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      The subtle howl of splitting air was the only warning I got. Raising that shield of mine was second instinct, and I tried not to feel a surge of confidence as I caught the blade. The blow skidded off the edge of my shield without catching, but it still put my enemy off balance. I didn’t know how many of my allies were still up and fighting.

      Our glorious leader took an arrow early in the fight. Without him, the chain of command became confused as the others jostled for control of our group. The archers were the first casualty. In our indecision to act, they were flanked and taken to the last. When we finally decided on a new leader, it was already too late and they surrounded us on both sides. But there was no surrender. Not this time. I relied on my squad for the first few minutes. Sam was taken by an arrow to the knee and dropped from the fight. Dan failed to block an axe aimed at the side of his head. When James fell to a spear in his side, I was left alone. Despite being overwhelmed, surrounded and put at overwhelming odds. This was where I thrived.

      Ducking the sword swung for my head, I spun around, catching my attacker under the arm. His sharp yelp made it obvious I had contacted, and he quickly backed off from the fight. A small nudge caught my attention, and I spun, raising my shield. I was just in time to catch an arrow aimed at my back. One of their archers was still standing and had collected a few arrows from the ground. Rushing in, they barely got their next shot ready before I was on them. Hacking their bow from their hands, they called their surrender and ran. Honour was everything here and with his admission, he was no longer a threat. Which only left my swiftly recovering opponent. It had taken many hours to get this far in the final battle, and a winner had to be decided. There was only one prize, and I wanted it.

      Bart the Brave, as he was known, was an excellent swordsman. If there was any doubt, it would come to this, you were drinking at the time. I could see the smile under his helmet. While I wore a full helm with narrow slits for eyes, his helmet had an open slit that ran down the middle. That cocky grin of his was the same as it always was.

      “I love that it came to this,” he called, giving me a respectful bow.

      “It’s a sad day when one has to destroy the very thing he helped create,” I called back.

      His grin got wider and even I couldn’t hold back the smirk. I settled into a defensive position. One he knew well. As such, he felt confident as he sprung into a fast jog. With his sword low, his movements were familiar to me as well. I counted his steps. I waited for the moment he’d pull that arm back and aim a jab straight at my face. The moment I brought my shield up, he’d throw a kick, aiming to knock me back while I was blind. So it took me completely by surprise when he seemed to stumble mid-step. Instead of the thrust straight towards my face, he whirled around, swinging a wide, heavy arc. Fighting any other opponent, they’d have slashed him across the back and been done with it. But he counted on me preparing for a move that was never coming. I didn’t have time to shift my shield and catch the edge of his blade, but I still pulled back, grinning as his blade whistled past, missing by a hair’s breadth.

      “You’ve been practising,” I grinned, straightening my posture to stay loose.

      “I wanted to win,” he shot back.

      I laughed and darted in without warning. The sound of steel meeting steel shot through the glade. We locked blades for only a moment before I rolled my shoulder, punching with my shield. It never did either party any good to lock blades. That was only for the movies. As Bart leaped back to avoid the punch, I stepped in, only to bounce back at the low swing he used to keep me at bay. Then it was my turn to be on the defensive. He thrust. I rolled to one side. I blocked a hack towards my shoulder with my shield, but he turned that into the familiar stab I was waiting for. Raising my shield, I tensed the moment that blade skipped up harmlessly out of the way. Then I dropped my weight forward. As his boot slammed into my shield, my centred mass shoved right back. Instead of being knocked off balance by a well-timed kick, Bart flailed.

      As he fell back, I made my move. Bursting into action, I swung my blade, catching the edge of his shield. With no way to brace, it yanked his arm wide and the rest of his balance was gone. As he collapsed to the ground, I closed the gap between us, raising my sword to end this once and for all. But Bart wasn’t done yet. Kicking out, he hit the side of my knee. It wasn’t enough to injure me, but it was enough to cause me to stagger. In the moment it took for me to catch my fall, Bart rolled to one side and got to his feet. His cocky grin was gone, replaced by a hard stare. I straightened as he leaped back into action. But I could already tell how this was going. His shield arm was low. The strike had caused a minor injury, and he was favouring his shoulder.

      I deflected the blow aimed at my side and stepped in with my shield, bashing into his at the same time. I heard the sharp gasp of pain that escaped his lips as he leapt back, and I hesitated. In that moment, I saw the face of my best friend when we were kids. His face twisted in pain as he picked himself up off the ground. The three bullies we’d put down together looked far worse. But they started it when they took his younger sister’s doll. She was hiding behind a low wall and despite the tears rolling down her eyes, she offered her big, heroic brother a smile. He pressed the doll into her arms and I saw her lips move, right as Bart did.

      With a shake of my head, I blinked away the memories of years gone and raised my shield. I was slower from the surprise and I felt the sword skate off the top of my helmet, knocking my head back. I knew his boot was coming, and I did the only thing I could think of. Twisting violently, I swept my sword up. As his foot connected with the outer edge of my shield, I let it fall to the side. Allowing myself to spin, I brought my sword up under his knee, catching hard and lifting him clean off the ground. He fell with a heavy thump on his back and gasped as it knocked out the wind of him. I saw the look on his face and knew he the signs of being winded. Tossing my sword aside, I dropped my shield and threw myself on top of him. Grabbing at this helmet buckle, I ripped his helmet free. His long blonde hair that attracted so many women was in a messy bun, half stuck around the side of his face.

      “You’re okay!” I yelled, grabbing his face. “Just breathe!”

      He nodded and concentrated hard. I encouraged him as he heaved and sucked before finally coughing and sucking in a raspy breath. Two more and he managed a full breath before he nodded.

      “You got me, ya fucking prick!”

      “Can’t lose to a fucking pussy like you,” I shot back.

      Bart waved the surrender signal at the referee and the crowd burst into cheers. I stepped back off Bart and offered him my hand, which he took gratefully. Hauling him to his feet, I left him to collect his gear as I sheathed my sword and took my helmet off.

      “And there you have it, folks! This year’s grand final winner, Tate LOCKMAN!”

      Bart grabbed my arm and held it up as the crowd cheered. I know it meant little. Swordsmanship didn’t mean squat in the twenty-first century, but I was still proud. It wasn’t that I’d won, it was that I’d won three times in a row, setting an all new winning streak. And this year, the prize was something rather extraordinary. It derailed me from my thoughts as two fantastic beauties rushed onto the field. Their historically accurate dresses flicked up as they giggled. Josie and Charlie wrapped their arms around me before kissing each of my cheeks in unison. Josie being Bart’s younger sister, and Charlie being her girlfriend of the last few years. Their mother Elaine had practically adopted Charlie into the family, and I loved my best friend’s little sisters like they were my own.

      My own family were… not nice people. Though I suppose growing up under the threat of drugs and violence on a regular basis, I was holding a blade before I learned to throw a punch. Carrying a sword just felt like a natural extension of my arm, while a needle was the natural extension of my father’s. Not that mother was much better as she wasted away beside him. I’d heard from them exactly twice in the last six months. The first time was mum asking why I’d mailed them an invitation to the grand final of this very competition. The second was this morning, when my father, stoned out of his mind, asked if I’d won yet, before letting slip he was curious if there was prize money. I don’t need three guesses to work out what he was after, and I wanted nothing to do with it. Elaine had made me welcome for years. If not for her, I’d be a gang banger somewhere.

      She caught me palming a knife when I was an early teen. I thought she was going to call the police, scream at me, demand I leave their home and never come back. I thought for sure I was going to lose the only people in the world I loved and when she sat me down with a cup of tea and a biscuit to ask what my parents did for a living, it finally came out. That conversation turned my life around. Before, I was respectful of her and her family within their home. Afterwards, I was like her son, in much the same way Charlie was her daughter. Six months of retraining myself to avoid the bad spots of town, rather than carrying a knife, I stumbled into a mixed martial arts competition. With the addition of a paper route, I had an outlet for those lingering shreds of aggression.

      One day, one of the guys I trained with brought in a suit of armour and did some additional training. A few questions got me a wooden stick as a training sword and within a year, I stood beside him in my first match. I had my ass kicked, but I had so much fun, Bart joined the following year. Until finally, here I was at twenty-three, listening to the crowd cheer my name for the third year running. Josie under one arm, Charlie on the other, Bart clapping my shoulder while Elaine cooked us a traditional feast at home to celebrate. But first I needed to collect my prize.

      With the roaring crowd at my back, I marched with my loved ones onto the stage. The ladies and Bart stepped back to allow me the spotlight as the announcer, King Dan, straightened his crown.

