibilities. I, however, like the responsibility. I’m cleaning up Hearth Haven and renewing the people’s belief in our family’s ability to lead. So I’ve been looking over everything. Taxes, laws, personnel, events that have occurred since I left. And so yes, it was my fault about the inn. I’m sorry. I had heard that it was infested with dangerous creatures. Technically speaking, the inn was built by order of my father a number of years ago.”
“So your family does legally own it?” Delphine asked.
“Yes.”
“You are aware of Hinterland dereliction laws, right?” Victor asked.
She sighed. “Yes. I’d have to go see the inn myself, but it’s clear to me that it’s been abandoned for some time and if you do truly live there now and have been making repairs to it, then, legally speaking, it is yours.”
“Why were you interested in it?” Victor asked.
“Coin. We need coin. My father has squandered a lot of it. Well, I suppose I shouldn’t lay the blame solely on his shoulders. My mother certainly squandered enough with all her travel. We aren’t out of coin, but certainly we’re headed in that direction.” She pursed her lips, studying them for a moment. “What exactly do you intend to do with the inn?”
“My friends and I intend to fix it up and reopen it as a neutral ground for people and monsters alike,” he replied, deciding to go for broke. “And, to be clear, I consider some ‘monsters’ people.”
“Such as?” she asked, clearly intrigued.
“Vipers. Demons. Dragons. Dryads. Harpies. There’s a lot of species out there who dwell entirely in the forest with intelligence that rivals or surpasses anyone living in a township.”
“So you are allied with a dragon, then? And a viper? One rumor I heard placed a viper up there…”
“I’m in love with a dragon and a viper and a demon,” he replied.
“Oh.” Lira looked a little startled. “I...see.”
“It’s really very sweet,” Hazel said.
“Interesting.” She looked over at the parchment-strewn table for a long, silent moment, then turned back. “Would you be interested in helping me with something?”
“That heavily depends,” Victor replied.
“Fair answer. All right, here’s the deal: I’m interested in working with you, long-term. I trust Hazel’s judgment and if you took out Black Rot then you have to be good at what you do. And I’m interested in this idea, this neutral ground between people and monsters.”
“Admittedly, a better term is village-dwellers and forest-dwellers,” Victor replied.
“Noted. If you agree to recover a lost family heirloom for me, and to pay taxes on the inn, we will formally endorse it and render reasonable assistance if necessary,” Lira said.
“Your father is okay with this?” Victor asked after thinking about it for a moment.
“Yes. He’s pretty much given me control of the town.”
“Where is this heirloom?”
“We’ve tracked it down to the Frozen Valley.”
“Oh great,” Hazel muttered.
“What is that, exactly?” Victor asked.
“It’s a valley a few miles west of the inn, I believe. Cursed to be frozen, right?” Delphine asked.
“Yes,” Lira replied. “There was, I think, some kind of monastery there that was eventually taken over by some group doing magical research. Whatever they were doing went wrong and now the valley is stuck in permanent winter.”
“How did the heirloom get there?” Victor asked.
“It was stolen about a decade ago. My father didn’t really care enough to track it down, but I want it back. It’s an important symbol, given to my great grandfather by a great hero. It would renew the people’s faith in my family. It was our claim to fame, really. I’ve spent the past month tracking it down, finally managed to track it there. I was going to organize an expedition at some point, but if you were successful enough to deal with Black Rot, finding and returning this should be easy.”
Victor frowned as he considered it for a long moment. “Whatever I think, I can’t come to a decision without speaking about this with the others in my life. It isn’t entirely my decision to make. But...we probably will have a deal. Although we’ll want something worked out officially, on paper.”
“Of course,” she replied.
“I’m going to go speak to them and then either go after your heirloom or come back and tell you no. Either way, I’ll be back. As for this heirloom, can you be anymore specific than ‘somewhere in the Frozen Valley’?”
“Best we could determine was that it was in the monastery, which is near the center of the valley, in the northern wall,” she replied. “I can offer materials, weapons, armor, if you want.”
“I appreciate it, but we should be good there, given we just stocked up for the previous assault. Well, it was good meeting you. I’ll be back when I can.”
“You as well. I’ll let the guards know not to mess with you, your friends, or the inn,” she said.
“Appreciated.”
“Also, here.” She picked up a parchment and passed it to him. “This is what the artifact looks like.”
“Understood,” he replied, looking the drawing over before folding it up and pocketing it.
“Oh, yes...what did you need to see me for?” Hazel asked.
“Right. I want to replace our current magical advisor with you, and make him your assistant,” Lira replied.
“I...that’s quite a big request,” Hazel replied, clearly caught off guard.
“It is. I’ll understand if you say no. But, unless something has drastically changed since last we saw each other, you’re the most competent and trustworthy magic-user in town, and you genuinely have this town’s best interests at heart.”
Victor looked at Hazel. She was silent, looking like she was standing in front of an oncoming fireball, totally shocked.
“I...would need to think about it. And discuss specifics,” she replied finally.
“I am happy to accommodate,” Lira replied.
Hazel looked back at Victor and Delphine. “I know you said you’re good on supplies, but you are going to need cold resistance and heavy cloaks and I have both, if you do intend to undertake this. I imagine I’ll be here for a while and you won’t want to wait, so, behind my shop is a red stone not far from the rear exit. Beneath it is a key, which will let you inside. Take whatever you need, just make sure you lock up and replace the key when you’re finished.”
“Are you sure?” Delphine asked.
“Yes, Delphine.”
“Thanks, Hazel,” Victor said.
“Hey,” she said when he began to leave, “you really going to leave me without a kiss?”
He laughed and stepped over to her, then kissed her on the mouth. She put a hand over the back of his neck and slipped her tongue into his mouth.
“Thanks for that...see you next time, Hazel,” he said, frustrated that he could feel his cheeks burning.
Women like Hazel still had a lot of sway over him.
“Don’t look at me like that, Lira, you know what I like,” Hazel said.
“He’s just...a little young for you,” Lira replied, her eyebrows raised a little.
“Oh my-he is not that young and I am not that old. Gods, he’s thirty. You watch it,” Hazel replied.
Lira smiled but raised both hands. “Okay! Forget I said anything.”
“Good luck, Victor, Delphine,” Hazel said.
“You too,” Victor replied as they made for the exit.




CHAPTER XX

 
Getting into and out of Hazel’s was as easy as he’d hoped it would be, and before he knew it, they were heading back to the inn with some hooded cloaks and winter wear, and rings of cold resistance. He thought about how he was going to explain the situation as they walked back, but he felt fairly confident they were going to decide to do this.
It seemed like the right thing to do, or at the very least, the most logical thing to do for the inn.
“I’ll help you with this,” Delphine said, speaking for the first time since they’d left the town as they neared the inn. “If you do it.”
“You sure? It’ll probably be dangerous,” he replied.
“Yes. You helped me with the prison. I owe you a debt, but even if I didn’t, I like you all, and I want to help you. I consider you my friends.”
“I feel the same way. And I’m sure the others do as well. And thank you. Your help will be invaluable.”
She laughed. “I don’t know about that. Nyx’s help will be a lot more practically useful.”
“Yeah but she’s also a fucking dragon. We’re not as strong, we can’t breathe fire, and we can’t fly, but we humans do pretty well, and some of us are exceptional. And you’re a pretty exceptional warrior. And I’m not just trying boost your ego.”
“Thanks,” she said after hesitating a moment. “Working with you has been...an interesting experience. Before I ran into you, it had been a difficult time. A lot of annoying, frustrating interactions with other people. A lot of it was my fault, but a lot was also their fault. I’m not easy to get along with.”
“That’s not been my experience,” he replied.
She laughed. “I think at least some of that has to do with how patient you are. And the fact that we’re having semi-regular sex. But I also think you’re something of a rarity. You get along with just about everyone, and even if you don’t, you tend not to raise people’s defenses. And being reasonable and fair also helps.”
“I’m glad you think so. I’ve certainly run into people who have hated me.”
“You’ve probably run into thousands of people by now…” She paused as the inn came within sight. “What are you going to tell everyone?”
“The truth,” he replied. “And that I think we should do this. But ultimately this is Fiona’s decision.”
“Is it? Is it not a decision that belongs to the four of you? It’s her dream, but you, Nyx, and Jezzy have thrown in and committed. You’ve spent a lot of time on this inn.”
“That’s a fair point,” he replied. “I guess we’ll just have to see how it turns out.”
Everyone but Cassie was gathered in the central room, and they all looked over as he and Delphine walked inside.
“How’d it go? You look...pensive,” Fiona asked.
“Well...it went well,” he replied, sitting down at the table. “The short of it is: we can keep the inn. I was right about the legality of it. However, we’ve been offered a deal. The lord’s daughter has basically taken over for him, as he doesn’t really give a shit about running the town, and she does, and she seems pretty good at it. She is aware of our plans for this inn.”
“The entirety of our plans?” Jezzy asked.
“Yes. That we wish to offer neutral ground for everyone, forest-dwellers and all. And she approves. She told us that if we would be willing to recover a family heirloom for her in the Frozen Valley, she’d be willing to officially endorse us. That and we’d have to pay some taxes,” he replied.
“What’d you tell her?” Fiona asked.
“That I’d have to talk with you all about it.”
“So she knows we’re here? Just to be completely clear. A succubus, a dragon, a viper?” Jezzy asked.
“A werewolf sleeping upstairs?” Nyx threw in.
“Yeah, she knows. She also knows we took down Black Rot. Hazel and her go way back, apparently. Hazel trusts us, and she trusts Hazel. We’d have to no doubt formally sit down, negotiate, sign some documents, but she seemed reasonable and amenable. And I trust Hazel,” he replied.
They all looked at each other in silence for a moment.
“Well, I’d be down for this,” Nyx said. “I know where the Frozen Valley is. I can fly us there in about ten minutes.”
“I am amenable to these terms,” Fiona said. “Though we’d have to think of somewhere to meet. I can’t imagine it going very well, us coming into town…”
“We’d figure it out,” Victor replied.
“I’m down, although...I’m not sure if I should go to the Frozen Valley,” Jezzy said.
“Why not?” he asked.
“I tried going there once before, and I began to feel this...I’m not sure. This weakness coming over me. Like my life was being drained out of me. I spoke with several others who ventured into the Frozen Valley and none described anything like that. I’ve come to believe that it was either a unique occurrence, or it was related to the fact that I’m a demon,” she explained.
“Well...Cassie’s out, I imagine,” Victor said.
“Yeah, she’s not going to be up for another day or two,” Nyx replied.
“I would not be an asset,” Fiona said. “Besides my lack of magic, I don’t do well in the cold.”
“I’m still too weak,” Ilona murmured. “Or I would go.”
“What about Fauna? We still haven’t heard back from her,” Victor suggested.
“Actually, she visited while you were away. She’s feeling better, but her clan needs her to help them deal with something. She suspects it’s a ploy to get her to stop spending time with us, but she sees it as an opportunity to reverse it and convince them to spend more time with us. And, on top of that, dryads traditionally don’t do as well in winter,” Fiona replied.
“So...it’d be me, Delphine, and Nyx going in.”
“It’s looking that way,” Jezzy said, frowning. “Are we sure this is a good idea?”
“It’s worth trying, at least,” Victor replied. “Do we know anything about this valley? Why is it frozen? What might be waiting for us in there? Lira mentioned a monastery that was converted into a place for magical research.”
“There isn’t much,” Fiona murmured. “It’s always been fairly mysterious.”
“Yeah, I never heard much about it,” Nyx said. “Mostly just that it was just a valley stuck in winter. Cursed or something else.”
“There’s too many curses around,” Delphine muttered.
“Yep.” Victor stood back up. “So, we’re in agreement then? We’re doing this?”
Everyone responded affirmatively.
“All right then. Delphine, Nyx, if you’re ready, let’s prepare.”
“I’m ready,” Nyx said.
“I’ll get my things,” Delphine replied.
…
“This is going to be normal, isn’t it?” Nyx asked as she flew them through the air once more.
“What?” Victor replied.
“Us, flying off into the Hinter to do something dangerous.”
“I think it’ll settle down soon.”
“I hope so. I’m actually liking the idea of just...relaxing for a while. Or at least doing something a bit more relaxing...hey, there it is, you see it?”
He twisted slightly in her arms and looked.
And there it was.
It stuck out incredibly, a section of the land that was otherwise miles and miles of green forest was shrouded in silvery mist. It formed a roughly rectangular shape that he’d guess was maybe a mile long. It looked ridiculously out of place and unnatural.
“That’s so strange,” he murmured.
“Yep. And we have to walk through it,” Nyx replied.
“Why?” Delphine asked from between her great wings.
“Potentially too dangerous to try and fly down through something like that. The winds can kick up unexpectedly and I can’t risk dropping one or both of you. Or, more to the point, I won’t risk that. We’ll put down at the edge and walk it. Shouldn’t be that bad.”
“Says the hot-blooded dragoness,” Victor replied.
She laughed. “Stop complaining.”
“Yeah, yeah.”
A moment later, she was bringing them down, heading straight for the edge of the silvery mist. It almost looked like a cloud had descended from the sky and come to roost on the ground, keeping its density and taking on an unnatural shape.
“This is so weird,” Victor muttered as he looked at the mist.
It wasn’t completely opaque, he could see the slope of the ground as it began its descent into the valley and some of the trees dotting the landscape ahead, but if he didn’t know it was there, he wouldn’t have guessed there was a valley from this perspective.
He could feel the chill, even with his cloak and the ring of cold protection. Reaching down, he adjusted it slightly on his finger.
“Well, are we ready?” Delphine asked as she stepped up next to him.
“Ready,” Nyx said.
“I’m ready,” Victor replied, and set off as he drew his sword.
The two women walked alongside him, Delphine to his right, Nyx to his left.
They moved slowly at first as they walked into the mist’s icy grip. The cold was tolerable, but that made him wonder just how bad it would be if he didn’t have the magical protection against it. He put it out of his mind, focusing instead on their environment.
But there seemed to be nothing.
Snow covered everything, and the entire valley was a dead place.
Every tree was skeletal and no plants were visible, save for the bare remnants of bushes that poked up through the carpet of snow.
A forlorn wind blew through the valley, not overpowering, but persistent and loud enough to be effectively unsettling.
No other thing produced noise.
No birds, no insects, no beasts.
Nothing.
He realized suddenly that this made perfect sense. Given that the valley was surrounded by normal forest, why would anything come here? There was no reason to hunt, for fresh meat or plants. He wouldn’t be surprised if they were the only living things in this valley.
Maybe they’d be that lucky.
“Does anyone feel poorly?” Delphine asked.
“I don’t,” Nyx said.
“No,” Victor replied. “Do you think Jezzy was right?”
“Could be,” Delphine said. “There do exist things to ward off demons. Spells, curses, magical artifacts. There do also exist such things meant to draw life from the living, though they are rare and usually fairly constant.”