      “Well, here we are, three years running. We have an all-time greatest champion of the arena!” He shouted. Despite everyone being dressed for the renaissance, the PA system was still useful to cast his voice over the crowd. “Now, in celebration of this distinguished event, we have procured the ultimate prize!”

      I grinned, seeing the small platform being carried in by serfs. Or people dressed as serfs, at least. They were really going all out on this. The platform was only a foot by a foot with two poles sticking out each end for the serfs to hold. On top of this platform, needing at least two men to carry, according to the flyer for the event, was the Sword In The Stone! Truthfully, it was just a very old sword trapped in a piece of granite. It was badly rusted, fused and of little scientific importance. The weapon had been x-rayed, tested and showed remarkably little other than a slightly higher than expected carbon content. But it was a mother fucking sword, in a mother fucking stone, and I wanted it more than I wanted anything I’d ever seen since Betty Taterman showed me her breasts for my eighteenth birthday. And like said, eighteenth birthday, I was going to get what I wanted.

      “Go on then Tate,” King Dan grinned and clapped my shoulder. “Give it a pull. See what happens!”

      I grinned at the King and reached for the handle. It was the slightly more lumpy bit sticking out the top, then the visibly smooth but still lumpy bit that vanished into the stone. Gently brushing my fingers over the hilt, I wondered whose hand gripped this weapon in the years long past. I wondered at the significance of the blade and whether its previous owners had used it for good, or for ill. I wondered whether the blade had memories locked deep within. Would that blade carry honour, or a curse for the wielder? Or would it…

      “Grip the hilt.”

      I blinked at the deep, husky, yet feminine voice that filled my ears. I made to look around for who spoke, but it was only then I noticed the deafening silence of my surroundings. King Dan was shouting in encouragement. The crowd was still cheering. There was a camera or two with bits of wood glued to them to make them fit in better to the surroundings.

      “Please?”

      I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. Whoever’s voice this was, they wanted me to try this blade and you can bet your ass I was going to try. Wrapping my fingers around the hilt, I could feel the course, lumpy metal, through my very glove. A shocked gasp was followed by a breathless question.

      “Do you accept me?”

      I let out all the air in my lungs as I centred myself. Whatever was going on, either was going to change my life or institutionalise me. And this far in life…

      “Yes,” I said with a grin.

      A surge of cold energy shot through my hand and I involuntarily gripped the hilt of the sword as hard as I could. The cold energy built in intensity as it pulsed up into my wrist, then into my arm. When it reached my elbow, I tried to pull away, but the strength of my own grip proved futile. When the energy reached my shoulder, it paused to build for a few moments.

      “One more,” she whispered.

      “What are you doing to me?” I growled through a clenched jaw.

      “Awakening your destiny.”

      I blinked, and the surge of energy rushed into my heart. Everything told me I was dead when I felt it stop. I felt a heavy throb in its place. That throb pulsed through my entire chest. That throb sent waves of that same cold energy racing through my entire body. It filled my organs, my muscles and right into my bones. It filled my eyes and I could see nothing but blue light as it worked itself into my corneas. And when it hit my blood, it suddenly rushed back to my heart, before being sucked back down my arm into the sword like a straw.

      With a yell, I finally regained control of my body. Everything told me to pull away, but that part of me forgot to tell my hand and as I stepped back, the blade pulled free of the stone. The rust, dirt and accumulated filth from fifteen centuries of underground rot fell away, leaving nought but a gleaming blade. I could see my reflection in the steel as it shone with a soft blue light.

      “What the fuck just happened?” King Dan asked.

      I looked at him, then over the crowd, who just stared. Turning, I saw the shocked expressions of Bart, Josie, and Charlie. But it was that voice that filled my ears once again.

      “Say goodbye, warrior.”

      I felt a tug on my heart and I felt myself slipping away. Stepping up to my brother, I hugged him.

      “Tate?”

      “Be good to mum,” I told him quickly.

      “Tate, what’s going on?”

      “I need to go,” I smiled, before clapping him on the shoulder. “Be the better man of the two of us.”

      “What do you mean?” Bart asked as I turned to Josie.

      She was staring at me in shock and confusion while Charlie gripped her hand. I looked over at both of them and hugged them to me.

      “What’s going on Tate?” Josie asked.

      “I’m going,” I told them both.

      “Where?”

      “I don’t know,” I grinned, feeling that throb in my chest again. “I don’t know, but it feels right.”

      “What do you mean?” Charlie asked, taking my hand.

      “Mum’s gonna flip if you leave,” Bart looked almost frantic.

      “I’m sorry,” I smiled at the three of them.

      “Tate,” Jose took the hand Charlie was holding and squeezed it tightly. “Will wherever you go make you happy?”

      I didn’t know how to answer that question. The sword throbbed as I felt the world shift around me. Everything distorted for a moment and I saw things that weren’t there.

      “What happened, you… You vanished for a moment.” Bart stepped up and grabbed my shoulder.

      “It’s happening,” I nodded.

      “Tate?” Josie tried again.

      I met her eyes and saw the question. But I didn’t honestly have an answer. Will this make me happy? I felt the throb and my vision doubled.

      “TATE!”

      “I don’t know, Josie,” I smiled, focussing on her worried expression. “But I think so.”

      “Don’t forget us,” she whispered, releasing my hand, taking Charlie’s with it.

      I blinked to clear my vision and for just a moment, Bart, Josie, and Charlie all came into view.

      “You three and Elaine are the best things that ever happened to me. I’ll never forget you.”

      I felt three identical hugs for just a moment. Just long enough to feel their love. Their sadness and their promise to never forget me, either. My only regret was not being able to say goodbye to Elaine before the world around me twisted. I felt my limbs push and pull in different directions. My vision both faded and enhanced all at once, and gravity seemed to come from everywhere and nowhere at random. Twisting almost violently, the only thing I kept in control was the sword. Something told me it was the most important thing in my new life. Wherever it was, that I would end up. And as gravity reasserted itself, it plunked me, on a grassy hill.

      Blinking up at the sky, I reached up to rub my face. Only to spit out bits of dirt and rust that had flaked off from the sword. Only…

      “Shit,” I growled.

      “Here,” that voice said once again.

      Only that voice came from a hand proffered in front of my face. I looked from the hand up the arm it was attached to, before finally landing on…

      “Elaine?”

      “If that is what you wish to call me?” She smiled.

      I blinked in shock before taking in her features. A rounded face, button nose, blonde hair with her signature blue eyes. She looked like Elaine, but she wasn’t quite. More like if Elaine had a younger sister that was closer to my own age. She was tall, maybe slightly taller than myself, muscular but not like a bodybuilder. More like a woman who took her gym routine seriously. She wore a simple tunic over a pair of medium-length trousers. They were not unlike anything Bart or I had worn to any previous renaissance fair. Other than that, women didn’t tend to wear them.

      “Well?”

      I swallowed and took her hand. It gave me a brief look at my armoured gauntlet. She hauled me upright with ease before handing me my helmet.

      “This is well made, despite it being a mortal work,” she nodded, giving my breastplate a few taps. “Was it made by an aritisian?”

      “Not quite,” I frowned, thinking of the guy I paid five grand to. He measured me, punched the plate from metal sheets and pressed it into the final shape. “Have you seen my sword?”

      She giggled, “That old thing?”

      I frowned, and she seemed to get the impression I wasn’t kidding. “I’m sorry Master, I misspoke. Please level your punishment.”

      “What?”

      She frowned, “I displeased you, did I not?”

      I held up my hand and wiggled it from side to side in a wishy-washy movement. “It was my sword, y’know? I had it for years.”

      “Sentimental value,” she nodded. “If it pleases you, I can take that shape specifically.”

      “What?”

      The woman frowned at me, and repeated, “I can take that specific shape. It will save you from having to learn a different weapon style, see?”

      She leaped towards me from less than a foot away. In shock, I stepped back into a ready position, but before my very eyes, her body compressed rapidly and the hilt of a familiar sword flashed through the air. I caught it without thinking and stared at it. The sword was identical to my own I’d apparently left behind. With the only differences being that this was much lighter, and it had that familiar blue glow to it.

      I gave it a swing and felt the lightness of the blade. Despite that, it was remarkably firm and sturdy. It didn’t wobble or vibrate in the wind, rather it cut cleanly. I worked through a few motions with it, impressed by the balance and speed I could achieve. If I’d been carrying this, I would have won my first competition a few years earlier than I originally did.

      “Are you satisfied?”

      “Extremely,” I grinned.

      “Would you prefer me in this form, then?”

      I paused mid swing and frowned. “You’re… You’re really the sword?”

      “I don’t have to be,” she replied. “But without your sword, I thought it was for the best.”