“So it’s not likely to suddenly activate when we’re deep in the valley?” Nyx asked.
“Likely, no. If it was such a device or spell, we would have felt it by now. It could be that it is activated by proximity, but we’ve been walking for a good distance now. Then again, it could be something else completely. Lira did say that this place we’re seeking was converted into a magical research site,” Delphine replied.
Victor sighed. “So we might run into nothing or anything. I guess I shouldn’t complain, that’s how this life normally goes.”
“Yeah,” Delphine agreed morosely.
They walked on for several more long, silent minutes, their feet crunching in the snow. They stuck close to the right side of the valley, the northern wall, hunting for signs of the monastery. Victor kept expecting something to appear out of the mist, some looming shape or wild beast, but none did.
“I see it,” Nyx said, breaking the silence that again settled over them.
A moment later, Victor saw it too as they all drew closer.
The monastery entrance appeared to them slowly as a set of crumbling stone steps leading up to the cliff face where an entrance had been carved. The three of them walked up the steps, cautiously studying what they could see.
It wasn’t much. Just a door and two rows of windows carved out of the rock above it.
Almost all the windows were covered by something, and the front doors were closed.
“Think someone’s here?” Delphine asked.
“Maybe…” Victor murmured, looking around for signs of life.
He saw nothing, but that didn’t mean much. The winds and the snow would have erased any evidence of it pretty quickly.
Nyx walked up to the large wooden doors and placed a hand against one.
“Whoa,” she said, straightening up.
“What?” both Victor and Delphine asked at the same time.
“Magic. I feel strong magic. Not sure what kind, but something is up in there.”
“That makes sense. There’d be a really good chance that whatever is making this place frozen would be coming from inside and persistent,” Victor replied.
“Yeah...we ready?” Nyx asked.
“Do it,” Delphine said.
Nyx pushed open the doors. They gave seemingly without too much resistance, creaking open with ominous sounds. The gray wintery light spilled into the room beyond, showing them an old, dusty interior that was completely bare.
“I don’t see signs that anyone’s been here for a long time,” Nyx murmured, stepping aside to make some room.
Victor stepped up and looked around. She was right.
There was a fine layer of dust on the floor and it was completely undisturbed, save for where the wind managed to get through cracks in the doors. There was only a single other door opposite the first one, leading into another area, this one darker, more difficult to see.
“Delphine, can you give us some light?” he asked, gently putting his hand beyond the threshold.
He could feel the magic on the air now as well. Definitely a strong spell.
Delphine cast the light sphere and it snapped into existence within the room. Victor tensed slightly, expecting some negative reaction, but there was nothing.
Only the lonely, desolate sound of the wind whispering into the now open monastery.
“Let’s go,” he said, stepping within.
One by one, the old, not quite dead structure swallowed them up.




CHAPTER XXI

 
The first room let out into another chamber that Victor quickly realized was a sort of crossroads.
There were openings to either side that led down stone corridors, and a closed door directly across from them.
“Still no sign of life,” Victor said quietly as he looked around, “but…”
“What?” Delphine asked.
“Not sure. Feels like there’s something in here with us,” he replied, looking down both passageways.
He settled his gaze on the door directly in front of them and walked up to it. Putting his hand to it, he could feel a very subtle vibration.
The thrumming of magic.
He tried the handle, found it locked. When he gave it a push, the door didn’t budge even in the slightest.
“I get the feeling there’s something important behind here,” he said.
“Want me to break it down?” Nyx asked.
“No, not if we can afford to avoid it,” he said. “This is probably the central chamber, and from the way these hallways are set up, I imagine they encircle it. Meaning there are almost certainly other doors leading into it. Let’s try them first.”
He chose left at random and began walking, sword still in hand.
The sense of being watched was strong, but he was willing to admit that it may simply be the heavy presence of magic on the air.
They made slow progress down the corridor.
There were no other doors down the initial length of stonework passageway. When they came to a right turn and stepped around it, he saw that he was correct.
Along the right wall was another door about halfway down, and there were several doors cut into the left wall, some of which were open.
They stopped at the first one and peered inside.
“Sleeping area,” Delphine murmured as they looked over a collection of simple mattresses in simple wooden frames.
They took a moment to search it over for what they were looking for, then moved onto the next door and opened it up, finding more of the same. As was true for the next pair of doors. As he neared the middle of the corridor, Victor again tried the door that would let them into the central chamber, and was met with the exact same result.
“So whatever’s in there is keeping us out,” Delphine said when she tried it.
“Presumably,” Victor replied. “But...well, what we’re looking for might not be in that central chamber.”
“Maybe, but I doubt we’ll get that lucky,” Nyx replied.
They moved on, checking out the rest of the rooms. In the final one, Victor found that it was a little more furnished, featuring a desk and a chair next to a small bookshelf. He walked over to the desk and checked the drawers.
“I wonder what they were researching here,” he murmured, finding not much beyond some feather pens, empty parchment, inkwells, and a scattering of other random objects. “Or what this monastery was devoted to before.”
“Hopefully nothing stupidly dangerous,” Delphine replied. “Any luck?”
“Nothing,” he replied, standing back up as he finished checking.
They moved back out into the hallway and walked around to the rear corridor. More doors awaited them, as well as the stairwell that led to the upper stories. They kept going.
He paused at the bottom of the stairs, a sound coming to him.
Looking back the way they’d come, he asked, “Did you hear that?”
“I did,” Nyx said.
“No, what was it?” Delphine replied.
“I have no idea, it was so incredibly faint…”
“I’m not sure either,” Nyx murmured.
Victor walked back to the corner and looked back. Nothing to see, and nothing seemed different. He stood there at the corner with clear views of both corridors and waited for a long moment. Still nothing.
Finally, he sighed softly. “No idea. Let’s keep looking.”
There was not a doorway into the central chamber from this side, so they instead searched the doors that were available to them. Each led to what seemed to be a storage area. There were several crates stacked up and shelves full of items, only some of which he could identify.
“Great,” he muttered, “now we’ve got to search through all of this.”
“It’s probably not in any of the crates…” Delphine replied.
“Probably,” he agreed reluctantly. “But we don’t know what the thieves might have done with it, how carefully they could have hidden it. You’re right though, we should search the more obvious places first.”
They looked over the shelves, careful of the dozens of delicate instruments and glass jars and vials. Most were empty, but some were full of liquid that could be just about anything. They moved through each of these rooms, the minutes drifting by in cold silence, and as they reached the end of the corridor, Victor heard something again.
“I heard it too, that time,” Delphine murmured, looking around.
“What is it? It’s still faint,” he said.
“I don’t know, but I don’t like it. It’s almost like...whispering. Almost. And it’s familiar. I know I’ve heard it somewhere before, but I’ve experienced so many things.” Nyx sighed softly and shook her head. “I don’t know.”
The feeling of tension, of being watched, only increased as they finished their search of the first floor. The third and final door into the central room was as locked down and immobile as the other two, and the rest of the rooms didn’t have what they were looking for. Nor provided any real insight into what might be happening presently.
They returned to the stairs and began ascending.
“Whoa…” Victor said, coming to a halt as he neared the second story. “You feel that?”
“Yeah. That tense feeling just got a lot worse,” Delphine muttered.
“What does that mean, exactly?”
“It means something’s in here with us, and it’s watching us, somehow,” Nyx replied, looking around.
She took the lead, walking out into the second story corridor first, looking around fervently.
“Any ideas on what it could be?” Victor asked.
“Maybe...hard to tell. There’s just too much magical interference to really focus and suss it out. Whatever it is, I’m at least pretty confident we’ll be able to handle it,” Nyx replied.
“All right,” he said after considering it for a moment, “we keep going for now.”
“I’ve got your back,” Delphine said.
As they continued their search on the second story, Victor found himself marveling over those he now shared his life with.
He had been all over this country, in conflicts beyond counting at this point, in blizzards and typhoons, fighting against all manner of vicious and horrifying creatures. Though he often trusted the people he fought beside to at least be able to do their job and probably have his back, it was rare that he worked with such competent partners.
He felt more comfortable with Nyx and Delphine than he would with a dozen adventuring warriors or mercenaries as backup.
They were competent, but they also cared.
He’d been in serious relationships with other adventurers before and it always made such a strong difference. It had its drawbacks, but in his experience, the positives pretty much always outweighed the negatives.
And this felt truer than ever before with this group.
Given the situation, he was exceptionally grateful for this backup, because this place was starting to get to him. As they began hunting through the rooms they found up here on the second story, each of which seemed to be dedicated to a small area where research of varying types could be conducted, the feeling of being watched grew even worse.
And the sounds…
They were all hearing it now, and they were getting more consistent.
Victor thought that Nyx was right, it sounded like whispering, but not quite. Whispering, but somehow…
Other.
Somehow alien.
More apprehensive than ever, they checked over the rooms as quickly as they could. Victor found himself lamenting the need to hurry, as they found journals and parchment that contained notes, clues as to what they had been doing out here.
But the sense that they were running out of time was becoming more and more powerful with every additional second they spent in here.
They spoke little as they worked, intent on completing their mission.
The trio worked their way tensely through the rooms until they reached the opposite corridor, this one featuring a row of windows that looked out over the valley below. And both doors leading into the central chamber remained as stuck as the rest.
Victor paused by one of the windows, pulling back a heavy drape that had been laid across it, and looked out onto the desolate landscape below. Even now, after just a few hours in this snowscape, the knowledge that they were surrounded on all sides by autumn splendor seemed strangely unreal.
He let the drape drop as his instincts suddenly screamed to him that something was about to happen.
Looking around, he saw Nyx and Delphine had tensed up as well.
The strange whispering had stopped, cut off like someone had thrown a switch.
The hallway they were in suddenly seemed darker.
“Something is coming,” Nyx murmured.
“But from where?” Delphine growled.
“Boost the light,” Victor replied.
She gestured sharply at the sphere of magical light and it grew in strength, pushing back the gathering darkness.
Victor hunted fervently along the corridor they were in. Nyx was right: something was coming. But he could see nothing.
Except…
“There!” he shouted, launching a fireball at a shadow that was creeping along the inner wall.
For just a second he thought that he had to be seeing things, that it was some strange trick of the light, but as his fireball made contact something shrieked loudly and a slender dark form seemed to come right out of the wall.
It flailed as it fell to the floor, seemingly popping into existence.
“Shit! Leech Shades!” Nyx snarled, and launched her own, much more powerful fireball.
It smashed into the slender figure and turned it to ash.
“What the fuck are those?” Victor snapped.
“They’re really rare but they’re otherworldly beings who congregate around intensely magical sites sometimes. Drawn to them like moths to the flame. And they leech magical energy from whatever is causing it,” Nyx replied.
“There’s another one!” Delphine snapped, and launched what looked to be an arrow of magical light.
It connected with a shadow moving along the ceiling and another dark shape snapped into existence with a shriek, falling to the floor in a tangle of long limbs.
“What do we do?” Victor asked.
The whispering was back and getting louder.
The darkness was getting more intense.
“They exist in little pockets of reality just beyond the perception of our own,” Nyx muttered. She fired off another fireball, killing a third. “But they’re little more than fancy animals. They’re here for the magic.”
“Then why are they coming after us?” Delphine asked.
“Like a wolf growling over a meal if you get too close, they think we’re here to take it from them,” Nyx replied. “And unfortunately they just made themselves correct. Let’s move!”
A shadowy hand shot out up out of the floor and wrapped around Victor’s ankle. He cried out as he felt something begin cutting into his flesh. Stabbing down with his sword, he thrust it into the long-fingered hand that grasped him.
As it shrieked and let go, disappearing back into the darkness beneath him that began retreating rapidly, he expected to see blood.
But there was none.
“How do they damage you?!” he demanded as they took off down the hallway, making for the third and final door on this level.
“Not sure, but don’t let them touch you! Too many of them will suck the life out of you!” Nyx replied.
Victor cursed and glanced back over his shoulder as they neared the corner and saw that the way behind them had become a seething riot of darkness.
It rolled towards them, almost as one solid shape.
“Fuck,” he whispered.
“Move!” Nyx growled, pushing him and Delphine past herself.
She turned back and unleashed a solid wave of flame. Immediately he could hear a cacophony of shrieks and moans and wailing cries that chilled his bones and nearly made him freeze up in fear. He pushed on, forcing himself forward.
They reached the final door on this level and tried it.
“No good!” he snapped.
“Godsdamnit!” Nyx roared, hurrying up to them.
She landed a solid kick on the door, causing it to rattled slightly in its frame, but otherwise it was undamaged and unmoved.
“We have to go to the next level,” she said.
“Maybe we should retreat,” Delphine replied as they began hurrying to the stairs.
“Maybe, but I think we can still salvage this,” Nyx replied. “Victor?”
“I’m with Nyx,” he said.
Delphine growled. “Fine.”
They hit the corner and rounded it, then hurried over to the stairs. As they reached it, Victor looked down and saw almost a solid wall of darkness blocking it off. He wasn’t sure they’d be able to go back down even if they intended to.
The trio rushed up the stairs and came to the third and final floor.
“Shit! There’s no door up here!” Delphine snapped.
“Keep looking!” Nyx replied, urging them along to the left.
She roared another wave of fire down the stairs, causing another symphony of shrieks to rise up to them. Victor had to give it to these shades, they were tenacious. He hit the corner first and nearly ran right into the waiting, elongated arms of one.
He shouted in shock and stabbed it in the face on reflex. The thing let out a brief but loud shriek and collapsed, oozing a dark, vaguely glowing liquid from its ruined face as he yanked the blade back out. They hurried over the body and moved down the corridor, looking for a door or any way in. More and more of them were coming.
As he reached the end of the corridor without having found anything, he looked back and lamented how much this reminded him of Black Rot. He’d been in this situation hundreds of times before: dark, dangerous things out for his blood, but he had hoped he’d be able to space it out a bit more. Three days didn’t feel like nearly enough of a rest.
Looking down the next stretch of passageway, something caught his eye.
It was brighter here, and not just from the windows. The light spilling into the hallway wasn’t sunlight, but magical, glittering in the air.
“There!” he snapped, hurrying over to a hole in the wall.
There were a few missing bricks. Through the hole, he could see the central chamber this whole thing was built around. It glowed and glittered with pure white light, and he could tell that it was all coming from something in the center, down on the first floor.
“Get us in there!” he cried, shooting off another fireball as yet another leech came for them.
“On it!” Nyx replied, thrusting her clawed hand into the hole, gripping the masonry, and giving it a hard tug.
It didn’t move much. She grunted with effort, working hard, putting her considerable strength to use.
“Protect her!” Delphine snapped, taking up a defensive stance to one side.
Victor took her other side, sword at the ready.
The shades came for them in force.
Within seconds it was like he was back at Black Rot, only worse. Several sharp stabbing sensations racked his body with pain as he fought with the slender shapes. He would definitely have preferred undead to these monstrous things.