      “Aren’t you the one who didn’t bring my sword to begin with?”

      “... Yes…”

      I nodded slowly, “Alright, come on out.”

      Something made my arm twitch, and I tossed the blade up. In the same way that her body contorted and formed a sword mid-air, she now did the reverse, landing in front of me on two legs and a nervous smile.

      “I am at your service, Master.”

      I frowned, and she seemed to grow more nervous. “Why do you call me Master?”

      “Because that’s what you are,” she answered back.

      “How?”

      “We bonded,” she replied nervously.

      “Is that what happened when you electrocuted me and stopped my heart?”

      “That… Was unintentional, and once we bonded, I started it again, so… Please don’t be mad.”

      “Oh fuck,” I grunted before rubbing my face. “Alright, explain to me exactly who and what you are.”

      She nodded nervously, “I’m a keystone. You called me Elaine, and I am extremely grateful that you saved me.”

      “Saved you?”

      She nodded again, “Yes. They sent the keystones out into the worlds beyond to lure in warriors of renown to help balance this world. Only… before I could find my wielder, I was lost, and if not for your timely intervention… I wouldn’t have survived much longer. Months, maybe a year.”

      “Alright.” I looked around at the unfamiliar surroundings. “I can understand the bit about the worlds, I’m obviously not in the world I was born in. But what is a keystone, and why do you need people like me to save the world?”

      “A keystone is the focal point of your power. Wielders of keystones are considered Holy Warriors and are supposed to help drive this world towards the light, by fighting oppression, passing judgement on the wicked and defending the innocent from monsters.” She stood tall and smiled. “My element is light and I hope to be an effective tool for you, Master.”

      I sighed. “What do you mean, light?”

      “I have the power to heal, Master.”

      “Then why did it feel like you were killing me when we bonded?”

      “I had to replace my mana and had to syphon off part of your life-force.” She saw the look on my face and held up her hands quickly. “I put it back. I promise. I just needed the boost to bind myself to you, then I could replenish my mana and restore your own.”

      I sighed and dropped that part of the subject for the moment.

      She smiled nervously and tapped her fingers together nervously. “Not that your armour isn’t an exquisite piece, Master. But it won’t hold up to anything but mortal weapons. Should you come across another warrior, it will not protect you. We need you to get stronger.”

      “You mean, find more people that turn into swords?”

      “Maybe,” she smiled. “That would be complicated. Your women will be able to become the armour you wear as well. Maybe an impenetrable breastplate, or a helmet that lets you see at night, for example.”

      I nodded before freezing. “Women?”

      She looked nervous for a moment. “Would you prefer men?”

      I blinked and slowly shook my head. She seemed relieved and brushed her blonde hair back over her ear. It drew my eye as it tapered to a fine point, well beyond anything human without a surgical procedure.

      “Master?”

      “Uh huh,” I answered, staring at her ear.

      “I really like the name Elaine. May I keep it?”
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      “Elaine?”

      The beautiful woman turned to face me with a wide smile. “Yes, master?”

      If I was being honest, letting her keep the name wasn’t my intention. But she was so damn happy about it. I could hardly say no. And now I’d said it a few times, it seemed far more natural than it had before.

      “Do you have any idea where we are?”

      She frowned for a moment and looked around. The sun was high and we could see it peeking through the treetops above us. But beyond that, it could be anyone’s guess. The trees themselves looked familiar. Spruce, if I had to guess, but I wasn’t an expert. The land was mostly grass with small rocks dotting the landscape. Or at least as much as I could see through the surrounding forest.

      “I don’t know, Master,” Elaine frowned as she shielded her eyes with her hand. “I was never told what happened when I would return.”

      “Great,” I sighed. Picking up on my mood, Elaine seemed to shrink back from me a little, and I pushed it aside to give her a smile. “Any ideas then?”

      “Like what, Master?”

      I tried not to sigh at her increased use of the word ‘master.’ It was something to talk about later. “I’m guessing we’ve come back to your world at least. Did your people like to build their towns in certain places? Is there wildlife we can search for in the hope they will take us near water? Maybe there’s a bird who lives near the coastline?”

      Elaine nodded along, seeming to understand what I was asking. She looked around before pursing her lips. “I don’t think we’re in Ettrian.”

      “What’s Ettrian?” I asked.

      “I’m sorry, Master. You’re not from this world, and I don’t know how much has changed. Ettrian was the land of my people, the Dryades.”

      “Dryads?”

      “Dryades,” she repeated, putting a little more emphasis on the ‘a.’

      “And here I was thinking you were some kind of elf,” I shrugged.

      Elaine smiled softly and bowed her head. “I AM an elf, Master. Alongside the dryads, who give us our name, there are pixies, trolls, naiads, Folletti and many, many others.”

      “And they populate this world?”

      “No, Master,” Elaine shook her head. “Just the lands of Ettrian.”

      I sighed, “Okay, so you’re an elf, a type of Dryade, from the land of Ettrian. A land that we are not currently within?”

      Elaine cocked her head to one side and smiled. “That is correct, Master.”

      “Do we have to be worried about whoever lives here?”

      Elaine opened her mouth, then closed it and suddenly looked very unsure of herself.

      “It’s okay,” I quickly reassured her. “We’ll work it out. We just need to pick a direction and start moving. Can’t stand here forever. Nobody’s out searching for us.”

      Elaine smiled and gave me a nod. “Yes, Master.”

      I sighed and wondered how that conversation was going to go, before picking a direction at random and setting off. Elaine stepped up to walk beside me as we moved. I kept an eye on the sun and kept it on my right and a little behind. I did not know if seasons worked how they did back home, but the climate suggested either late Autumn or early Spring. So by that guess, I was heading roughly South. And in the worst case, it wasn’t South, but would help prevent me doubling back by accident.

      Elaine remained quiet as we travelled. But if I looked at her, she just smiled happily at me. I couldn’t help but smile like an idiot in return. It was almost like…

      “Mana and life-force,” I announced as I stepped over a fallen log.

      “What about them, Master?”

      “What are they, and how do you use them?”

      “Life-force is an energy within all things. I can trade it at a high cost for mana. Mana is… power.”

      “Power as in, throwing fireballs?”

      Elaine nodded, “That is possible amongst the Daemones.”

      Demons… Of course in a fantasy world there are demons… “What about you? Can you do any spells?”

      “My element is light, Master,” Elaine nodded. “I can provide illumination at low cost, and with enough energy, I may be able to focus the sun’s energy into a beam. While that isn’t fire itself, I could still burn things.”

      I nodded along. “If you can do all that, why would you turn into a sword?”

      “As I am bonded to you, Master, I can rely on your power. It will grow as you create more bonds and increase your own strength. Others without this bond will have vastly smaller pools of mana available to them.”

      “So what stops you from leaving, now that we’re bonded?”

      Elaine looked worried for a moment and slowed, causing me to turn around to face her. “Master, I would never.”

      “That wasn’t an accusation,” I quickly reassured her. “I just want to understand. If there are limitations, I should know about them.”

      Elaine nodded. “Master, I can only use your mana if I have direct contact with you. Leaving makes me only as powerful as myself, while staying can make me so much more.”

      “So I’m a battery,” I nodded.

      “Battery, Master?”

      “A power source,” I offered.

      She nodded slowly, but frowned. “Yes, that is a way to look at it. The main reason, though, is that if something happens, and you die. I become unclaimed again.”

      “Like you were before, trapped as a sword?”

      “Yes, only in this world anyone could claim me.”

      I frowned, thinking about the possibilities. If she were an elf, that could mean… “So, what happens if we meet another elf? Could you have me killed in…” I trailed off as her eyes went wide and her face twisted with horror. “What?”

      “M-master… No, no I… I would never!”

      “Okay,” I nodded. “It’s okay-”

      “NO!” she shouted. “It is NOT okay! Master, if there is an elf with their own keystone, which is the only real threat to you in this world. Then the world would be in terrible danger!”

      “How?” I asked. “Aren’t you an elf? Is there something I should worry about?”

      Elaine shook her head. “No, master. I’m the keystone of my kind. They gave each of the major races their own keystone. The warriors they brought back were to help grow and balance this world. If the Dryades were to war against one of the others for their keystone, it…”

      I watched as she trailed off mid thought and picked up on her worry. “Elaine?”

      “Yes, Master?”

      “Whatever we find out here, I want you to understand that none of it is your fault.”

      She blinked and nodded slowly, but didn’t respond. I held out my hand, which she took with a small smile, and we kept going. I monitored our surroundings. The trees told me the weather was going to be on the cool side. The grass told me that there was at least enough sunlight and water to sustain a diverse ecosystem. That meant there was likely some kind of predator and prey group.