As he fought, his sword arm rising and falling, lopping off heads and limbs, he could hear Nyx straining behind him and Delphine shouting in fury and occasionally in pain. They fought on, sweat forming, bodies beginning to ache and weaken as the creatures landed more and more blows.
The leeches made a sort of hissing shriek as they attacked and the sound was filling the old stone corridor.
“Nyx!” Victor yelled as he dropped two more and a third gripped his arm.
“Almost there!” Nyx replied.
He could hear her working frantically, ripping the wall open, bricks falling and hitting the floor, the sound just audible over the shrieking.
Delphine cried out in pain, but he had no time to see if she needed help as three of the things rushed at him. He slashed hard and fast, his arc broad, and his blade bit into their frail bodies. He ducked another questing, long-fingered hand and stabbed its owner in the chest. Tearing the blade free, he decapitated another two of them.
“I’m through!” Nyx shouted and then she was gone.
He fell back a few places and looked through the huge hole she’d broken into the wall.
She was flying straight for the artifact or whatever it was that cast the intense magical field.
“Nyx!” he cried.
She connected with it and an enormous white flare burst into being. The entire building shook around them and for a few seconds he found himself fighting blind, hacking and slashing viciously to keep the shade creatures from getting at him.
But as his vision cleared, he saw that he was hacking at nothing.
The corridor was empty, and he just caught sight of a few of their living shadows retreating rapidly. Turning around, he saw the same.
“What happened?” Delphine asked, breathing heavily.
“I’m not sure but we need to help Nyx,” he said, looking through the hole again.
Nyx now lay on the floor of the main chamber, unmoving.
The pair of them began hurrying back downstairs.
…
They got back to the first floor and found the doors easy to open now.
Getting inside, the pair hurried over to Nyx’s still form.
“Thank the Gods, she’s still breathing,” Delphine muttered as they crouched by her side.
“What even happened?” Victor asked as he checked her over, worry consuming him to the point of panic that something terrible had happened to her.
“I think she just crashed into the magical artifact. She gets reckless like this sometimes,” Delphine replied. “Here, let me just…”
She laid her hands on Nyx’s head, which he realized had a long cut across its top that was bleeding, and began to unleash a healing spell. Seconds passed by tensely, the only sound in the room now the faint blowing of the wind.
“There,” Delphine said, pulling her hands back.
The wound had sealed, the blood mostly gone, but Nyx remained unconscious. Victor grit his teeth, running his hand slowly up and down one arm.
“Nyx?” he asked. “Nyx, come on.”
“Give her a moment,” Delphine murmured.
He could feel the panic starting to overwhelm him. If she’d done something to herself, something that couldn’t be fixed by healing magics, something that would take her out of the world…
In that moment, he had no idea what he’d do.
Just as he was beginning to really start to peer into the chasm of frenzied agony, she took a deep breath and her eyes fluttered open.
“...it worked,” she murmured, then winced. “Ah! I’ve got the worst headache.”
“You idiot,” Delphine said.
“What? It worked,” Nyx replied.
“Nyx,” Victor growled, staring hard at her.
She looked over at him, initially confused, then realization seemed to settle in and she looked sheepish and a little guilty.
“I’m sorry,” she murmured, slowly sitting up and then opening her arms.
He stared at her for a moment, immense relief that she was all right fighting with anger that she’d risked her life like that.
“I had to, the situation was desperate,” she said when he didn’t hug her.
Finally, he sighed and leaned against her, hugging her tightly. She wrapped her huge arms around him, squeezing him.
She had a point, he admitted to himself reluctantly. How many times had he risked his life in situations like this?
“What if it hadn’t worked?” he muttered.
“It did, that’s what matters,” she replied. After a moment, she let him go and looked around. “I wonder what the fuck they were actually doing in here? I didn’t get a great look at the device before I smashed into it...what happened with the leeches, by the way?”
“They ran,” Delphine replied.
“I figured they would. I was hoping destroying the device would scare them, sort of like throwing a torch at a wolf. Got lucky there, too,” she said.
Nyx began to get up, then groaned again and slowly laid down once more on her back. She put a hand to her head.
“This headache,” she muttered. “I might need a minute. Been a long time since I’ve hit my head this hard. Why don’t you two start looking for the heirloom?”
“You sure?” Victor asked.
“I’m sure. Go on, I’ll be fine. I just need to lay here a bit. And I’d like to get out of here and back home,” she replied.
“All right, tell me if you need anything,” he said.
“I will. Give me a kiss.”
He kissed her and then joined Delphine, the pair of them going on the hunt for the heirloom.




EPILOGUE

 
“A little to the left,” Ilona said.
Victor pushed the desk left an inch, then another when she gestured again.
“Okay, that’s perfect,” she said, grinning. “That’s just...fantastic. I love it.”
“Are you sure you’ll be comfortable with this arrangement?” Victor asked, looking first at her little corner of the room, then around at the rest of his own huge bedroom.
“I was going to ask you the same thing,” Ilona replied.
“I’m comfortable with it, I know Jezzy and Fiona are,” he said. “I just thought you’d want more privacy.”
“After two godsforsaken years of exile and isolation with only the dead for company, I have had enough privacy to last a lifetime,” Ilona replied. “I want people. Huge bonus if they are attractive people who like having sex with me.”
“I definitely like having sex with you,” Victor said.
Her grin broadened and she stepped up to him. “I like it, too.”
“You turned out to be extremely horny,” he murmured when she grabbed his shirtfront.
“Did I now?” she replied, the quality of her grin changing. “Well, I have a lot of sex to catch up on.” She kissed him, then pulled back and frowned slightly. “Although I guess now isn’t a great time. You should probably be downstairs. I only meant to grab you for a minute.”
“Probably,” he agreed.
“I’ll join you,” she said.
He nodded and took one more quick look around.
It had been a week since they had returned from the Frozen Valley, and it had been a very busy week. Though thankfully one free of combat.
He hadn’t had to draw his blade a single time.
His, Jezzy’s, and Fiona’s bedroom looked different now. They’d fixed up the bed in the corner and hauled in some more furniture. They had a dresser and a wardrobe now, as well as a pair of desks and a large bookshelf.
Ilona had one corner all to herself now, though she required little more than a bed, a desk, a chair, and a trunk to store her things in as she slowly purchased more of them to rebuild all that she had lost in her quest to cure herself.
She was feeling and looking a lot better, and had finally taken off the healing ring two days ago. She still suffered from the occasional dizzy spell or bout of weakness, and tended to sleep a lot, but they all agreed that she was healthy again.
Victor glanced once at the ladder that led up to Nyx’s loft. She had ultimately settled there, though really just for sleeping. He had been finding himself splitting his nights between his, Jezzy’s, and Fiona’s large bed, and Nyx’s.
And Ilona’s.
And Delphine’s.
He stepped out into the main corridor and peered through the open door into Delphine’s room. They had furnished all the rooms now, though hers was a lot more decked out, the furniture larger and fancier, and there was more of it.
After all, they had agreed to always have a place for her here.
She wasn’t in her room at the moment.
Victor followed Ilona downstairs and looked over the central room. It was a proper dining area now. They had bought a dozen tables and thrice that many chairs, populating it and the reading room adjacent to it.
It had been a big pain in the ass, but definitely worth doing.
The place looked like an actual proper inn now.
Jezzy and Hazel were sitting at one of the tables, talking quietly and looking out the windows to the front yard. He could see Nyx out there, working on something higher up on the wall by the door, and farther out, Fiona was talking with Lira.
“Hey you,” Jezzy said with an easy smile as he approached. “Everything okay?”
“Yep,” he replied, coming over and giving her a kiss.
He laughed softly as she pulled at her dress.
“Don’t make fun of me,” she complained.
“I’m not,” he said.
“You are! You’re laughing at me,” she pouted. Or pretended to at least.
“It’s a little amusing,” he replied.
She sighed. She, Nyx, and Fiona were getting used to wearing clothes. Jezzy had the most practice at it, but she had gotten used to going around as naked as the other two just recently. He had to admit, it looked absolutely unreal to see a viper and a dragon in clothing.
Fiona had gotten herself a dress that Hazel had made custom for her, one of several that she was going to own once Hazel finished working on them, but Nyx was wearing as little as she could get away with.
She pretty much just had on panties and an extremely small shirt that covered the bare essentials, and even then didn’t do a great job of it.
Victor had a hard time complaining about it, though.
“Where’s Delphine?” he asked.
“In the basement,” Hazel said.
“Still working?” he asked.
“Yep.”
“I guess I should check in with her. Be back in a moment.”
Ilona took a seat at the table with Jezzy and Hazel.
Things were changing for them all, it seemed. Ilona had decided to stay, at least through to next spring. Winter wasn’t all that far off, and given that she would likely be recovering for months, she saw no reason to go on any long trips.
He had the impression that she might be staying longer than a few seasons, though, given how she had been acting around him, frequently unwilling to let him out of her sight if she was feeling particularly clingy.
Again, not something he minded.
Hazel’s own life was changing. She had agreed to Lira’s proposal. She would still run her shop, but not as often, now delegating most of the more mundane tasks to a pair of employees she’d hired. Now, she would be helping set the magical standard of Hearth Haven. He wasn’t sure what that meant, but had a sense that she would be perfect for the job.
At any rate, she seemed happy, if a little overwhelmed.
He heard sounds coming from the basement as he descended. Delphine had been either unwilling or unable to keep from working in some capacity for too long. She had made the basement sort of her own personal project.
As he came to stand at the base of the stairs, he looked around, into each of the open doorways.
They’d converted one of the rooms into another bedroom, and another into a bathing area, though the baths were smaller and offered a bit more privacy, as they were within wooden stalls. They’d kept the original bathing area for themselves.
Delphine was in the last room, the one that once held the tunnel the undead had been coming from. As he came in and looked around, Victor marveled over it.
It looked completely different.
It had better lighting from the candle-holders she’d installed on the walls, and there was no evidence the big hole in the wall had ever been there. Besides the wall itself being fixed up, a large wine rack now covered it.
They had turned this room into their storage area. Crates and shelves now occupied the space around the edges of the room.
Delphine was finishing installing the last shelf.
“How’s it look?” she asked when she noticed him entering.
“Great,” he replied.
“Good. Because I’m done for the day. I want a meal, and some wine, and a bath, and a book,” she said, putting away her tools.
“You’ve earned it,” he replied.
“I believe I have. Is it signed? Is the place ours?” she asked.
He smirked. “Ours?”
She paused, then sighed. “You know what I mean. And...you know what, yes. Ours. I have a vested interest in this inn and the people involved. I have a permanent room here. So I think it’s only fair that I call it ours.”
“I’m not complaining,” he said, “it’s just...you seemed prepared to leave not all that long ago.”
“I was. And someday, I do still need to leave. But I have earned myself a break, between clearing out Black Rot and solving, and fixing, the mystery of the Frozen Valley.”
“Nyx did that,” he muttered.
“Oh whatever! I was instrumental. Anyway, I have earned a break. And I think Ilona has the right idea. I think I’ll stick around until springtime. And if I get bored, I’m sure there’s plenty to do around a place like this.”
He reached out and patted her ass as she walked past him into the next room. “Yes, plenty to do, Delphine.”
She paused, then laughed. “You’re very brave and lucky. Few men would do that and be allowed to.”
“I wouldn’t do it if I thought you’d have a problem with it...and besides, I know you have too difficult of a time resisting the temptation that is me,” he replied.
She let out a growl as she headed upstairs. “Don’t get cocky.”
He laughed. “Noted.”
Victor and Delphine walked upstairs. While she made for her bedroom on the second story, he walked towards the front exit, thinking of the others.
Velena and Fauna both had yet to make a return appearance, and Fiona had told him not to expect to see Velena for quite some time. She liked to be alone, especially after spending a prolonged period with others, and Fauna was a very busy woman.
Cassie had hung around for another few days before fucking the shit out of him and then pretty much just walking out of their lives.
All she really had to say was: “It’s been fun, maybe I’ll see you again, maybe I won’t. Good luck with your inn.”
And that was that.
As he came out, he saw Nyx was affixing their newly made sign to the front of the building, and left her to it, moving forward to join Fiona and Lira.
“How is everything?” he asked.
“Wonderful,” Fiona replied, beaming with happy energy.
Ever since they’d returned the heirloom and Lira had promised to come up with the deed formalizing their ownership of the land and the building, and their partnership with Hearth Haven, Fiona had been nothing but happy.
“Yes,” Lira said, looking around. “I must say, seeing this place with my own eyes has been fantastic. It really is beautiful up here. And you all have done such a good job with the inn. It looks almost new. Have you had any customers yet?”
“Not yet,” he replied.
“I’m sure you will soon. I’ve heard a lot of people talking about it. I’ve set them straight as much as I could anytime I hear something incorrect, but I think a lot of people are going to need to see it for themselves to believe it...anyway, I have a township to run, and I’m afraid I must go. I wish you luck with your inn, and I will be visiting in the near future.”
She wished them farewell and shook both their hands, then headed off back down the trail.
They had spent a day carving out a better trail along the Hinter from here to the main path.
“So, how you feeling?” he asked.
“Good...but nervous. What if no one comes?” Fiona murmured.
“They’ll come, just give it time,” he replied.
She kissed him suddenly. “I wanted to thank you again. I know we all pitched in, we all worked hard to make this happen, but you...were there for me in a way that no one else really was. Jezzy and Nyx are my friends and they support me, and obviously I love them and their help has been invaluable, but I think you were the first to truly believe in my idea, and you just...helped. You could have walked away, but you didn’t.”
“Well...I do love you,” he said, making her giggle. “But I also believe in you, and this.” He paused. “Although…”
“Yeah?”
“Are you sure about the name? I still think it’s too, I don’t know, on the nose? Too obvious?”
“I think Nyx is right,” Fiona replied.
“Of course I’m right,” Nyx replied as she started hammering the sign into place. “I’m older than all of you combined, I know what I’m talking about.”
“Being older doesn’t mean you’re always right,” Victor said.
“Uh-huh, keep telling yourself that,” Nyx replied.
He was thinking of something to say back when he heard someone approaching. They both turned to look and saw a group of four people coming up the path. Victor recognized them all. The two leading the way were the pair (couple?) of adventurers who’d asked him about the inn last week back in Hazel’s place.
The other two were guardsmen from around the township, out of uniform.
As they approached, Victor suddenly became aware of more movement from the left. He saw Fauna and another dryad appear out of the vegetation.
“Hello, I assume this is the inn–” the elven adventuress began as they came onto the property, then stopped when she noticed the pair of dryads.
Both groups stared at each other for a long moment.
“This is, in fact, the inn,” Victor said.
“And so long as you play nice,” Nyx said, stepping back from the sign as she finished with it, “everyone is welcome. Humans, elves, dryads, werewolves, vix. Everyone.”