      Prey would be a handy food source if we could find it. But I was more worried by the predators at this point. Whatever was out there would most likely become active around dusk, which was only a few hours away by this point. I was thinking about whether we should stop and try to create a shelter when Elaine cleared her throat.

      “Master, may I ask a question?”

      “You don’t need to ask permission to speak,” I told her gently. “You can ask whatever you want whenever you want.”

      “Oh,” she blushed while refusing to meet my eyes for a moment. “I was just going to ask if you wanted to head towards the river?”

      “River?” I asked, confused.

      Elaine nodded and gestured with her hand to what I thought was roughly East. I squinted through the trees, but I couldn’t see what she was talking about.

      “Can’t you see it?”

      I shook my head, “Sorry, no.”

      “You Homines don’t have the best eyesight,” she sighed, before freezing. “I… I’m sorry, Master.”

      I just blinked and shook my head. “Stop.”

      “I will submit to-”

      “STOP!” I snapped.

      Elaine froze in place before dropping her eyes to stare at a spot on the ground. She trembled in place and… I hugged her. As my arms came around her, she flinched, but I held her close. She was actually a little taller than I was. But she was still easy to fit in my arms. Her body was firm and toned, and I could feel each of her muscles tense as I rubbed her back, even through my gauntlets.

      “Relax,” I ordered softly. Her only response was a small whimper before she seemed to slump against me. I did nothing but hold her for a few more moments before I sighed. “I am not angry.”

      “Yes, Master.”

      “I don’t want you to call me ‘Master.’”

      “Sorry, Sir.”

      “Elaine,” I sighed and pulled away from the hug. Her face was frozen in shock and she was beet red as she stared at me. As our eyes met, I caught that familiar blue, before she dropped her head again to stare at the ground. “Elaine, please look at me.”

      She lifted her head, “Yes, Ma-Sir?”

      “Tate.”

      She blinked, “Tate?”

      “Good,” I smiled, giving her shoulder a quick rub. “Call me Tate from now on.”

      “Yes, Tate.”

      “Now,” I smiled, trying to reassure her. “You said you saw a river?”

      “Yes, Tate.”

      I tried not to roll my eyes. The way she said my name sounded the exact same way she said the word, ‘Master.’ I wasn’t going to push yet, but I didn’t own her, even if we had this weird soul bond thing or whatever.

      “If you have better eyesight than I, then I want you to use it. If you see something that you think may help or be important in some way. I’d like you to tell me.”

      “Yes, Tate.” Elaine nodded, then frowned. “We’re being followed by a pack of wearh.”

      “Is that supposed to mean something?” I asked.

      Elaine frowned and gave me a pointed look. “Wearh? Don’t you have wearh in your world?”

      “We have wolves,” I shrugged. “About yay high.” I held my hand to my hip. “Four legs, furry. They hunt in packs and howl at the moon.”

      Elaine frowned, but nodded slowly. “Wearh are about that size hunched over, but they walk on two legs and have large claws on their forelimbs.”

      “Are they dangerous?”

      Elaine pursed her lips before looking around. “Sometimes. We’re on the approach to winter, so they may want to hunt before they bed down for the cold.”

      “Shit,” I sighed, shoving thoughts of her knowledge of the season aside. “What do you think we should do?”

      Elaine frowned, “I don’t know, Tate. Before I was a keystone, I wasn’t a hunter, I was a student.”

      I blinked at that information and set it aside for later. “Can they swim?” I saw her conflicted expression and shook my head. “If we get to the river, what are the chances we can use it to escape them?”

      “If there is a boat, we might be able to barter for passage.”

      “That’s better than nothing then,” I sighed. “You lead. I can’t even see it yet.”

      “Yes, Tate.”

      I rolled my eyes as she turned and I followed in her footsteps. We kept at the same pace we had earlier. I figured it was to keep from exhausting ourselves. But I wondered if running might spur on these wearh to chase rather than follow. As we continued, I noticed the ground was sloping downward. So it made sense when I caught the glimmer of water ahead. Of course, water would run downhill, just in the dense forest of wherever the hell we were, I couldn’t really tell what direction was higher or lower ground. 

      As we got closer to the river, though, I noticed the landscape change. The spruce trees were still prevalent, but now there were others. Birch was easy to spot thanks to the bark, same with aspen and their unique leaves. But there were plenty of others I wasn’t sure about. It seemed the closer we got, the more the trees varied, and the more I got the feeling we were being watched.

      As I stepped under a low branch that Elaine climbed over in an act of supreme flexibility, I ended up looking off into the distance. And that’s where I spotted one of these creatures. It was crouched in the distance, watching us. From the distance, it was obvious that it was a canine creature. I could see the rough shape of its head and the tail sticking out the back. I could also tell that it was an odd green and grey colour that made it hard to distinguish amongst the wood, grass, and dirt in the area.

      And frankly, that was terrifying.

      Standing upright again, I tried not to make it more obvious as I monitored my surroundings. Every little sound became a potential threat. Every movement, a monster, and every smell that hit my nose was something to think about. Not that I knew what these things smelled like, but I figured it differed from the general grass, rocks and dirt smell.

      “They’re getting closer,” Elaine whispered. “Master, you may wish to equip me soon.”

      I looked down at my armoured limbs. I even had my shield still with me. But I remembered what she had said about keystones and frowned. “Will my armour hold up against them?”

      Elaine frowned as she glanced back at me. “Your armour should be enough to protect you in a fight. But against a pack…”

      “Got it,” I nodded, frowning as I spotted movement off to my right.

      I patted down my armour, testing the straps to make sure none were loose, before checking my helmet. If they hunted like wolves, then my throat and ankles were the two weakest points and I wanted them both covered. If I had my sword with me, I could have thought about having Elaine… transform? That was probably the best word to use. I could see if Elaine could transform into a different kind of shield, or a set of grieves that better covered my upper legs. Despite my armoured look, it wasn’t a fully encapsulated set. There were weak points. They just weren’t regularly available to exploit in combat against other humans.

      Under my arms, between my legs, and if someone had a few moments to work at it, they could get under my chin into my neck. Wolves or wearh may struggle with that last one, but there were still soft spots I’d rather keep away from teeth. But I put aside those thoughts as a new, fresh scent filled my helmet.

      “We’re getting close to the river, aren’t we?”

      “Yes, Tate,” Elaine nodded. “It’s just a short distance away.”

      “Good,” I nodded, seeing shapes moving in the surrounding trees.

      Elaine pushed through a group of low shrubs and stepped out into a patch of bright sunlight. Her hair lit up, and I paused for a moment, captured by her beauty. But a low growl ruined the moment. Turning on the spot, I saw one clearly for the first time. It wasn’t close enough to be an immediate threat, but I could hit it with a rock, or an arrow if need be. Not that I had a rock, or a bow…

      Stepping backward, I kept my eyes on the creature. It tilted its head as it let out another low growl. I pressed through the shrubs as Elaine did while I listened to her sharp intake of breath when she, too, spotted the wearh. It was about the size I expected of a wolf. But only while it was on all fours. Its tail was longer and sturdier than a canine ever needed, and it seemed to use that for balance as it stood tall on its rear legs. I caught sight of a pale-coloured belly, with long forelimbs that reminded me of a praying mantis. It tilted its head back, showing me a shorter than expected muzzle, more bearlike than dog. But that howl that escaped those jaws... Dozens of others echoed that horrifying sound all around us.

      “Tate,” Elaine hissed.

      I looked back and gave her a nod. She leaped towards me, twisting in the air. Almost without conscious thought, I reached out and snatched the hilt of the pale, glowing blade. I frowned at how light it was. Light blades were good for duelling single opponents. You could get into cracks, change direction and tactics and go for a quick disarm. But these were animals and having something heavy enough to carve into flesh would be better.

      “Trust me, Master.”

      I frowned at her, switching back to that word. But ignored it as I stepped completely out onto the bank of a large river. I could hear the lapping of soft waves on the bank beside me, so I knew how far I could go. Looking to either side, I hoped to see a boat or something in the area. But it was just water as far as the eye could see. I thought about crossing the river, but I didn’t like my chances in armour and I didn’t have the luxury of a few minutes to get it all off.

      Especially as a snout poked out through the gap in the shrubs where I had pushed through. The creature stepped out into the clearing and squinted in the light. I figured that was because it was more comfortable in the trees than it was in the open. But that didn’t matter as two more followed it out. I had hardly a moment to register the three creatures I was looking at, when another three stepped out of various points in the treeline, giving me a total of six opponents to watch.