“I can play nice,” Fauna said, and she and her friend began walking towards the front entrance.
“How about you?” Victor asked. “Can you play nice?”
“We can,” the elf said. “Right?” she asked, looking around at the others.
“Yeah, of course,” one of the guards said.
Fiona smiled and gestured to the inn. “Then, welcome to Monster Girl Inn.”




TIME TOGETHER




JEZZY

 
Victor at last finished cleaning the stove with a sigh of relief.
For a moment he stood there in the kitchen, looking out the window onto the backyard of the Monster Girl Inn. Twilight had already come and gone, and now a moonlit gloom shone down on the nearly dead trees.
Winter was on approach.
It was close enough that Victor expected to wake up any day now and discover that it had snowed, and badly, all night long while they’d slept. He wasn’t sure how to feel about that. Some days he looked forward to it, because it would be a nice excuse to be lazy for a day or two.
But most other days he knew he couldn’t really afford to be lazy anymore, or, at least, not at the drop of a hat. Lazy days had to be planned for, or else it would come at the cost of one of the women he loved.
Although he wasn’t in love with Delphine, he still cared for and respected her deeply, and he’d be damned if any of them had to put in a hard day’s work while he lazed about.
Consequently, he was now learning the hard way that running an inn, even with several others, was actually a shitload of work.
Hard work.
It was getting easier, at least, though he knew some of that was because they were approaching a dead time of year. Most adventurers packed it in when winter came around. Found a nice little village or an isolated cabin or cottage and pretended to be normal villagers for a few months before picking up and leaving with the dreary cold once the spring returned.
He frowned as he realized there was an extra voice mixed in with the ones he’d been hearing out in the main room as he’d cleaned the kitchen.
Usually by now the customers were either gone or in bed.
Although it wasn’t that unusual, he reminded himself, for someone to stay up talking late into the night. The people who actually decided to come through the door, (and a lot of people chose to just keep walking), were usually very interesting in some form or another.
He turned away from the stove and moved over to the order window that looked out of the kitchen and into the rest of the inn. There he saw most of the women who were now sharing his life with him, and he theirs, and also one other.
Nyx, Jezzy, Ilona, Delphine, and a fox-like vix woman sat around a table not far from the lit hearth, passing a few bottles of wine around and talking, sharing stories it sounded like. He focused on the vix.
He’d seen her come in earlier in the day and immediately she’d caught his attention.
She had the most vivid red fur, and the fur between her collarbones, disappearing down into her shirt, (which showed off a lot of cleavage), was a bright orange. And she had amazing blue eyes that shone like magic-infused gems in her beautiful face.
And then she’d caught everyone’s attention when she’d sung a song and they’d learned that she was not just an adventuress, but a traveling singer.
And by the Gods did she have an amazing voice and talent.
Victor washed his hands and then headed out into the main room. Looking around, he saw that they were the only ones left. As he stepped out, he saw Jezzy whispering something in the vix’s ear. (He couldn’t remember her name, though he knew he’d heard it, it started with E…)
“Hey! Look who it is!” Nyx said, grinning at him. “You finally done back there?”
“Yeah, no thanks to you,” he replied.
“I don’t go back in the kitchen, I just break things,” she replied.
“Are you actually drunk?” he asked, sitting down at the table.
Nyx giggled. “Getting there. It’s hard, being a dragon, trying to get drunk. But I found a special wine, hundred years old, they called it Dragon’s Blood...don’t drink any. Did I mention that? Don’t fucking drink any of this, it’ll knock you into next week.”
“She’s being serious,” Delphine said. “You actually will slip into a coma for at least a few days if you have a glass of this stuff. It’s dangerous.”
“Shit, should I have been helping in there?” Ilona murmured. “I would have, but I need a little sit down after bringing the dirty dishes in…”
“No, Ilona,” Victor replied, “you’re doing completely fine. I was just complaining at Nyx, not in general.” He studied her closely for a moment. “How are you feeling?”
“Just a little tired,” she said.
“Maybe you should get some sleep. It’s been a long day.”
She smiled a small smile. “Not yet.”
“...all right. I mean, I can’t make you go to sleep, I just...want you to be okay.”
“And I appreciate that.” Her smile widened a little. “And you can make me do plenty of things,” she murmured into her cup as she took another drink of wine.
Jezzy giggled, which made Nyx start giggling, too. Delphine started in as well, then started coughing.
“Delphine, will you please admit you are sick and get some rest?” Victor asked.
“I’m not sick! I’ve just got something stuck in my throat,” she muttered, clearing it and then taking another drink.
“You’ve had something stuck in your throat all day,” he replied.
Jezzy giggled. “And all last night, too.”
Delphine started coughing again, though this time it was on her wine. She spewed some of it onto the table. “Jezzy!” she managed.
“What? I’m not lying,” Jezzy replied. “I am impressed by how long you can suck dick, and that’s coming from a succubus.”
“JEZZY!”
Now everyone was laughing and Delphine was turning bright red.
“Oh come on, don’t get all prudish on us now, holy warrior,” Nyx said.
“Oh shut up,” Delphine growled.
“Hey, where’s Fiona?” Victor asked. “She was with me in the kitchen not too long ago and then she went to check something.”
“She’s checking our stores in the basement,” Jezzy replied.
“Oh...why?”
“Because I asked her to,” Jezzy said. “Because I wanted her out of earshot for the final preparations.”
“What are we actually doing?” Victor asked. “It’s our one month anniversary of opening the place and I...though we’d be doing more. But then all the stuff happened today...maybe we should just wait until tomorrow?”
“No,” Jezzy said. “Just...trust me.”
“So what are we doing then?” he asked.
“Her.” Jezzy tilted her horned head towards the vix woman.
Victor began to respond, his gaze flicking to her, and then he couldn’t think of anything to say in that moment.
“Oh,” he managed.
They all immediately began giggling and laughing again, even Delphine.
“I don’t think we’ve been properly introduced,” the singing adventuress said. “My name is Elise.”
“It’s a genuine pleasure to meet you, Elise,” he replied, taking her hand when she offered it and kissing the back of it, making her giggle softly. “I’m Victor.”
“I’ve heard a lot about you all night long from your...many friends,” she murmured.
“What kind of things?”
She looked at him with those amazingly blue eyes of hers. “Fun things. Sweet things...arousing things.”
“Elise really likes what we’ve got here,” Ilona said.
“I do. I love it here. I love the atmosphere. I love the...peace. It’s so peaceful. It’s calm and fun and friendly. So many inns I go to, there’s so much posturing and noise. That can be fun, to be sure, but this is...a pleasure too rare. And Fiona is so wonderful. You all are. But her vision of a shared place for everyone is something I love.”
“It’s been worth devoting myself to,” Victor replied, looking around briefly. “So...okay, can I get the specifics? I’m a little run down from the day, and as much as I love playing word games, I’d rather have a straightforward conversation.”
“That’s fair,” Jezzy said. “I was telling Elise here about how wonderful you all are and how much you would really, really like to get her naked and on her back–and don’t pretend like you wouldn’t, I can sense lust, Victor–and then I told her how one of Fiona’s absolute favorite things to do is to watch Victor have wild sex with attractive new ladies, and she would fit that perfectly.”
“I must admit, I find the idea very appealing. And Fiona is such a sweetheart. I spent an hour talking with her about everything it took to get this place going. And I can just hear and see and feel the love pouring out of her for, well for everyone here, but especially for you, Victor. You were instrumental in making all this happen,” Elise murmured, leaning forward and putting her chin in her palm, smiling at him.
And showing off even more of her great, orange-furred cleavage.
“Well...Fiona is rather biased towards me. I’m positive she made it sound like I was more instrumental than I really was,” he replied.
“Victor, you risked your life more than once to make this happen,” Nyx said.
“We all did,” he replied.
“Yes, that’s true, but you are the one at the center of the web. We all knew each other, mostly, except for Ilona, before all this, for seasons, for years even, and this never happened. It wasn’t until you showed up.”
“Fiona laid a lot of groundwork before I got involved,” he said. “And I’m not just being modest.”
“I believe you,” Elise said, “but my point is: I have rarely seen a guy so devoted to his lover when they were the same race, let alone the same species. You really love her. You really love all of them. I’ve seen it all night, the way you make time to check on all of them, do all sorts of nice little things. It’s really nice.”
Delphine coughed again, though this time more from awkwardness than anything else “Ah, Victor and I, um-well. We aren’t, uh…”
“You two might not be in love but you both love each other,” Elise replied with a hand wave. “It’s obvious to anyone with eyes.”
“I…” Delphine looked at Victor and he looked back at her.
“Well?” he asked. “Do you love me?”
“You answer first,” she muttered, crossing her arms, blushing intensely.
“You didn’t ask first,” he replied.
“Just…” She looked away.
“Yes, Delphine, I love you as a very close friend, and something a little more,” he said.
“What’s that supposed to mean?” she asked sharply, looking back at him.
“That we’re closer than friends, even if we aren’t in love.”
“Don’t try to deny it, Delph,” Nyx said after a long moment. “The man has sex with you, rubs your back, sleeps next to you, makes you dinner, and goes on adventures with you. I understand you aren’t looking to get married, but are you really going to tell me you aren’t happy with the relationship?”
“I’m not saying that!” she replied. “It’s just...love is a...a big word.”
“You don’t have to say it if you don’t want to,” Victor replied. “I know that, in your own way, you love me as I love you.”
She smiled awkwardly, looking down at her at her wineglass. “I do love you...as a very, very close friend,” she murmured finally.
“I don’t think there’s any ambiguity with Ilona,” Jezzy said, grinning.
Victor glanced over at her. She was staring at him openly, a big smile on her face. “No ambiguity,” she said without taking her eyes from his, “I’m hopelessly in love.”
“So am I, evidently,” he replied, taking her hand, “and that’s just part of the reason I want you to get some more sleep. You’re still recovering, Ilona, and I love you and I want you to get better.”
“I will,” she said, squeezing his hand. He kissed it, then looked back to Elise.
“So,” she continued, “when I got to talking with Jezzy and heard about Fiona’s proclivity, and I felt my own desires towards such a handsome man as yourself rising, I leaped at the opportunity to make everyone happy.”
“All right,” Victor replied, getting to his feet. “Why don’t you all head upstairs and start getting ready. I’ll do the rounds down here, make sure we’re locked up.”
“You’re so responsible,” Jezzy said, smiling lovingly at him. “It’s so...arousing.”
“Everything I do arouses you,” Victor replied as he headed for the front door.
Jezzy giggled. “Is that such a problem?”
“Of course not. Now go on, get upstairs and get ready for me.”
“Yes, sir,” Ilona replied demurely.
There was the sound of chairs scraping across the floor and footfalls as they headed for the stairs. He checked the doors and all the windows, making sure they were locked and looking out into the cold, moonlit night to see if anyone or anything was lingering out there.
This was the Hinter, after all.
But there was nothing, and by the time he was done making sure the fires were out and the doors were locked, Fiona was emerging from the basement.
“Victor, hi. Everyone’s gone,” she murmured.
“Up to bed,” he replied, taking her hand and kissing her, “and we should get up there, too.”
“Yes, I suppose so, it’s been a long day...where’d Elise get to?”
“She’s settled, come on,” he replied.
“All right.”
As they headed upstairs, Victor thought of the last month.
It had been a very busy month.
When they had actually opened the inn for business and let people know where it was and what it was, it had been a bit slow at first. A lot of people were reluctant to go to a place they knew was occupied by ‘monsters’.
But some of the braver souls came to see what was going on, and found out that it was a good place, and, more significantly, a safe place, and then word spread like wildfire in a drought-stricken forest.
Then, suddenly, everyone wanted to come see.
From adventurers to traveling merchants to people from the nearby township of Hearth Haven.
Victor found it fascinating that once unspoken ‘permission’ was given by the act of someone having gone there and done it for themselves, way more people than he would have thought had the urge to have a conversation with a monster.
It was a big part of the reason he’d been so invested in this. He had the hunch that while yes, some people would harbor their hatred to the end of their days, reasonable or not, most people were at least open to the idea of sharing a meal or a conversation with someone very different from them. Not of the same race, nor of the same species.
The problem with running the inn, the one that he hadn’t really seen coming–though he should have–was that there was just so much to do.
Needs and problems piled up faster than he could get rid of them, even with the high of energy that he was running on more or less nonstop these days because of how frequently he fucked Nyx. He’d honestly been getting worried if it was ever going to let up, but finally, just in the past few days, it seemed that they were at last getting ahead of it all.
He and Fiona moved silently down the central hallway towards their bedroom. He could see her resisting her urge to knock on every single occupied door and check with every person currently sleeping in the inn to make sure they had everything they needed or wanted.
It was very sweet and just highlighted Fiona’s tendency to be a caretaker, but it didn’t take long for her to realize that what people wanted was to be left alone to sleep almost all of the time they were already in bed.
They reached their own room and went inside.
Fiona slithered into the room and then stopped as she looked around. Victor smiled, shutting and locking the door firmly behind them, careful not to hit the bell. Given all the sex they tended to have, they’d taken to soundproofing their room. Which meant that they couldn’t necessarily hear it if someone came knocking on their door.
So they’d rigged up a bell to pulled if anyone needed anything.
They were willing to compromise a lot to make this dream come true…
But not sex.
“So, um...hi,” Fiona said.
“Hello, Fiona,” Elise replied with a sultry smile.
She was laying completely naked on the bed, her wonderful, voluptuous, red-and-orange-furred body a marvel to behold.
Everyone else was seated around their huge shared bed, passing wine and a few joints of greenleaf back and forth between themselves.
“We’ve got a present for you, love,” Victor said.
She glanced back at him, then again to the others. “I...uh...what kind of present?”
“I kept hearing about how much you love watching Victor make love with other women, and how beautiful you think I am, and thought I should indulge everyone’s whims,” Elise replied.
“This is your one month anniversary present!” Jezzy cried, unable to contain herself any longer.
“I...oh wow,” Fiona whispered. “Thank you!”
“You’re welcome, lovely lady,” Nyx said. “Here, have a seat, take a smoke and a drink, you need to actually let yourself relax, Fiona. You’re working too hard.”
“Oh...I don’t know, I’ll be slower in the morning,” she murmured, but Victor could tell she wanted to.
He gave her a hug and a kiss. “Let yourself relax, Fiona. We’ll handle things tomorrow. You really do deserve it.”
She laughed and kissed him back. “All right.”
As she got settled, Victor took off his shirt and began walking towards Elise.
…
Victor came awake to a feeling that was unfortunately beginning to be familiar to him.
Jezzy was awake, while everyone else wasn’t. He sat up and took careful stock of the room around him. All the ladies were sleeping. Between the wine and the greenleaf, Nyx, Delphine, and Fiona (who had indeed partaken once she got settled), were totally out.
Ilona, in her state, tended to fall heavily into sleep the second her head hit the pillow and not wake up until late the next morning.
And Elise…
He smirked, briefly, as he looked at his vix lover for the night (and maybe a few nights more, there had been quite a connection there). He found it amusing how sleep could turn the toughest warriors and the most beautifully seductive women into something silly, if not downright ridiculous.
Elise lay on her back, the blanket down, her big, furred breasts bare to everyone, (Gods did she have fantastic tits), one arm laid down beside her, the other flung almost comically dramatic across her forehead, her mouth hanging open as she snored slightly.
Carefully, Victor extracted himself from the bed of naked women. He’d of course had sex with Fiona as soon as Elise was finished with him, and then Nyx and Jezzy simply had to have him as well, and had taken their turns riding him.
He was fairly sure that if it weren’t for Nyx’s dragon powers flowing into him, he’d be dead from exhaustion at this point.
Once he was up, Victor grabbed his robe, tied it off, and carefully made his way outside after checking the balcony and finding it vacant. He listened as he moved down the corridor, but could hear nothing, save for a bit of snoring.
It was very late, somewhere past midnight, and the sun wouldn’t be up for some time yet.
Victor walked downstairs and, after a bit of wandering, found Jezzy in the sitting room, staring out a window.
She turned the moment he entered the room and let out a mildly frustrated sound. “How do you know!? How do you know every time?!”
“Because I love you,” he replied, coming and sitting beside her. “And...I just do. What’s wrong?”
“Nothing...specific,” she murmured, looking back out the window again.
He waited, listening to the distant sounds of the wind moaning through the trees. The closer they got to winter, the more common that was. It was a haunting sound, and it made him glad to be indoors and with company.
Finally, she sighed. “I’m just...worried.”
“What about?”
“All the normal things. I’m happy, and I’m terrified of losing it. Something bad happening to you or Fiona or Nyx or the other people who have become important to me. Something bad happening to the inn. To me. But I’m kind of used to it at this point, that fear. I’ve been living with it, relaxing, learning how to cope with it…”
“Did something happen?” he asked.
She sighed. “Sort of.”
“What?” he asked, immediately anxious.
She took his hand. “It wasn’t anything serious, really. It was just...one of the people who came through today, who was here for lunch, gave me a look. Like a...like they were accusing me of something. And the few words we exchanged of them ordering food, well, it was obvious they didn’t want to talk to me. And...I don’t know.”
She heaved a sigh. “I’m used to it, by now. Or I thought I was. People giving me the look. That look. There’s a few of them, actually. The look of fear, or the look of hate, or the look of anger. And, in truth, I get it: demons have caused a lot of problem in this world. Some people have good excuses, their lives ruined by demons, and, just, ugh.”
Jezzy gave her head a hard shake. “I know I’m just complaining over nothing. Oh no, some strangers looked at me mean or were kind of rude to me. I mean, it’s happened to Nyx and Fiona and even Ilona. And I know it’s happened to all of us, just…” She sighed again. “I’m the fucking whiniest demon in this realm, I don’t know how you put up with it.”
“Jezzy,” Victor said, and hugged her. She hugged him back tightly. “You aren’t whining. These aren’t unreasonable concerns. People give you shit just because of how you look, and it’s all right to be upset or angry or sad about that...I really do wish you’d talk to me when you’re feeling like this. If I thought you wanted to be alone, I’d let you be, but you don’t seem to want to be alone.”
“I don’t,” she murmured. “I think I do maybe, or...I don’t know. I don’t want to wake you, or anyone.”
“You’re more important to me than sleep,” he replied, rubbing her back.
She laughed softly. “That’s too nice.”
“Whatever it is, it’s the truth.”
“Gods, I don’t deserve this. Honestly, you know, it wasn’t even the way the customer treated me or looked at me...it was Elise.”
“It was?”
“Yes, but probably not how you’re thinking. She was nothing but great, it’s not anything she did. It’s just...what she said, about how you love us all so much, and you take care of us, it just made me start thinking I don’t really deserve the relationship. And, worse, sometimes it feels like...I’m waiting for someone to show up and take me away.”
He pulled back and looked into her eyes. “What do you mean?”
“I know it’s ridiculous, but...I don’t know, I just have this fear, sometimes it’s a nightmare, of like, this group of...I don’t even know! Authority figures, I don’t know who, but someone who, for some reason, has the power to enact their will, and they show up and tell me that my time here is over, that I need to stop pretending like I can live this life, like I’m not a succubus or a demon from another realm, that I need to go back to my people and go back to being miserable.
“And it’s one of those things that’s, you know, in the light of day it feels about as ridiculous as it sounds. But on my worse days, or sometimes at night, it feels much more real. Sometimes it feels like I’ll somehow be taken away, and you won’t be able to find me and come after me, and you’ll be sad, you’ll cry, you’ll mourn, you’ll try to find me but eventually you’ll get on with your life and think about me less and less….and it’s not like I want you to suffer, it’s just...I’m so fucking miserable over the idea of being forgotten and abandoned.”
“Jezzy,” he said, and hugged her again.
She sniffed.
“Jezzy, no one’s going to take you from me. From us. We won’t let it happen.”
“I know, I know. It’s not,” she paused and laughed a little, then sniffed again, “it’s not even like-I don’t think I’m actually afraid I’ll literally be dragged off by people and kept from you. I think it’s more just...some part of me feels like I don’t deserve this life and I don’t fit in here, and at some point you and Fiona and Nyx are all going to realize it.”
“That won’t happen,” he said.
“How can you be so sure?” she whispered.
“Because there’s nothing to realize, Jezzy. Because it isn’t true.” He pulled back slightly and looked her in the eyes. “Jezzy, I don’t know if I really believe in fate. I think we get to choose what path we take. But if fate is true, then...we belong here. This is where we’re supposed to be, and this is who we’re supposed to be.
“Every time I see you, every day I spend with you, every morning I wake up next to you and every night I go to sleep beside you, it feels right, Jezzy. I love you. That isn’t going to change. You’re happy here, I know you are, and you’re not going to be happy all the time, but I don’t want you suffering like this. I don’t want you believing it’s going to be ripped away from you. But I also don’t want you to feel like you have to hide this from me because you’re worried it will upset me.”
She stared at him in silence for a long time.
“What should we do?” she asked finally.
“How about...the next time you wake up like this, you wake me up? And we talk until you feel better.”
“I think that’d be helpful,” she murmured. Jezzy reached up and wiped at her eyes. “You always know what to say...I don’t know how you do this so well.”
Victor smiled and shrugged a little awkwardly. “I’ve discovered that humans and demons, or dragons or vipers for that matter, aren’t really all that different. We have similar concerns, similar worries and fears, and I’ve had a lot of practice comforting the women who come into my life.”
“Why is that?”
He sighed quietly. “At some point, it became obvious to me that the world we live in is a brutal, savage, miserable place, either inadvertently or gleefully inflicting horrors upon us all. And the best way we can deal with that is by helping each other. Listening to each other. And I discovered that most people aren’t willing to do that, or, at least, not for relative strangers. I remember hooking up with this vix adventuress, not unlike Elise, and she broke down crying when we were laying there after making love.
“I asked her what was wrong, I thought I’d done something, but she just said that her brother had died last week, and she hadn’t even begun to deal with it, because she didn’t know how. So I talked to her about it, mostly I listened to her talk about how she felt, about memories, old and recent, and we stayed up until the sunrise, and at the end, she was almost happy.
“We parted ways a few days later, and the thanks that she gave me for helping her grieve, for just listening, was so authentically heartfelt that I never forgot it. And it was after we parted ways that I promised myself I would do that if I could for the people I came across. She was so different afterward, like a weight had been lifted from her. It didn’t fix everything, but I think it got her on the path to feeling better, to deal with the trauma. So I opened myself, emotionally, if I could, to the people who crossed my path.”
“That...is so amazing,” she murmured.
Jezzy hugged him again, holding him tight against herself.
“Can we stay here for a while?” she asked softly. “I just want to be here with you...I’m feeling better, also.”
He kissed the side of her head. “Yes, Jezzy, we can stay here for as long as you want.”
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“Nyx, this is too much! We have to find somewhere to wait it out!”
“No, I can do it!”
“Nyx, if you get us killed or seriously injured, you know how miserable Fiona and Jezzy and Hazel and Delphine–”
“Fine, fine! Gods, you’re way too good at getting me to do things nowadays!”
“You know you love it!”
Victor felt a puff of heated air blow down onto his face and let out a little sigh of relief. He’d been hoping for that, and not just because of the fact that he now had a love of Nyx’s specific smokey smell. It was actually a little bit of a problem, because now he began getting horny every time he smelled a little bit of smoke.
He couldn’t get enough of that dragon pussy.
But right now, it was freezing and the winds were shrieking all around them, bitterly cold, even with his enchanted gear and heavy clothes.
Victor was surprised by how little fear he was feeling right now, racing through the air in the middle of a particularly bad blizzard. But he trusted Nyx, trusted that she could see farther than the end of her arm, like him right now.
Trusted her not to let them get killed.
Of course, that might not be in her control. Nyx was amazing, more powerful and with better senses than anyone he knew, but that didn’t mean she was invincible.
He tried to think of places they could get to and hide out, but gave up pretty quickly when he realized he had no idea where they might be right now. He thought he might’ve had an idea, but with the blizzard, it was too much for his senses.
“Victor! Cover your face!” Nyx called suddenly.
He responded by doing. They mostly didn’t question each other when the situation was even kind of serious. A moment later, he felt a blast of heat as he heard the distinct sound of her blasting out a burst of pure flame without roaring.
She paused, coming to a halt and hovering in the air. He could feel the powerful winds buffeting her, trying to shove her huge body around but failing. Suddenly, she made a noise of triumph and then they were moving again.
“Victor, I see–” She paused, snorting suddenly, trying not to laugh. “You can remove your hands from your face, dear.”
“Don’t make fun of me,” he replied, pulling his hands back.
“I’m not!”
“Oh right, I know that snort.”
“You do not!”
“Oh I do, my dragon wife! It’s that ‘my human is being just so adorable but I don’t want to say that’.”
“We aren’t technically married,” she replied, grinning down at him.
“Uh-huh. I also know that you really like it when I call you my dragon wife.”
She laughed again, giggled more like, and shook her head. Then they shot off, downwards this time. Nyx held him firmly. By this point, he usually rode on her back, between her wings, but sometimes one of them wanted him in her arms as they flew.
Victor kept an eye out for whatever their destination was as she dove down into the storm.
It had come out of nowhere, but from what he’d learned, that wasn’t too uncommon in the Hinterlands.
It had been about a week since their three month anniversary of opening the inn, and they were now smack dab in the dead of winter.
And what a winter it was.
Snow had started dumping on them shortly after their two month anniversary, and that was after weeks of temperatures cold enough that they woke up with frost on their windows most mornings. And Victor and all the others were more than happy to just stay inside.
In Fiona’s case, she kind of had to.
It wasn’t impossible or lethal for her to travel in the snow and the cold, but it was a great deal more miserable for her, and it became dangerous faster, given her species and her lack of magic. They’d done what they could to get her some cold resistance enchanted jewelry and clothing, just in case, but she was pretty happy to just exist in the inn all winter.
Jezzy was more or less in the same mood. Winter always made her lethargic and she wanted to sleep most days away. Between the two of them, Ilona also sleeping most days away as she recovered from her long illness and time as an undead, and Delphine off on her first solo journey since joining them, doing Nystalla’s will, he’d been spending a lot of time with Nyx.
He’d been a little worried that they’d start to get on each other’s nerves, but that didn’t happen. If anything, they were closer than ever.
“There,” Nyx said, breaking his thoughts.
He looked where they were headed and, after another moment, a dark roof appeared out of the blowing snowfall. It looked expensive.
More details were revealed as she swooped around it. Big windows framed in iron, heavy pale white bricks covered in dead ivy, a big fence giving a spacious yard to what Victor realized was an estate.
What looked like a long-abandoned estate built by...a king? A lord? A lumber baron? A retired adventurer?
They were all likely.
As they landed in the yard, he felt that twinge of guilt he now did whenever he mentally gave people shit for building something and living in the Hinter.
Because he was doing the same damn thing.
Only it was actually working for him, but it had clearly worked for them to a certain degree, enough to get it built, at least, and maybe live there for a while.
“Let’s get inside!” Nyx said. “You have to be freezing!”
“Getting there!” he replied, struggling to be heard over the shrieking winds.
He tried not to curse Lira too much in his head as they hurried towards the big stone stairs that led up to the huge wooden doors. He and Nyx got up to the entrance and she pushed the doors inward. They opened on a dusty, mostly empty foyer.
The two quickly got inside and pushed the doors shut behind them, then locked them firmly against the cold world beyond.
Once the door was secure, they took another look around the foyer.
“Hear anything?” he asked after a moment.
“No,” she replied, “but the wind is kind of screwing with my hearing. I don’t sense any evil or undead or curses, nothing like that. We’ll have to double-check, but I think we have the place to ourselves.”
“Finally,” he muttered.
“Was that a response to how rare it is we find a place empty, or to living with several other people?” she asked as they set off into the estate.
“The first one. If anything I’ve been a little desperate for attention lately,” he replied.
“Mmm, yeah, you have been clingy lately,” Nyx said.
“Yeah, sure, I’ve been clingy.”
“Dragons do not cling,” she murmured, brushing him with one wing.
“Oh right. Sure they don’t,” he replied, winking at her.
She sighed heavily but kept her peace.
As they hunted through the halls of the vast, mostly empty estate, he fell back into thought.
The two months that had transpired since their one month anniversary had been interesting, but mostly in the sense that they were surprisingly normal. His life settled into a routine that was mostly eaten up by responsibility.
It had finally settled down after that first month. He knew some of it was just that fewer people came by during the winter, but they had also gotten used to running an inn, and more proficient at it. And it also helped that he simply had more time indoors, because he hated going out in the freezing cold, even with his magical gear.
So there was just more time in the day for him to help do all the things that needed to be done.
And, right as everything was going well, he’d gotten a missive from Lira. She wanted a favor. So he had gone to see her, finally flying into town on Nyx’s back. It was something he’d always wanted to do, and, he’d learned, something she wanted to do even more.
It had caused something of a stir, especially when they headed straight for the castle, but thankfully no one had done anything unfortunate.
They’d had their conversation with Lira, and she’d made a deal with them. Things were more expensive than she’d originally anticipated, and she’d gotten her hands on the location of a secret stash a group of adventurers, who were now all dead after years of exceptionally dangerous adventuring. And she wanted it.
Given the nature of the situation, and the nature of their relationship, she’d asked if they would be willing to go retrieve it, and keep what they thought might be a fair amount. And given that none of them were actually all that interested in being rich, they’d pass off probably just about all of it.
And, quite separately, they’d also negotiated a separate...encounter.