      By far, the largest was the one I recognised from the howl. It stood in front of me, staring directly at me. There was odd intelligence in that stare. Like I was being challenged by something that was a little more than just an animal. It growled and hunched back. I saw the movement and got myself into position. Raising my shield, I held Elaine low. The creature burst forward far quicker than I was expecting.

      It crossed the gap in just a split second and flicked its claws towards me just how I’d seen a mantis do back home. Pulling back, I shifted my shield and caught the impact. It was harder than expected, like trying to block an axe, and it shoved my shield back, clipping my helmet and ruining my chances of a riposte. But the action seemed to have stunned the creature as well as it fell back, snarling.

      “They’re similar, but different to wolves,” I nodded. “They use ambush tactics, but still work in packs.”

      “Master, while I appreciate you taking this seriously, is now really the time to discuss this?”

      I blinked and grinned as the rest of the pack closed in. “Sorry.”

      One of the smaller ones, on my sword side, didn’t seem to understand the danger it was in. They had seen me block their larger counterpart’s blow with my shield, but I appeared more open on my sword side. This one lunged in close, aiming for my leg. I thought little of the action and swung my blade, hoping to catch its forelimb and drive it back. What I hadn’t been expecting from the light, quick, blade. Was for it to shear completely through the creature’s limb, leaving it cauterised like I’d cut it with a hot knife.

      The shrill yelp of the creature as it reared back set the rest off, and they lunged in unison. The larger one rushed straight in, while another aimed for my left behind my shield. I braced against that one, while thrusting a stab out at the big one in front of me. It reared back, giving me enough of a gap to tense against the blow that struck my shield. This was still heavy, but I was expecting it this time. Using my shield as a weapon, I bashed the wearh back with a yell, before swinging it back around to catch the next blow from the large one. Only this time, it didn’t just strike. Those curved claws snapped out and grabbed the edges of my shield. Then it pulled.

      I knew instantly it outmatched me, as I was almost pulled off my feet. It swung me around, away from the river, and I realised that despite being on my feet, I now had my back to the rest of the wearh that were still approaching through the trees.

      “MASTER!”

      I turned and saw the one armed wearh hurtling towards my back. It was too far around to get my sword up properly in the restrictions of my armour. I humoured the thought of having a spare shield, and I blinked as I felt Elaine shift in my hand. I felt a sense of change come over me as the sword turned into a rounded gemstone strapped to the palm of my hand.

      “SHIELD!” Elaine screamed.

      Snapping my hand up, the wearh’s furious expression turned into shock as a blinding white flash emanated from my hand. The creature reeled back in shock, howling as it now clutched at its eyes. The larger one holding my shield did the same, snapping the straps holding my shield in place as it reared back. Surprisingly, the flash, despite being bright enough that I could see my own skeleton through my armoured gauntlet, didn’t bother me in the least. But it bothered something else…

      ROOOOAAARRR!

      The terrible cry hit me like the blast from some explosion. I felt the rumble through my bones, and it was several moments before I could hear Elaine’s voice screaming just a single word.

      “RUN!”

      Before I could react, the treeline exploded. Large trunks were tossed through the air, landing in the water as the wearh whirled around in their blind confusion. Turning away from whatever was coming, I looked for an escape. At this point, I was going to take anything and the rather large log floating in the middle of the river was going to be it. I ignored the crashing sounds of whatever was coming through those trees and ran into the water. The tree wasn’t all that far out, but I was still in my armour and I didn’t like my chances of swimming very far. So I was thankful when I leaped and my fingers brushed the wood as I fell into the water.

      Kicking hard, I broke the surface and gripped a branch. That gave me a moment to pull myself out to scream from the piercing cold. It felt like hundreds of small knives digging into my skin. To make matters worse, with everything I was wearing, there was no way to pull myself out of the water and onto the trunk itself.

      “E-Elaine, change back and h-help me get my armour off-f.”

      I felt the gem on my hand shift and suddenly Elaine let out a sharp yelp from the cold as she appeared in the water beside me.

      “Master!”

      I reached out and grabbed her with one hand. “Armour! Now!”

      She nodded and grabbed at my gauntlet. It took her a moment, but with me concentrating on holding onto her and the tree, she got the first of the straps undone. There was a moment of panic when I let go of her so she could remove it, but I grabbed her again and she gave me a strained smile.

      “Just drop it,” I ordered.

      Elaine frowned, but released the glove to sink to the bottom of the river before reaching for my helmet. As that vanished into the drink, I finally saw what the newest monster was. From this distance, all I could think of was a bear, but it was bright green, with six limbs and a long tail that had a club at the end. It was larger than the elephants I’d seen at the zoo and I watched as it picked up one of the wearh’s in two hands and yanked it apart into two pieces before my eyes.

      With a howl, the rest of the wearh rushed into the trees and the enormous creature sat on its haunches to enjoy its meal as the tree carried us around a bend and out of sight. It took several minutes to get my armour off and I could tell that Elaine was as miserable as I was.

      “Go back to being my shield,” I ordered.

      Her lips pursed, but she nodded and a moment later, I had that familiar gem strapped to my palm. Only this time, on my left, where I carried my shield left back with the monsters.

      “You need to get out of the water, Master.”

      I nodded. The water was freezing, and I really didn’t have it in me to climb up onto the trunk itself. But luckily for us, I spotted something better. It looked old and dilapidated. But it had a roof and a spot for a fire. With a deep breath, I kicked off the tree, ignoring Elaine as I swam as best as I could over to the bank. I felt so tired though. I wasn’t sure I was going to make it until I felt the ground beneath my feet. So I used that to walk, and then finally crawl up onto the bank. I had guessed correctly though, and I was only a few metres from the shack. If my arms and legs would move, I could have crawled.

      “Master!” Elaine cried, appearing beside me.

      Her body was still wet as she touched my face. I tried to offer her a weak smile, but even that was beyond me. I had a brief thought about why I wasn’t shivering and figured that was probably a bad thing as well. As Elaine grabbed my hand, I offered no resistance. The texture of the ground was painful, but I offered no complaint as she dragged me. My world became flashes of brown, green and pure, pure cold until I felt my arm hit the ground.

      I could feel my breathing slow for several minutes as Elaine did something behind me. Then she was back. She was so beautiful as she rolled me onto my back. And that’s when I realised she was naked. Her lips were blue, and she was shivering uncontrollably as she yanked my wet clothing off. And then she was in my arms. She pinned herself to my front and wrapped her arms and legs around me.

      “Beautiful,” I mumbled, before closing my eyes.
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      “GET OFF HIM!”

      The combination of those words, followed by a feminine squeal and a wash of cold air, snapped me back into consciousness.

      “Hold on there, fella,” a hand pressed into my shoulder, pushing me flat. “We got the bitch. You’ll be okay.”

      “What?” I groaned.

      “Give me one of them skins!”

      I blinked and rubbed my eyes before hearing a wet smack and another feminine squeal. Twisting, I saw Elaine. Her eyes were wide as she dry heaved. Her arms were being held behind her by a large man in a rough-looking leather tunic. In front of her was a man dressed in leather and chain. He looked like a brigand, but there was a sigil of a set of scales on the shield draped over his back. The man drew back a fist and drove it into Elaine’s stomach a second time.

      I saw the twisted expression on her face as she looked up at me. Tears rolled down her cheeks, as mucous leaked from her nose. Her mouth was open as she desperately tried to suck in air, as spittle ran down her chin.

      “I gotcha buddy.” The man above me patted my shoulder. He held a leather bag towards me that smelled of wine.

      Snapping out a hand, I shoved him back. He went over on his ass with a shout as I hauled myself to my feet. I was still cold and shivered in the cool air, but I was upright. Looking down at my hands and feet, I could see the redness of my skin. I figured it was mild frostbite from the cold water, but I ignored it for now as the armoured man turned towards me with his hands out.

      “It’s okay,” He smiled. “We got her. You’re fine.”

      “What are you doing?” I demanded, feeling my rage build.

      “Saving your life. That’s what these twiggy sluts do. She was trying to suck out your life force when we happened upon you.”

      I blinked at the man for several long moments. Even Elaine looked confused by what he’d said. So I said the only thing that made sense. “What the fuck are you talking about?”

      The man rolled his eyes. “Wow, son, she really did a number on you. See those,” he pointed back at Elaine before gesturing to his ears. I saw the pained expression on her face and felt my rage start to boil over. “Them pointy ears mean she’s a monster. You let her get close and she was sucking you dry like a parasite. So now we’ve pried her off and saved your life, I’m going to collect the reward.”

      “Reward?” I asked, turning to glare at the man.

      He nodded. “Damn, she really did a number on you. So when you trade in her ear, make sure you get that head of yours looked at.”