That ‘negotiation’ had ultimately ended up in Lira coming up for a visit last night and having sex with him while the others watched.
He was still riding high off of that one.
He’d had sex with one princess before and it had been really good. And he had discovered that it remained true. There was just something special about hooking up with royalty.
It probably helped that she had been an adventuress for a good long time.
Monster girls did it best, but...adventuresses came damn close sometimes.
He lost his smile as he glanced at Nyx. Something had been a little off about her just recently, but he genuinely couldn’t put his finger on what. It didn’t seem very consistent, coming and going at random, and sometimes it was so subtle that he wasn’t even sure if he was really sensing something in her or not.
But by now he was convinced something was bothering her, something she didn’t want to talk about. He’d tried raising it, subtly, whatever it was, but it was obvious by now that he was way, way out of his depth when it came to social subtleties.
Nyx was a five hundred year old dragoness who’d spoken with great philosophers, debated with heads of state, and shared stories with some of the smartest storytellers out there. And she’d had centuries to perfect her social craft.
So he was just going to have to say something.
“So, uh, Nyx,” he said as they hunted through the second story for signs of life.
“Yes?” she replied, and only a careful and practiced ear would have been able to detect the slight hesitation in her voice.
“I had a question.”
“I probably have an answer.”
He waited for a moment, unsure of how to formulate the question. It wasn’t something he had to deal with. In his line of lifestyle, a lot of the women he ran into tended to overcompensate by acting tough and hiding their emotions. Too many assholes were all too happy to take advantage of emotionally vulnerable women. Then again, something about him made them relax after some time together, open up and be honest, so what was the problem now?
Well, he had more invested in this particular relationship and…
He’d never actually dated a dragoness before.
They walked into a big, mostly empty library and looked out some floor-to-ceiling windows. The blizzard was in full swing, the snow shrieking by the glass. Visibility was down to nothing out there now.
Yeah, they were going to be here for a bit.
“Nyx...are you all right?” he asked.
“What? Yes. What do you mean?” she replied.
He turned away from the window and looked at her. She looked nervous.
“Nyx, I know something’s bothering you. I don’t know what it is, I don’t quite know when it started, but I know something has upset you, and has been for at least a week now, and it’s not going away. And I want to help make you feel better if I can.”
Nyx stared at him for a long moment, the only sound the winds howling and the estate creaking around them.
Finally, she heaved a sigh and shook her head. “How do you do this?” she asked finally.
“Do what?” he replied.
She laughed softly. “Read me like this?”
“Well, we’ve been together for several months now. We’re always around each other…”
“No, it’s not–” She shook her head again curtly. “It’s not the same. I mean-you know, for us.”
“I...am very lost,” he replied.
“I’m sorry, I know. I-can I have a moment to collect my thoughts?”
“Yeah. Lemme finish checking up here, I’ll be back,” he replied.
“Thanks,” she murmured, turning to face the windows again.
Victor left her, reluctantly, and tried to keep focused on completing his task. But it was difficult. Because something was wrong, and she was actually worried or upset about something, and it very likely was related to him.
Had he done something wrong?
Was there some kind of social thing with dragons that he’d been doing wrong or not doing at all? Something that was bothering her, had been bothering her for months now?
Victor had mastered a lot of fear over his life–he’d had to in order to stay alive–but his fear of losing those who he really cared about, well…
That still held power over him.
He finished his search of the second story of the estate, finding a whole lot of nothing. He was more convinced that they were alone by the time he returned. He found Nyx in the exact same spot that he’d left her.
Silently, Victor rejoined her by the window.
Another moment of silence passed.
“It’s different because you’re a human and I’m a dragon. Humans, or for that matter, pretty much all other races, should not be able to read me easily, not after a few months. Perhaps after a few years. And that’s a little frightening, that you can read me so well after only a few months,” she said.
“Well...I love you,” he replied.
She smiled, despite her worry. “I know, and I love you, too. That has a lot to do with it. But you...are something special. You have connected with me in a way that...I’m not sure I ever have connected with someone. Not even another dragon.”
“Oh.” He paused. “I can see how that would be worrying.”
“You see!” She turned to face him with an abrupt motion that startled him slightly. “Pretty much anyone else would say ‘but why is that concerning?’. But you didn’t say that, you understood! That isn’t normal.”
“Our relationship isn’t normal,” he replied.
“I...yeah, that’s a good point. But it’s still not...it still worries me.”
“All right, I understand that, so...is that the problem?”
“No. Not really. Just an aspect of it.”
“So there is a problem?”
“Yes...sort of...I need more time. Let’s finish searching the estate,” she said.
“All right,” he replied.
Nyx laughed softly. “You’re really patient.”
“For a human?”
“Well, for a...not a dragon. Sorry.”
“It’s fine. I’ve accepted that, on certain levels, you experience life differently than I do, than everyone else we tend to come in contact with does. Come on, let’s finished the search.”
They resumed their walk through the large, forsaken structure, and he sensed a curious thing happening with her. At first, Nyx seemed relieved, but then she seemed even more anxious, and then she kind of bounced back and forth from there.
Their search seemed to go quickly after that. They finished investigating the first floor and then looked over the basement, finding an old wine cellar, and some leftover bottles that were nicely aged, and several big, empty rooms that might once have held piles of old furniture.
Eventually, the two of them ended up in a master bedroom with a big bed and a big fireplace on the first story. Victor got the fire going while Nyx paced around anxiously.
“Can we try again?” he asked after he finished with the fire and began taking off his armor.
They were alone here, he was convinced of that, and this blizzard would probably go on the rest of the day and the night. Fiona and Jezzy and the others would be worried, but not particularly so. He and Nyx were both very capable survivors and warriors, and they knew that.
“Yes,” Nyx replied. She sighed heavily and sat down on the edge of the huge bed. “I’ll just say it: it’s been hitting me recently that our relationship isn’t like anything else I’ve ever experienced before, and that, in and of itself, is frightening for a being that has existed for five hundred years and thought she had seen and done it all, but it is even more frightening, terrifying even, because I value relationships above all else. And this is almost certainly the most valuable relationship I have ever encountered, meaning it is the most terrifying to lose.”
“Oh…” He finished taking off his armor, then took off his shirt and tossed it aside. He walked over and sat down beside her, then took her hand and held it with both of his own. “I understand, Nyx. I, well, I have my own fears of that nature.”
“Do you?” she asked suddenly. “It doesn’t seem like it, sometimes. And if anything, that piles on the anxiety. It’s rare that I meet someone who isn’t a dragon that can keep up with me, and I’m sorry if this sounds arrogant, but, well, I’m a dragon.”
“So far, your assessments have been fair,” he replied.
“That’s good to know,” she murmured. Then she sighed. “But you seem so...confident. So certain that everything is going well, that we’re doing great.”
“...aren’t you?”
“Yes! But...what if that stops?”
He considered it for a moment, then shrugged, a little helplessly. “I...don’t know what to tell you, Nyx. Beyond what we’ve already discussed in the past. If things start getting bad or annoying or depressing or whatever, we’ll talk about it. Like we are now. We’ll talk and we’ll listen and we’ll discuss. We’ll figure it out, whatever it is. I think…” He hesitated.
“Don’t pull back now, Victor. Just tell me,” she said.
“Okay. I think you’ve had it easy for a long time, Nyx. You’ve said so yourself: you are a dragon. You are stronger than most everyone else, you are faster. You can fly. You’re so magical. You can go for days and days without sleep if you have to. You can survive much. You’ve seen and done so much that it’s hardened you in some places. You’ve had centuries to learn, practice, and perfect, and so many things are just second nature to you. Easy.
“And now, suddenly, you have to try. You might fail. Or, more significantly, you might fail at something you have a more vested interest in than anything else for a long, long time. By your own admission, if this relationship goes sour, it will hurt in a way nothing has for a long time now. And that’s frightening. But it’s okay.”
“Is it now?” she murmured.
“Yes.”
“Why?”
“Because you have me. Because you have Fiona, Jezzy, Delphine, and Ilona. You have your friends. You have us. And we’ll help you. And, if all else fails, if, for whatever reason, you end up alone, much as you don’t want to, you can survive that. And come back from it. You’re the strongest person I’ve ever met, and not because of how hard you can hit.”
She laughed and shook her head. “You believe in me so much,” she murmured, then reached up and brushed at her eyes.
“I do. You’re amazing,” he replied.
“So are you,” she murmured, then paused, sighed, brushed at her eye again. “It’s been a long time since I’ve really cried.”
“It’s all right to cry, Nyx.”
She laughed again and sniffed. “Even for strong, five hundred year old dragons?”
“Yes, Nyx.”
“I want to lay down,” she murmured.
“Let’s lay down then.”
He finished taking his clothes off as she laid down on the bed, and then joined her. She wrapped him up in her arms, and then in her wings, holding him closely. Warmth radiated off of her. She began crying quietly, and he held her, and said nothing, because she didn’t want to speak any further. He’d been here before with others.
They laid together and her held her and rubbed her gently, being there for her.
He thought he’d be more surprised, but he wasn’t. Jezzy and Fiona both gave themselves grief for how emotional they were, how much they came to him, relied on him for support, but it never bothered him because he knew that the simple truth was that less divided village-dweller from forest-dweller than either side liked to think.
They all had their own fears and insecurities and moments of emotional overburden when it became too much and they just needed to have a good cry or rage over something. And he was good with that, he mostly knew how to handle it.
Be it from a twenty year old vix adventuress who was in over her head or a five hundred year old dragoness who’d seen it all.
Everyone needed a good cry sometimes, and it went a lot better if you did it in the arms of someone you loved and trusted, and who loved and trusted you.
“Sorry,” she said after she’d stopped crying.
“Don’t be sorry, Nyx,” he murmured.
“Why? This can’t be fun.”
“Not everything has to be fun. Relationships are sometimes hard work, sometimes they’re unpleasant, sometimes they’re downright miserable. Which this isn’t, but my point remains. I’m glad you could do this.”
“Why?”
“Because you trust me enough to break down and cry in front of me, Nyx. You trust me enough to show me your heart and bare your soul. You’re unhappy, and you came to me for help.”
“Not really,” she murmured. “You had to pull it out of me.”
“Well...you didn’t make it too hard, at least. And I’ve come to expect a certain amount of resistance from you on some subjects.”
She pulled back and stared at him. “Resistance, huh?”
“Am I wrong, Nyx?” he asked, his voice firm.
Her stern expression broke after a moment and she laughed. “No, you aren’t. I swear, you’re the only human I’ve met in the last century who can talk to me like that and not make me angry or annoyed.”
“It’s a gift,” he said, grinning at her.
She sighed. “You are very lucky I love you so much.”
“I am very lucky for that,” he agreed. “Now, should I make dinner?”
“Mmm...can we just lay here for a while? Be together?” she asked.
“Yes,” he replied, getting more settled in her arms, “we can.”
And they laid there facing each other in the bed, the sounds of the storm raging around them fading out until all they could hear was each other breathing softly.




DELPHINE & ILONA

 
“I sense a great evil ahead,” Delphine whispered.
“How long have you been waiting to say that?” Victor replied.
“Oh shut up,” she growled. “I’m serious!”
“I know, I didn’t think you were joking.”
“You aren’t worried?” Ilona asked.
“A little, but Delphine’s really tough. She can handle it,” he replied.
“I can probably handle it. You two need to stay behind me,” Delphine said, and with that, she began advancing slowly down the stone corridor.
Victor and Ilona followed behind the tall, silver-clad holy warrior. All three of them had their swords out, though Ilona had just a short sword in one hand, while the other was raised and glowing as she gathered magic.
It had been a hard trip, and a harder fight into the temple, but it was almost over. He was reminded uncomfortably of Black Rot and that giant nightmare they’d stumbled into. Only this time there was just three of them.
They reached the large, solid-looking doors at the end of the corridor. Victor tensed as Delphine reached out and began to open them. Beyond them lay the center of the temple, which should hold the thing they were looking for.
And, evidently, a great evil.
Hopefully it wasn’t that great.
The doors creaked open.
The room beyond lay in heavy shadows. They seemed to hang on the air like a dark mist, obscuring their vision. The three of them came up to the threshold, looking into the temple’s center.
For a moment, he could only see twin rows of faded yellow stone pillars creating a simple aisle leading up from the entrance to the center of the room, where he could just make out some kind of pedestal.
Something lurked in the shadows.
“Prepare for battle,” Delphine said, raising her shining blade.
Victor and Ilona were as prepared as they were going to get. He had to admit, he felt a boost from the knowledge that this was likely the last fight they’d have to deal with for a while. He adjusted his grip on his blade, glad that he’d gone out of his way to have a new sword forged, reinforced, and enchanted.
The figure was drifting closer, and it abruptly resolved into something, a familiar shape: a skeleton. It marched toward them, a large ax in its bony grasp. Although they’d dispatched dozens of skeletons on this journey alone, Victor immediately identified it as a more serious threat. The shadows clung to it, writhing across its ossified surface like dark lightning, seething with dark magical power.
The sound of its bare bony feet clacking against the floor was loud.
Victor reacted almost on instinct, rushing forward with his sword raised as he shouted a warcry.
“Victor, wait!” Delphine cried, but he was already at the skeleton.
He swung his blade around hard and fast, hoping to knock its head off and take it out here and now. His blade connected with its neck and rebounded off in a spray of sparks and dark magic. He cried out in surprise, then in pain as the skeleton struck, sending him flying into one of the pillars.
He hit it hard and the breath was knocked out of him and then he hit the floor.
Delphine shouted and a bright burst of light was released. As he tried to get back onto his feet, he heard both of the women shouting battlecries, then the sound of more magic flying, and then finally the clattering of a dead skeleton as its remains scattered.
Victor still wasn’t on his feet, he realized. Delphine and Ilona were suddenly standing over him, looking down at him with worried expressions.
“What was that, Victor!?” Delphine demanded as she put a hand on his chest and released a healing spell into him.
He sighed in relief as the pain from the skeleton’s attack left his body.
“I got a little overexcited,” he replied, then groaned as he sat up.
“That was stupid,” Delphine growled as she took his hand and pulled him back to his feet. “You’ve been overzealous this whole adventure. Why?”
“It’s the first big adventure I’ve had since...well, in some ways since coming to the Hinter,” he replied.
“I think it’s rather...dashing,” Ilona murmured as she stepped up to him.
“And you encourage him every step of the way!” Delphine growled, marching off away from them in frustration through the fading shadows.
“Can you blame me?” Ilona replied, smiling up at Victor.
“You probably should be a little less, uh…” he murmured.
“Worshiping?” Delphine called back. “Worship him less, yes.”
“Oh like you aren’t singing his praises to the high heavens when you’re on your back taking his dick!” Ilona called back.
“That is a very inappropriate to say to a holy warrior,” Delphine said, turning and looking back at her.