      I looked around quickly. I was in the buff. And I had vague memories of being stripped off with Elaine laying on top of me. To my right was the man who was trying to get me to drink. He was still on the ground, looking annoyed beside what was left of a campfire. I could still feel a small amount of heat coming from it. Behind him was a younger man with a large pack. He seemed the worst dressed out of all of them, and I figured he was a porter.

      Then there was the older man who was speaking to me. He was the best dressed out of all of them. There was a sword at his hip to go along with the shield on his back. It hung in place with a leather strap that looked long enough that he could pull it around without having to take it off. And then there was the one holding Elaine. He was the largest and had a glint in his eye that told me he enjoyed this kind of abuse. He wore leathers that still had patches of fur on them. Beside him, on the ground, was a rather large axe he probably needed both hands to wield.

      I looked down at my own nakedness and closed my eyes for a moment.

      “Elaine!”

      Stepping sharply to one side, I lunged forward. I didn’t know if she would get the hint. But she did, and I felt her shift. As the large man lost grip on her, he stepped back as the gleaming, blue-hued sword fell to the ground. But I was ready, diving into a roll and snatching the hilt before it hit the ground. Rolling, I sprung up and turned to face the four, who stared at me with shock.

      “KILL THE WARRIOR AND GET ME THAT KEYSTONE!”

      The big one bent for his axe, but I was faster. Lunging forward, I aimed a slice at his arm. But the big man was quicker than he looked as he pulled back out of range. Unfortunately, the older man was too. Whirling around, I was only just able to get my blade up in time. When they connected, there was almost an electric spark before a chip flew off the old man’s blade.

      But it was Elaine’s gasp that held my attention. “It can’t be!”

      The old man either couldn’t hear her, or didn’t care as he swung his shield to drive me back. I leaped away as intended, but regretted it as the big man reached for his axe.

      “What’s going on?” I growled softly.

      “It’s… Not possible,” Elaine whimpered softly. “He’s… like he’s using… a keystone, like it’s bound.”

      I frowned, but the man who had tried to give me wine dived between the old man and the large barbarian. He came in low with a small buckler and a long knife. I saw him coming and stepped back, swinging my sword to break his charge. I was only partially successful as he dodged sideways to get around me. As I turned, I realised instantly what I had done as the big man burst forward.

      “MASTER!”

      I felt a cold shock run through my arm into the blade. I felt my arm jolt as I spun around. The rogue with the knife lunged in close, forcing me back. But he was only the distraction as the barbarian’s axe howled through the air. But Elaine was quicker. Whipping my sword around, I felt that cold pulse of energy rush through my hand and a lance of electric blue energy connected me to the big man for a single moment. The electric-blue tendril that connected us was only visible for a moment. Because the moment it touched, he flew back as a loud crack filled the air. His body hit the ground, where he slumped lifelessly.

      The rogue stared at me in horror, while the old man gaped in astonishment. The porter… He turned and sprinted off into the trees, not wanting anything to do with what was about to happen.

      “It can’t be,” the old man gaped. “Tell me this is a trick?”

      I frowned, “What, NOW you want to talk?”

      The man snarled and shook his head, “Let us end-”

      “AHHHHHHH!”

      The porter ran screaming back in the opposite direction. The three of us turned as the sound of something large came charging through the trees.

      ROOOOAAARRR!

      “TATE!” Elaine screamed.

      I looked over at my two opponents as they locked their eyes in the direction the beast was coming from. And I didn’t wait for them as I started running. Nude as the day was long, I was off through the trees as fast as my legs would carry me. I could hear at least one set of footsteps following, and I surged ahead. The last thing I needed was one of those bastards catching up to me. As the old adage said. You don’t need to outrun the bear. Just everyone else. And as a glint of silver shot past my head, a knife slammed into a nearby tree. It showed there was more than one way to outrun an opponent.

       ROOOOAAARRR!

      Thinking quickly, I turned and raced back towards the river. It worked last time, I might just work again. It was also sudden enough that whoever was pursuing me decided not to follow. I could hear the thumping of the great beast coming. And unfortunately, it seemed to follow me specifically. So I really hoped this worked.

      “Tate!” Elaine cried, “What are you doing?”

      “What I think I have to do!”

      She said something else, but I missed it as I made it to the river. It was a shallower spot and I couldn’t see where we had stopped the day before. Which made sense, as further up, was clearly some kind of waterfall. I shook my head, thinking of every bad movie scene ever before, wondering if that was really the best option. I flinched as a fairly loud crunch signalled the next tree coming down and it made my decision for me. Running towards the waterfall, I heard the snarls of the beast as it broke out of the treeline and onto the riverbank. A loud splash told me it didn’t have all that much of a problem with water and I figured that meant crossing wouldn’t stop it.

      “Well, this is just a terrible cliche,” I chuckled.

      “Master!”

      I didn’t even bother looking back as I hurled myself into the abyss. I whirled my arms around for balance as I dropped, and I was thankful my aim was true. There was indeed a lake below and it was indeed filled with sharp rocks. I looked for where I was about to land and cringed, seeing a rather large boulder jutting out. I held my arms to my chest, with Elaine’s sword-form pressed against me. With straightened legs, I braced for the impact with whatever was below.

      So as I scythed into the frigid water, I had a moment of elation, until I felt a jagged piece of rock scrape up my back. I howled underwater as air escaped my lungs. I silently swore at myself for my idiocy as I kicked for the surface. The injury wasn’t severe, it just hurt. But yelling like that in the water meant I was now trying to swim without buoyancy. Surging upward, I tried to reach the surface while gripping Elaine in one hand. I wasn’t sure I was going to make it when I felt her shift. From one moment to the next, I went from struggling to reach the surface, to being hauled there by an almost literal angel.

      Bursting to the surface, I sucked in a lungful of air as Elaine started pulling me along. Above us, I could hear loud huffs and snarls from above and opened my eyes. I grinned, seeing the long green tail sweep around, showing the large club as it stalked off back the way it came. I took a deep breath before I twisted in Elaine’s grip. She turned to see what I was doing, and I answered that by swimming up beside her.

      “I wasn’t sure you could swim,” she admitted.

      “I can do lots of stuff,” I grinned and made my way towards the far side. “That sounded kinda stupid, huh?”

      “It’s not my place to say, Master.”

      I looked back and saw her lips twitching as she held back a smile. Considering she had expected me to physically abuse her for possibly offending me, I considered her teasing to be a good thing. We said nothing else as we crossed what I could only consider a mid-sized lake. It was large enough to shoot a bow across, or fish on it using a boat. But it didn’t seem like it went anywhere particularly useful. The river just continued onward, filled with large rocks as it went around a bend in the trees.

      We swam until I felt something brush my legs. Peering down, I could see some kind of grass growing up from the bottom. So I lowered my feet, grinning when I felt the bottom underfoot. Elaine had the same idea, and we hopped along the bottom towards the bank, where we staggered out.

      Both of us were shivering badly. But there was no shelter, easy source for a fire, or wet clothing to kick off this time.

      “Shit,” I grumbled, wrapping my arms around myself.

      “M-master, you need to get w-warm,” Elaine declared.

      “What about y-you?”

      She frowned, but remained silent. I shook my head slowly and led her into the treeline. We didn’t go far as my shivering got worse, and I stopped at the base of a large spruce. The spines were how I thought they would be. Rather large clumps of small parts that, when bundled together, would feel rather soft. So I started prying off bundles and handing them to Elaine, who frowned.

      “M-master?”

      “Just h-hold on,” I assured her.

      Scraping together as many as she could hold, I started loading up my own arms as well. When it became more difficult to pick more needles than it was to hold the bundle I already had, I nodded towards a nearby grouping of three trees. Two of them were spruce and the third, I wasn’t sure. But all had rather dense foliage, and they had left a pile of leaves and needles in the centre between them. I led Elaine over and quickly stomped the heap down, breaking any of the pointier sticks in the pile. I moved in a circle, kicking some of them back to make a small nest with raised walls. Elaine just watched me like I was crazy as I dumped my armful of needles into it, and her look became more severe as I laid down in the pile.

      “Master?”

      “Come here,” I gestured. “We’re both cold, so get in close and drop that on top of us to trap the heat.”

      She looked sceptical, but did as I asked. I tried to ignore the impossibly beautiful woman who climbed into the space beside me. I desperately tried to ignore the feeling of her skin on my own as she snuggled closer. And as she set the leaves over the top of us, I rolled to face her and pulled her into position as the little spoon.