“Because it’s true?” she asked. “Would it be less or more inappropriate if I was lying?”
Victor couldn’t help but smirk as he looked at her. Delphine stared at the two of them, clearly frustrated, but she was blushing now. With a short sound of inarticulate anger, she kicked one of the bones nearest to her and marched on towards the pedestal.
“We should probably stop messing with her,” Victor murmured.
“I’m not scared of her,” Ilona replied.
“You don’t do it because you’re scared of her, you do it because she’s your friend,” he said.
She sighed. “Yes, fine. Fair point. Sorry, Delph!”
“Whatever!” she snapped.
“She’s so...strict now,” Ilona murmured.
“Well, this is important to her,” he replied, then groaned and stretched. “Gods, that skeleton really socked me hard.” He looked closely at Ilona. “Are you all right? I know you took a few hits during all the fighting…”
“I’m fine, Victor,” she replied.
“Are you sure?”
“Yes.” She smiled suddenly. “But if you would like to do a more thorough inspection when we get back to camp, I wouldn’t mind setting you at ease.”
“I would like that,” he replied, reaching out and running a finger slowly down her jawline, then gently across her throat.
She shuddered and exhaled sharply at his touch.
“Okay, I’ve got it! Let’s get out of here,” Delphine said, coming back with a big book tucked up under one arm.
Victor and Ilona followed in the tall warrior woman’s wake.
…
Spring was ramping up in the Hinter, and that meant that things were coming out in absurd numbers after a long, cold sleep through winter.
Not exactly the best time for an expedition into dangerous territory, but when the call had come in the form of a dream, Delphine had insisted on going.
It had been a long winter, brutal in some cases, given how cold it had gotten, but it had also been the best winter of Victor’s entire life.
And not by a little, but by a lot.
Aside from that dangerous blizzard he and Nyx had gotten caught in, the only other really interesting and dangerous thing that happened was when a group of thieves tried to break into the inn in the middle of the night.
And really, it turned out to be more dangerous for them than it had for Victor and the ladies in his life.
In a way, he almost felt bad for the thieves.
Almost.
But that went away when they hadn’t immediately run away. They’d stood their ground in the main area, stubborn and stupid, and it had gotten over half of their group killed. Victor, Delphine, and Jezzy had gone down to scare them into leaving, and then fought them when they wouldn’t do that. Nyx had landed heavily outside and that finally broke them.
She’d snatched up the leader on his way out and growled that if she ever saw him or any of his people again, she’d eat his face and maybe one of his hands without killing him, and he’d actually pissed himself in fear.
Then she’d dropped him and the sorry idiot had run off screaming into the cold night.
After that, it was quiet. Though it took a while to wash the blood off the floor.
Spring had started up two weeks ago, the last of the snow melted, the days lengthening, the temperatures rising, and now the storms were coming. The Hinterlands seemed to be a dumping ground for weather during the worse months.
In winter the sky dumped snow and now it was dumping rain, though apparently the summer and autumn months were a lot more reasonable.
Victor kept his wits about him as he followed Delphine with Ilona by his side. They made their way slowly back out of the Temple of Nystalla, passing by old corpses and scatterings of bones and discarded weapons.
The place had been infested by the undead, drawn in by the curse that had befallen the old building. Killing that final skeleton had broken the curse.
Nothing they couldn’t handle, even if some of the more intact undead proved to be more tenacious than they were used to. Victor had been a little worried that he’d gone a little soft around the edges over winter, much as he practiced and exercised.
And, certainly, all the monster girl pussy he’d been pounding had to have gone a great way towards keeping him in good shape.
“Finally,” Delphine growled as they came back out into the sunlight.
“Free of the cursed temple at last, and it is cursed no more,” Victor said.
Delphine sighed. “Yes.”
“Thanks to you, Delphine,” he said, a little more seriously.
“Yes, I know,” she replied, walking down the huge stone steps of the temple.
Victor frowned, looking at Ilona, who had an uneasy, awkward look on her face. They started following the silver-clad warrior, though they let her get a little bit of distance between them. Victor began to feel bad, but he was also getting worried.
Delphine had been a lot...grumpier on this trip than he was used to, and he wasn’t sure why.
He’d been doing what he could to make her feel calmer and better, and sometimes it seemed to work, but then sometimes she got unexpectedly pissed off. Then she’d snap at him, and then it would be awkward, and then she’d apologize, but he’d never figured out what it was.
He had initially assumed that she was stressed out over the mission, and he’d taken it seriously, doing his best to make sure that the quest was completed.
And now it was.
But she was still angry.
“I don’t suppose you have any insight?” he asked quietly as they came down off the steps, located the trail they’d used to come in, and began heading back to the campsite.
“No,” Ilona replied.
“What? Nothing? Come on, you’ve spent months with her.”
“You’ve spent more months with her.” He looked at her. She sighed. “She...scares me.”
“Seriously?”
“Yes!”
“You just said she doesn’t. And you spent how long as a cursed undead? Living in a literal cave, resurrecting the dead, in darkness?” He paused. “Am I being an asshole right now?”
She giggled. “No, Victor. Don’t worry, I’m not really sensitive about it. It’s a thing that happened. If anything, it’s been extremely interesting writing about it with Delphine. I’m hoping that my work can help people in similar situations. And, besides, you could never be an asshole to me,” she murmured, taking his hand and smiling at him.
He smiled back, kissing the back of her hand, but felt a different kind of discomfort.
His and Ilona’s relationship had progressed, but in a way he wasn’t sure he felt comfortable with. He’d dated women who were really, really into him before, and it was definitely fun in its own ways, but it tended to go down unfortunate paths.
And it normally ended up causing problems when he hooked up with other women.
He didn’t want to hurt Ilona. He didn’t want to hurt anyone.
So far, no jealousy at all had manifested, but he was afraid that it might. And he was in love with her, she was fantastic, but…
If it truly came down to it, he’d have to chose his relationships with Fiona, Jezzy, and Nyx.
And that would be very painful for everyone involved.
But maybe he was wrong. Maybe everything was going to be fine, and she was just clinging to him because that was how their relationship was going, and no jealousy would ever manifest. And for the moment, the more pertinent situation was Delphine. She was upset over something and he wanted to help her.
He just hoped he could. It might be something he could do nothing about.
But he was going to try…
After giving her some space.
“How is your writing going?” he asked as they headed back into the trees.
“Good...sort of.”
“Sort of?”
She sighed. “I mean, I feel good about it, but I can’t help but wonder if I’m missing something? What if I just think I’m doing a good job and I’m really doing a terrible job? And it’s such a weird feeling, because I’ve written papers before. I’m a scholar. But this is…”
“Different,” he said.
“Yeah.”
“It’s not unreasonable that you’d be anxious about it. But you’re smart, Ilona, and you’ve got time to write it, go over it, get it right.”
“...you’re right. And you all can give me notes.”
“Yeah, definitely.”
“But,” she said, looking ahead of them at Delphine, further up the path, “maybe you should help Delphine with her problem first.”
“I hope I can,” he muttered.
“Of course you can, she thinks the world of you.”
“Hmm.”
“What do you mean ‘hmm’? She does! And you obviously have similar thoughts about her.”
“Well, you know, I think the world of all the ladies I share my life with.”
“Oh really? So you thought the world of that gekon adventuress you took to bed for three days before we left?”
“I...wasn’t sharing my life with her. I was sharing my...bed with her,” he replied.
She giggled. “Is that so?”
“It is, in fact, so. And I thought a lot of her. But clearly not the same level.”
“I know,” she said. “You’re so easy sometimes.”
“Yeah, I’m the easy one…”
“Hey! I spent two years without any sex. At all. None. And are you really complaining?”
“No…” he replied, reaching up and running a finger along one of her elongated ears. She shivered and exhaled hard. “I’m not complaining at all.”
“Don’t start what you can’t finish,” she murmured, reaching up and grabbing his hand.
“Who says I can’t finish?”
Ilona nodded ahead of them. He saw that they were almost to their camp now, and Delphine was turning off the main path.
“You’ve got to cheer her up before you can tend to me,” Ilona replied.
“Fair point.”
They came to their camp. It was a good camp, magically enhanced, something that Hazel had hooked them up with. It worked on a magical principle that Victor still didn’t really understand, but the result was a campsite, complete with a big tent, that could be carried around in a pouch. It was very expensive, but more than worth it.
They’d set up not far from a hot spring, in a clearing surrounded by dense woodlands. So far, they hadn’t been bothered by wildlife or thieves or mercenaries looking for trouble. To the layman, he and Ilona didn’t look that threatening, but Delphine sure did.
Right now, he could just see her in the tent, getting out of her shiny silver armor. He considered how he wanted to approach her as she stripped. She still seemed tense. As he watched, she walked back out of the tent, naked now, and marched right to the hot spring.
“Yeah, something’s definitely bothering her,” Ilona murmured as she stepped up next to him.
“Yep. I think I have an idea,” he said.
He disappeared into the tent now, quickly setting his gear aside and stripping out of his armor and clothing. It felt good to get it off after all that. He paused a moment to drink off a quarter of one of the healing potions they’d brought. So far, they hadn’t needed any of them, so he didn’t mind putting it to use to take the edge off the cuts and bruises he’d collected breaking into the temple.
Victor let out a sigh of relief as he felt the magical energy going to work on his body. He finished taking off his undershorts and then made his way towards the hot spring as well. Delphine was already in it, facing away, looking into the forest.
He got down into the water with her.
“Hello, Victor,” she murmured.
“Hi, Delphine. You want a back rub?” he asked.
She was silent for a long moment, then sighed softly. “Yes, I would love one, actually.”
He set to work, starting with her shoulders and her neck, then working his way down her long, narrow back. As he expected, she was a bit resilient at first, not wanting to admit she was greatly enjoying it, but it wasn’t long before sounds of pleasure started escaping her.
He kept going until he worked carefully around into what was often the second part of these little encounters of theirs. Careful to keep reading her body language, he slipped a hand down between her legs.
Delphine exhaled hard as he began pleasuring her, as inviting as ever.
Victor kept going until he’d brought her to orgasm and then pressed on beyond that, rubbing her clit as she came and writhed in his grasp. As soon as she was finished, she turned around and kissed him, pushing him back deeper into the hot spring.
And before he knew it, she was on him, taking him into herself.
It didn’t last long, but it was intense. More intense than he was used to, not that he was complaining. When it was over, Delphine was resting her forehead against his own, panting as they came down from the high of great sex.
“Delphine,” he said.
“What?” she murmured.
“What’s wrong?”
She opened her eyes and looked at him for a long moment, then sighed and shifted away from him. She splashed some water onto her face and then squeezed it from her hair.
“I guess I’ve gotta talk about it at some point,” she muttered.
“That is what we do with our problems,” Victor replied.
She sighed heavily. “This...was not supposed to happen,” she said after a moment.
“What? The temple?”
“No...us. You. And me. We weren’t-I wasn’t supposed to...it wasn’t supposed to be a relationship. It was just supposed to be fun.”
“And you aren’t having fun,” he said.
She shook her head. “No. Not anymore. Now I’m having...feelings. And that’s complicated enough. I am a warrior, a follower of Nystalla. I have devoted my life to a Goddess. I knew that a real relationship wasn’t going to happen for me, and I was all right with that...until I ran into you.”
“I’m...sorry, Delphine,” he replied, for once at a total loss. Whatever had been bothering her, he had not expected this. “If I’ve been doing something wrong–”
“No, you haven’t. At all. You’ve done nothing wrong. You’ve done exactly what I wanted you to do. You treat me with respect and dignity and kindness. You never push me, except when you think it’s for the best for me, and you’re usually right. You never asked for more than I was willing to give. You listen to me. You are now an expert at giving me orgasms. And it’s all...a little overwhelming. I’ve never really met anyone like you. Or, if I have, I never got intimate with them.”
“So...what do you want?” he asked.
“I don’t know, and that isn’t even the whole problem!”
“What’s the rest of it?...oh shit, are you pregnant?”
She laughed unexpectedly. “What!? No, I’m not pregnant, Victor.”
“Is Nystalla mad?”
“No. Everything’s fine there. But to make matters more complicated, I feel so…” She trailed off, not looking at him.
“What?” he pressed.
“I...you and the others...I’m just…” She sighed heavily and shook her head.
“Come on, Delphine. Whatever it is, you can tell me.”
“It’s...embarrassing.”
“So be embarrassed. I’m not going to hold it over you, I’m not going to tell anyone.”
She sighed again. “You’re so fucking...reasonable. Fine. I am...worried, because I’m in competition with women that outclass me by a lot. I mean, it’s bad enough that I find myself falling in love with someone, but with someone who’s dating a literal succubus? A fucking dragon!? A viper?! I mean, I can’t compare! How can I possibly measure up to that!? I don’t even know what to do with this relationship, but even if I did, I’m going to be forced out eventually by these amazing women!”
“Oh...Delphine,” he said, and hugged her. She hesitated, briefly, then hugged him back. “You don’t have to worry about that, Delphine.”
“Oh really? I don’t have to worry at all? Why?”
“Delphine, I thought I would have communicated this effectively by now, but you aren’t in competition with each other. Nyx, Jezzy, Fiona...I love them all the same amount, but in different ways. We offer each other different things. And the same is true for you, and Ilona.”
“You love me?” she murmured.
“You know I do. We’ve already discussed it.”
She laughed softly. “How do you even feel about this? About a more...a real relationship?”
“Good.”
She laughed again. “What, it’s that easy?”
“Yeah! You’re an amazing, hardcore, badass, really attractive warrior woman who is compassionate, fierce, and dedicated. Why would I not be thrilled about a relationship with you?” he replied.
“What happens if I have to disappear for a month or two to deal with something related to Nystalla?”
“Well, in that case, I would run the inn with the others and miss you a lot, and be really, really happy when you come back,” he replied.
“What if it was longer? What if I was gone for a year?”
“Well, same thing, I guess. I know how important following Nystalla is for you. I love you, Delphine, but I’m not going to try and tell you how to live your life.”
“So you want a relationship with me?”
“I do, and...well, honestly, it seems like we already have one.”
“Yes, that’s true.”
“And...surely there must exist compromise when it comes to Nystalla and Her followers?”
“It’s...not unheard of,” Delphine murmured. “Although I’m not sure how I feel about that.”
“Well, learn. Take your time. Work it out. We’ll be here for you. Shit, if you really want, some of us could go with you. I’d love to do something like this with you and Nyx.”
“That is true...but then Jezzy and Ilona and Fiona will be waiting around, missing you and Nyx.”
“And you as well. They really like you. But they also understand that sometimes I might have things I need to do away from the inn for a time. They’ll wait, just like I will. Because of love.”
Delphine smiled. “Someone once told me that love is all we really needed to get through life. I thought it was horseshit at the time, but...maybe she was right.”
“I think it’s a little more complicated than that, but yes. I mostly agree. Love has served me very well so far. Not always, but now? Yeah, it’s working out pretty well.”