      She was shivering like I was, so I tried my best not to think about her naked form pressed against me. She was beautiful, but this was about survival. Once we were dry and warm, we could think of what to do next. We had slept through the night on the riverbank, so we still had most of the day to sort a few things out. First of which was warming ourselves up. Unfortunately, the warmer I got, the more of Elaine I could feel. Her skin was prickled with goosebumps as she laid in my arms. Her body had stopped its constant shivering and I could feel her steady breaths on my arm.

      She shifted slightly, and I clenched my eyes as my cock shifted to sit between her legs.

      “I’m sorry, Master.”

      I blinked, snapping myself out of my original thoughts. “Sorry? For what?”

      She shifted slightly, and I almost told her not to as her thighs rubbed my length. “I saw you picking all these leaves, and I thought you were going crazy. I didn’t realise what you were doing.”

      I took a deep breath to calm myself. “It’s fine-”

      “It’s not,” she disagreed, wiggling back into me slightly.

      “Elaine-”

      “Master, how many times are you going to let me get away with being rude to you before you punish me?”

      I blinked, “What?”

      “I just did it again,” she sighed. “Master. You need to be more assertive.”

      I broke my composure and started laughing. I couldn’t help it. Back home, those who didn’t know me considered me a borderline sociopath. And yet, here, I was apparently being too gentlemanly. My attitude must not have impressed Elaine, as she huffed and rolled in my arms to face me.

      “Master!” she growled.

      I took several deep breaths before meeting her firm glare. She looked so mad at me. It was adorable. And I couldn’t help the smirk that broke across my face.

      “Master, I’m serious!”

      I turned my head, so I wasn’t facing directly at her while I tried to compose myself.

      “Is it my ears?”

      That caught my attention. I froze and slowly turned back as she stared at a spot on my chest.

      “Is that it? You don’t like twiggy sluts?”

      The man who used that phrase had used it in a dark tone. I felt a ball of anger fill me up inside. I looked at Elaine and saw her expression.

      “Are you intentionally trying to get a rise out of me?”

      She frowned. “I’ve been a bad little elf, Master. I’ve been rude and outspoken. I’ve interrupted you while speaking multiple times and I’ve even insulted you.”

      “Elaine-”

      “I need to be punished, Master.”

      I reached up and cupped her cheek. She leaned into it, while staring at me with those big blue eyes of hers. She held my gaze, staring right back at me with an air of defiance.

      “How is your stomach?”

      “I should be fine, as long as whatever punishment you administer doesn’t involve punching me like he was.”

      I nodded as her leg hooked around the back of my knee. She was still giving me that defiant stare, but I could feel the twin points of her nipples on my chest. I slowed my nodding while I thought about my options. On one side of things, she was the spitting image of the first woman I ever loved. On the other hand, we had some magical bond, and I wasn’t sure how deeply that ran. Was she capable of lying to me? Did she think this was some kind of duty? Was this some kind of societal expectation?

      “Please, Master?” She whispered.

      I nodded slowly to myself and she seemed to think I was going to follow through with her wishes. She wriggled, trying to almost force herself under me. So it was a shock for her when I tightened my grip on her chin. Looming over, I glared down at her. She whimpered softly and held perfectly still.

      “You saved my life today.”

      She frowned, “Master, it is my res-”

      “Shut it,” I hissed, and she fell silent, while staring up at me with mixed emotions. “You saved my life. So I’m giving you a standing order, and I don’t want to hear a single complaint about giving it.”

      “Yes, Master,” she nodded quickly. “Whatever it is, I’ll do it.”

      I smiled and nodded. “You’re such a good little elf.”

      “I am?” she smiled. 

      I nodded, “You are. So here’s what I want you to do.”

      “I’m listening,” she smiled as she started trying to wriggle her legs open for me again.

      “I want you to stop this sex kitten act.”

      Elaine froze, then frowned. “Master?”

      I shook my head, “No, right not, I’m not Master. I’m Tate. And that’s how you will address me from now on when we’re having a serious discussion.”

      “Tate,” Elaine repeated.

      “Good girl,” I smiled. “Now, Elaine. I’m not your master right now. And you aren’t my keystone.”

      “Okay,” she nodded, looking confused.

      “What do you want right now?”

      “Mast-”

      “Tate,” I frowned.

      Elaine chewed her lip, “Tate. I want you.”

      “You want me what?”

      She huffed and clenched her eyes, “Mast-”

      “Tate!”

      “Why are you being so infuriating!” She screeched.

      “Because I want to know that you actually want this!”

      She blinked up at me for several long moments and smiled. “Master, I’m an elf. I’ve wanted this since you first took me in your hand. I was so scared that you’d hate me, and you give me butterflies every time I look into your eyes.”

      “So, you want to have sex?”

      “Want?” Elaine snorted. “Master, was I not obvious enough when I was rubbing against you earlier?”

      “That was on purpose?” I frowned.

      Elaine pouted softly, “I’m sorry, Master. I’ve been a bad little elf and-eep!”

      I kissed her hard. Her body vibrated as I lifted myself. She started to wriggle, but I grabbed her hip and dragged her into position. Her legs closed over my hips as her arms wrapped around my neck. She smelled divine. Like the forest itself, but with underlying tones that were uniquely her own. My erection, that had been slowly coming to attention, stood at full mast as I moved into position.

      Elaine was vibrating with excitement as I dragged my cock over her mons. Shifting down, I felt the head of my cock as it parted her labia. She was so slick and ready for me I couldn’t help but moan as she tilted her hips up towards me. I fit my cock to her entrance as she tensed her legs, raising her crotch to impale herself. So I gave her what she wanted. She shuddered as my cock slid into her. Despite the impossible slickness, she was extremely tight. Her body trembled as I pushed in and as I pressed my crotch to hers, I rested for a moment as she pulled away from the kiss.

      “Are you okay?” I asked, seeing her wide-eyed expression.

      She nodded quickly and shot me a smile. “I’m fine, Master. I just… Does it always hurt?”

      I blinked, then frowned. “Have you not done this before?”

      Elaine blushed before shaking her head. “No, Master. I’ve never been with a man before.”

      I clenched my eyes and felt her tense below me, so I opened them to see her concern. “I wish you’d told me. I didn’t realise, and I could have been much nicer about this.”

      Elaine blinked, then smiled and let out a soft laugh. “No, Master. This is how I wanted it. My big strong Master, taking me as he sees fit. It hurts, but it’s a good hurt.”

      “You promise?” I asked.

      Elaine smiled and nodded, “I promise, Master. Now please, fuck your twiggy slut.”

      I frowned and grabbed her chin. Her eyes went wide as I growled. “You do NOT call yourself a twiggy slut. Do you understand me?”

      She nodded quickly, and I kissed her hard. She made small noises as I fucked her. I tried to grind myself into her, rather than resort to the longer strokes I preferred. Despite her willingness, I’d rather she enjoy her first time rather than me simply taking what I wanted. What I wanted would be satisfied, regardless. She was the most beautiful woman I’d ever seen. The way she writhed beneath me turned me on more than anything I’d ever experienced. Her pussy clenched rhythmically as she rocked her hips up towards me. And with her nails carving shallow grooves down my back, I knew this was an experience she would never forget.

      I held her in place, refusing to let her go and ensuring she felt like I was possessing her, which was what she wanted. She pulled away from my kiss to pant at the sky without moving away. And I took that opportunity to sink my teeth into the side of her neck. I cut off her choked scream by covering her mouth with my hand. All at once, her body convulsed, and it was almost like she was trying to throw me off. Only as her legs tightened, she started frantically rocking her hips. It was then, I felt the pool of liquid pouring out between us as she started to cum.

      I released my jaw and admired the marks on her perfect skin for just a moment. Kissing my way up the side of her neck, I breathed softly into her ear and smiled.

      “Good elf.”

      Elaine moaned as her pussy frantically contracted over my cock. But I wasn’t done yet. Moving higher, I did what I had only read about in books and took the tip of her ear between my teeth. Biting gently, Elaine went ballistic below me. I could only just muffle her screams with one hand over her mouth. The other I used to lean on her hip to hold her still as I took my pleasure with her. The firm tip of her ear felt hot in my mouth, and I added some licks to my nibbles while I lengthened my thrusts.

      Elaine bucked up against me one last time before clutching me in a death grip. I felt her entire body tremble as I buried myself inside her. I released her ear and saw her eyes rolled back in her head. If not for her legs desperately clinging to me, I’d be worried something was wrong. So I held her for a few moments while she recovered. I smiled down at her as she tilted her head down to look at me. The blush that crept across her face was adorable, but her hand that snaked down between us made me frown. She massaged the base of my cock still buried inside her and brought her hand up.

      “Master, did you finish?”

      I smirked and shook my head. “No, I was making sure you were okay first.”