She looked at him for a long moment, then let out a sharp breath. “I’ve been kind of dumb about this. I should’ve just talked to you about it. It’s so much easier than trying to live with it all bottled up inside me.”
“Much easier,” he agreed.
She kissed him, then pulled back and began climbing out of the water. “I’m getting too hot. And I’m starving.”
“Let’s get dinner,” he replied, getting out with her. “Feel better?”
“A lot,” she said. “...thank you.”
“You’re welcome, Delphine.”
They headed back for camp.
…
Later that night, he was still awake with Ilona beside him.
Delphine was completely asleep, passed out and snoring lightly. Ever since their conversation, she was so much more relaxed. That, combined with the fact that they’d successfully found the book she was looking for, meant that a huge weight had been lifted.
Consequently, she’d gotten drunk on a bottle of very aged wine they’d found on their way up here and, as a result, probably wouldn’t wake up while he and Ilona talked. Which she liked to do some nights.
There were some nights where he found himself awake for hours talking with her, sharing stories. Now she lay in his arms, naked and slim and wonderfully warm against him.
“Ilona...are you happy?” he asked.
“What? Yes, of course,” she replied. “Do I not seem happy?”
“No, you do, I just wanted to make sure. I thought you’d be, well...uh…”
She laughed softly. “More fucked up?”
“A little,” he admitted. “Which isn’t a deal breaker. I’m here for you, Ilona, I love you and–”
“It’s all right, Victor,” she said, hugging him firmly. “In truth, I am surprised that I’m not more fucked up. But, you know, besides some really ugly nightmares, I’m actually just...really happy. A lot. All the time, basically. I think going through that absolute nightmare for two years provided an amazing contrast. Things don’t bother me because, well, I could be cursed, dying, and undead in a cave somewhere.”
“Mmm…”
“That was an unhappy sound.”
“Yeah...now I’m a little worried that you won’t speak up if you start getting unhappy.”
“Oh, don’t worry, I’m a complainer. I assure you, when I get really annoyed, you will be aware. Now, whether or not I’ll be in a proper mood to communicate reasonably with you is an entirely different problem. I can be a serious jerk when I’m in a bad mood, and I will try not to be.”
“I really appreciate that.”
She giggled and shifted, making herself more comfortable.
“Can you hold me while we sleep?” she murmured.
“Yes, Ilona, though we’re going to have to readjust ourselves,” he replied.
They moved around a bit, shifting until eventually they were both on their sides, him pressed up against her back, both arms around her and holding her tight against him like he knew she liked.
And that was how they fell asleep in the cool spring night.




FIONA

 
“Wow...it still looks exactly the same as the first time I saw it,” Victor muttered as he came into the edge of the clearing.
“I’m always surprised when I come back through here,” Fiona said. “I keep expecting it to be torn down or put to some other use. But I suppose there’s a lot of abandoned buildings, frozen in time, in the Hinterlands.”
They both stared at the church in the middle of the clearing for a long moment, then they set off towards it.
Victor had been back just once to this place, and it was to check it over for anything they might sell about three months ago. And for nostalgia’s sake. He and Jezzy had come, since she wanted to see the place where he and Fiona had first met.
“This is so strange,” Fiona murmured as they walked into the building.
“Is it?” he asked, looking around.
It looked like a few more questing hands had been through, and someone, or something, had made off with the troll’s corpse long ago, though the blood still stained the floor.
“Yes. This is where it happened. Where we met for the first time in our lives,” she said, looking around with wonder. “It’s so strange because that meeting led to so much. It was such an inauspicious start. I nearly died. And you saved my life.” She smiled as she settled her gaze on him again. “Even then you were the hero.”
He chucked awkwardly. “I can’t claim to be a hero.”
“You had no idea who I was or what was happening, but you came because you help people. And when I wanted to speak with you more, you gave me a chance. You’re my hero,” she replied.
“I’m not discounting that, but to be completely fair to the circumstances, I was here to have sex with forest-dwellers, and you were the first I saw, and you were just...a radiant beauty of lust.”
She laughed. “Am I still?”
“Of course.”
“I still think it was a wonderful first meeting,” she said. “Your cock might have led you to me, but your heart is what allowed the relationship to blossom.”
He took her hand. “That’s true.”
Fiona smiled and kissed him, then led him a bit deeper into the church. For a time, they simply existed within it, being together.
It felt like a strange place to be, given the circumstances of the day.
Today was the one year anniversary of the inn’s opening.
There’d definitely been celebration, but it was a very busy time right now and they were trying to get everything wrapped up before the winter came in. Which was proving to be a bit difficult, given they were in the Hinterlands.
It was happening, though, and Victor was pretty confident they’d have it finished before the first snow fell.
Probably.
Problems had a way of lurching in front of you on the trail of life out of nowhere, with no warning.
“All right,” Fiona said suddenly, guiding him back outside, “I’ve had my fun here. Let’s go to the last place for the day.”
“And where is that?” he asked.
“A surprise. Come on.”
“Lead on, my beautiful wife,” he replied, causing Fiona to do that giggle she did when he managed to catch her off guard with something that made her deliriously happy.
“Shush, you,” she murmured.
“I thought you liked it when I called you that,” he replied, grinning.
“You know I do, and you know it makes me giggle like an idiot…” She grew a bit more serious. “Do you think we should have a ceremony? I know we talked about it when you got us all the rings…” she murmured, looking down at her hand.
“We can if you want to,” he replied.
“But do you want to?” she asked. “I feel like we all sort of didn’t want to suggest anything because, well, partially because we don’t really need a ceremony, but also because we all might have different ideas of how it should go, and no one wanted to impose.”
“Seems like a fair compromise.”
“But do you want a ceremony?” she pressed.
“Kinda, yeah.”
“We should do one at some point, then.”
“It’ll take time, planning, and winter’s coming fast, and the inn is still being worked on…”
“I know, but maybe think about it over winter? We all want you to be happy, and doing a ceremony won’t make us unhappy, just so you know.”
“How do you feel about it?” he asked.
“I like the idea of a wedding. All those romance books I’ve read now, it always sounds so nice. Everybody there, happy and celebrating...I’d like it all. And we could track down a Priestess of Extria! I imagine the Goddess of Ecstasy would be happy to have a union like ours made in her name,” she murmured with a smile.
“Oh man,” Victor said, considering it. “After that Adept of Extria came through...yeah, I’m very curious to see what a Priestess could do...is it considered in appropriate to have sex with the woman marrying the groom and bride...s?”
Fiona giggled. “I have no idea, but I think it’s okay if everyone’s all right with it and if it’s a Priestess of Extria. That would be fun...why don’t you think about it? Maybe we could do it in the spring. I know the others would agree if you asked them.”
Victor nodded, considering it.
Over the summer, he’d gone out looking for rings. After he’d started calling Nyx his dragon wife, it had eventually caught on. First Jezzy he smiled one night when they were all at the dinner table together, having a drink and a laugh, and asked him sweetly if she wasn’t his succubus wife.
Of course she was, and it hadn’t been long before he’d started calling them all his wife, and they called him their husband.
Even Delphine, though it had taken some time.
She’d wrestled with it for a time, even after she’d confessed that she’d fallen in love with him. He hadn’t wanted to impose, but he also didn’t want her to feel left out, so he’d had a long, private talk with her about his plan to get everyone rings to signify their relationship.
It had not been easy finding rings for everyone, especially Nyx.
In the end, he’d had to pay a lot to get a ring with special magical properties that would change size with her as she grew or shrank. It had been well worth it, though.
Delphine had waffled for a long time, still conflicted about her relationship with him and her devotion to Nystalla.
Finally, one day, she’d decided to go on a quest to a Shrine of Nystalla deep in the Hinter, to try and gain some insight on how she should handle it, or perhaps to at least make a decision, and she’d been gone for almost a month.
When she had returned, though, she’d come in late one night in the summer, exhausted but smiling. She had asked him for a ring, and asked if he wouldn’t mind offering it in a somewhat more traditional fashion.
And so, with everyone watching, including their latest addition to the inn crew, the adventuring songstress beauty Elise, who hadn’t been able to stay away and kept coming back until finally just asking to move in and join the harem, (they still called it that), Victor had dropped to one knee and asked Delphine to be his wife.
And she had said yes, and started crying, and so had almost everyone else there, and then they celebrated.
That had been a very good, very long night.
And just two weeks ago Elise had asked for a ring.
Victor had never thought he would call a songstress vix adventuress wife, in addition to calling several other beautiful, unique women the same…
But he had always hoped.
They were ascending, he realized, following a somewhat familiar trail that was taking them high up on a hillside.
As he followed Fiona, his mind wandered back to the inn.
The Monster Girl Inn.
He was a little surprised that they’d never changed it, but he should have known that they’d stick with it. They all had a somewhat unique sense of humor.
After the low tide of the winter, spring had really kicked things into motion again. More people than ever before came by, and it was only the fact that some of them had inhuman stamina and the rest had a lot of endurance training that allowed them to keep up with it. The first month had been brutal all over again, but finally, by the time summer came around, they had it down.
It helped that Elise kept coming around. She’d first returned sometime in the winter, and then again in spring, and then several more times until finally she confessed that she’d fallen in love with the inn and with Victor and, to varying degrees, the others, and asked to join.
It hadn’t taken long for them all to agree.
She was a pleasure to be around, had a voice that was beyond stunning and loved to sing in the inn, and, well…
She was amazing in bed.
She was also a caring lover and a hard worker.
It also helped that, occasionally, Velena and Fauna both spent some time helping out at the inn. Though Velena’s help usually was in the kitchen and short-lived, as she did not have the temperament to deal with running an inn.
She tended to throw things when someone got snippy with her once too often.
Summer had been very busy as well, and they had finally decided that the time had come to expand the inn. They were adding on a third story, making the basement bigger, and expanding all the rooms on the first floor.
Lira, who credited not just the inn but their own personal efforts to helping her get the township of Hearth Haven through some desperate financial times without having to raise taxes, was very happy to work with them and had gotten them a great deal, not just on supplies but on workers. And so for the past few months, well-paid and competent laborers had been doing most of the heavy lifting, leaving them to continue running the inn.
“Here we are,” Fiona murmured, moving out of the way as they reached the top of the path.
Victor smiled as he saw where she had brought him.
It was the same special clearing she’d shown him so long ago, just after they’d first met. That special place of hers that she had kept to herself, and then finally shared with just him. They still came back occasionally, but it had been a long time.
They came to be up there, side by side, looking out over the vast Hinterlands.
Miles upon miles of beautiful wilderness, flaring in the late autumn sun. It was something of a trite thought, but the more he saw views like this in the Hinter, Victor found himself thinking that it was nature and experiences that were the truest treasures in life.
Well, and relationships.
“Victor...are you all right? In general?” Fiona asked.
He looked over at her. She was looking at him with a friendly smile, but she also looked vaguely nervous. He opened his mouth to respond, then hesitated, overcome with the realization that he’d found himself on the other side of this particular engagement dozens of times now.
“I’m all right, yes,” he replied. “Why?”
She laughed softly. “I know what you must be thinking, and it’s that you’re always the one asking that question. And, in truth, that’s why I’m asking. Because you are always having talks with us, asking us if we are all right, looking after us, caring about us. And we certainly care about you, but it feels like...we never really ask you that. Or maybe it’s just me. Maybe I don’t ask you enough.”
“No, Fiona,” he said, hugging her suddenly. “Please, don’t think that. You haven’t been neglecting me. No one’s been neglecting me. And...yes. I’m all right.”
She hugged him tightly for a long moment, then pulled back slightly, looking into his eyes.
“Nothing bothers you?” she asked after a moment.
“Well, no. Things bother me. Lots of things bother me. But honestly? I think I slew most of my insecurities and fears out there in the wilderness. I’ve been an adventurer for over a decade now. I started younger than most. I had to do a lot to stay alive. It was a real trial by fire. But my insecurities? About how strong I am, for example?”
He shrugged. “There will always be someone stronger. And faster. And smarter. I just need to know what I have, how to improve it, and how to work with it. And I do. Or my own attractiveness? Believe me, I thought I was ugly for a long time. But somewhere along way, I realized that...it doesn’t really matter. There are a lot of people out there, and some of them will be attracted to me, and some won’t, and I have little control over that.”
He paused, then smiled. “And besides, I have the love of six amazing women, and the lust of a few more. I’ve settled up with that insecurity. In truth, my greatest fear now is that something will happen to you or any of the others. I could lose everything. Everything. But so long as I had you all with me, I’d end up all right.”
“Even if the inn burned down? If everything you’ve been making, buying, finding over the past year was just gone? Up to and including the clothes on your back, the sword on your hip? All of it? You’d be okay with that?”
“I’d be pissed, certainly. But at the end of the day, what truly matters is our relationships. Everything else? I can get that back, with enough time and effort. I can’t get another Fiona. I can’t find another Jezzy. Even if I had all eternity to search.”
The quality of her smile changed and she shifted around. “You really think we’re so unique?” she murmured.
“No, I know you are,” he replied. “People can’t be replaced. And I know that someday, I’ll die. Someday you will. Delphine. Even Jezzy and Nyx. All of us, eventually. I don’t know what comes after that, but I do know that even if it’s nothing, I’ll be happy with my life. Because I shared it with you, with the others.”
“You really mean that?” she asked. “You really don’t...resent me, for taking over your life?”
“What? Of course not. What do you mean by that?” he asked, genuinely surprised by the question.
She sighed softly. “Sometimes I just feel like...I’ve taken over everyone’s life. This is my dream that I’m living.”
“Fiona, my love, light of my soul, be honest with me: do you think you could make Nyx or Jezzy do anything they don’t want to do?” he asked.
She looked at him for a long moment, then laughed softly. “Okay, you have a point. No, I don’t.”
“I like where my life has gone. I love it. I love the inn and being with you and the others every single day. I loved the last year of my life. I’ve been happy in a way I never was before since I met you, Fiona. You improved my life more than any other single person has. And even if I might feel like I owe you for all you’ve done for me, I’m here because I’m really happy to be here, and because I love you, so very much.”
She smiled broadly at him, and then she hugged him again, this time hard enough that she picked him up.
“I love you too, Victor,” she murmured as she put him back down. She didn’t let go of him, though. “And...I don’t really have words to reply to that. I’ll just say that I’m also crazily happy to be here with you and Jezzy and everyone, and you always know what to say, and I love you, and I want to keep this going for...ever. For the rest of my life if I can.”
“I feel the same way,” he replied, rubbing her back.
After a long time, she let go of him. “Now what?” she asked softly.
“Let’s stay here a while longer, and then let’s go home,” he said.
She nodded and kissed him. “Home,” she murmured. “It really is home, isn’t it?”
“Yes. Our home.”
THE END
Thanks for reading, reviews and ratings are really appreciated!
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