      Elaine smiled softly, “You should finish, Master. I’m your little elf and I want you to.”

      I grinned and pitched to one side. Elaine let out a little yelp of shock as I rolled her on top of me. Her breasts hung down where I could ogle them and I grinned. “You want it, you can earn it.”

      I reached up to collect one of her breasts and fed the nipple into my mouth while she frowned down at me. Though that frown wavered as my tongue danced across her flesh. But I caught a small look of confusion on her face. If she really was a virgin, and I had no reason to doubt it, then I shouldn’t be surprised that this would confuse her.

      I gently took hold of her hips and pushed her back before pulling her forward again. The sensation caused my cock to rub up inside her, and Elaine’s eyes twitched as she moved with me. I held on for a few moments before releasing her hips and going back to her breasts.

      “Master,” Elaine whispered. “Please tell me you’re almost done.”

      I paused. “Am I hurting you?”

      “No!” she squealed. “No, my legs feel like jelly. I don’t know how long I can keep going.”

      I grinned and reached for her shoulders. She let out a sound of complaint as I pulled her down to lie on me. Her eyes locked on mine and she looked so disappointed in herself. But I wasn’t about to deny myself just because her legs weren’t working properly.

      Shifting my hips for leverage, Elaine gasped as I thrust back up into her. From this position, I could hold that perfect ass of hers in my hands and fuck her from below. So that’s exactly what I did. I started slowly, as this position required me to actually thrust, not just grind myself in place. But as her eyes rolled back, and she mouthed the word, “Master,” a few times, I increased my pace.

      She was putty in my arms. A compliant, Elven little fuck toy. She was beautiful, and I kept watch for the telltale sign she was about to cum. And not a moment too soon. Her body began to writhe as her face twisted. Her back arched, and I yanked her down into a firm kiss. I moaned into her mouth as the first pulse of my cock fired deep inside her. She knew immediately, and despite hitting her own peak, Elaine tried to keep going. Her body spasmed as she desperately rode my cock. Our juices combined as she squirted again and I crushed her to my chest so I could feel every small convulsion. The whole time, her hips frantically bounced in place, until I grabbed her ass and forced her to halt that as well.

      When our mutual highs declined, I continued to kiss her for several long moments. We only stopped when she broke the kiss to breathe. Elaine stared down at me with wide-open eyes and an uneasy smile.

      “Please tell me we’re going to do that again one day, Master?”

      I snorted and gave her a small squeeze. “Elaine, if ever you don’t want-”

      “I do,” she tried to sit up. “Please, that was amazing. I’ve never felt anything like that before.”

      “Good,” I grinned. “Because I’m going to want a lot more of you.”
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      GROWWWWL

      I flinched as I heard the sound. Elaine glared at me from the branch she was perched on, so I knew she heard it too. I looked down at the deer, frozen below the tree. It was just a little out of range and I hoped I hadn’t just ruined our chances. The breeze up here on my nude form was uncomfortable and if we lit a fire, it would be harder to entice animals to come to the lake for water. Which made the growl from my complaining stomach, all the more unfortunate.

      Elaine held a finger to her lips, and I nodded slowly. We’d been up here for several hours now. Across the other side of the lake from where we made our bed, we were both feeling the pressure from a lack of food. And with the deer below us, we finally had a chance that didn’t involve rummaging around the forest looking for berries or roots that may not even be there.

      The deer below us took another step towards the river as it kept its head up high. It only had a single antler, as the second had broken off. I could only assume it was after the mating season, seeing as it had come on its own, rather than following a group of females. The deer looked around before taking another step. Elaine flexed her legs, getting ready to drop. The deer huffed out a breath and took that last step.

      Without a sound, Elaine slipped off the branch. Her nude form dropped a dozen metres to the ground. The rustle of the leaves as she fell caught the attention of the deer. It flinched and began to turn as Elain shifted into her sword form. The deer barely got its hoof off the ground before she sank her entire body through its shoulder. The creature made a choked scream, kicking violently and twisting away from the source of its pain and fear. Elaine had completely impaled the animal, top to bottom, through its ribs. And the deer tumbled to the ground in the same moment, spasming before falling limp.

      I let out a sigh of relief before climbing down the tree. It was large, gnarled and very old, with sturdy limbs that reached out in all directions. We had chosen the spot we did, because it was over a natural gap in the trees that animals had been using as a path. And it paid off. I slipped down the branches as quickly as I could before dropping the final metre to the ground. I checked my surroundings and verified the emptiness of the land before approaching the deer.

      Its eyes were glazed over, giving no doubt that the animal didn’t suffer for long. Bending, I took Elaine’s hilt and drew her out of the beast. And like a stopper pulled from a bottle, a small spout of blood poured from the animal.

      “Through the heart,” Elaine said.

      I nodded, “Was quick then. Do you know how to dress a deer?”

      “... Don’t you?”

      I blinked, then thought about what I’d seen on the various television shows back home. “One way to find out.”

      I kept Elaine in her sword form as I lifted the deer. It was a struggle, but I found a section of branch to wedge the deer’s ankle and got to work. Bending over, I cut the animal’s throat to let out the blood. It was a bit of a mission, using a sword to cut a deer to pieces, but Elaine was impossibly sharp. Even the slightest touch carved quickly and easily through everything, including bone with only the barest effort.

      “Are all keystones this sharp?” I asked.

      “They can be,” Elaine responded. “That’s also something we should discuss. That man you fought, you chipped his blade.”

      I frowned, taking another cut as another piece of skin fell away. It would not be neat and the skin wouldn’t be worth anything, but the meat was what I wanted right now.

      “I take it that’s not normal, then?”

      “No, Master,” Elaine replied, sounding worried. “Another keystone would have withstood me easily. A regular blade and I would have carved through, allowing you to kill the man.”

      “So a bound weapon, then?” I frowned.

      “I was, yes,” Elaine agreed. “But that weapon wasn’t bound to him.”

      “Then-”

      “It wasn’t bound to anyone.”

      I frowned. “That doesn’t sound right. Is there a way to get around it? Could you have missed something?”

      “Master, before I left, I was giving all the information I needed about being a keystone. This is something else.”

      I sighed. “I’ll take your word for it.”

      “I’m sorry-”

      “Don’t apologise,” I chastised her. “You’re as confused about this as I am. I’m just a human with a talking sword who turns into a beautiful woman.”

      “Master… Do you really mean that?”

      “What?” I frowned, looking down at the bloodstained blade. “That I’m confused, or that I think you’re beautiful?”

      “That… That you think I’m beautiful. I’m not a human, and-”

      “Whatever you’re about to say, please stop.” I shook my head before turning back to the deer. I lifted her and ran the blade around the forelimbs, separating them from the body. “Whatever the societal expectations are for beauty standards in this world, they don’t apply to me. As far as I’m concerned, you’re a beautiful woman with pointy ears.”

      “And they don’t bother you?”

      “Did it feel like it bothered me while I nibbled on them yesterday?”

      “... No master…”

      “Well,” I shrugged, looking over the corpse. There was a fair amount of meat on those limbs. There wasn’t much point to cutting more off, it just meant carrying it and keeping it over where we slept. If this was going to attract something nasty, I’d rather it not come looking for us at the same time.

      “Would it be better to wash you as a blade, or let you turn back into your elf form and you can wash yourself?”

      “Ah… You’re my master, I should be-”

      “Elaine!” I huffed, grabbing both forelimbs and hoisting them over my shoulder.

      “For efficiency, washing me as a sword will be quicker.”

      I nodded, “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome, Master.”

      I rolled my eyes. Throughout the day, that title came and went. When she thought I was mad, or giving her instructions, it came out fully. But others, when I got her to relax, she didn’t use it quite so often. I carried my haul over to the nest and set it down on a bed of dry leaves. I’d worry about a clean kitchen after I found pants, and there was little chance I still had a pair waiting for me up by the fire we slept beside the night before. Not that I particularly wanted to risk checking. Between that green monster, the two guys and that porter, I didn’t even want to stay here.

      With a final check of the surroundings, I made my way back to the lake. Specifically, I moved to the point where it drained into the river and bent over. Sticking the blade in the water, I spent a minute making sure I got all the blood off her. I didn’t want to risk leaving something gummed up in a crevice and have her turn back to find herself still gross. While the weather here wasn’t awful, the combination of perpetual shadow, the breeze, being nude and our water supply being a waterfall, I didn’t want either of us to get wet again.

      I gave Elaine a final check over, before running my fingernails through all the corners, like at the crossguard and hilt, before giving her a final rinse.

      “There you go,” I smiled, tossing her in the air.

      The sword suddenly expanded, twisting around until Elaine thumped to the ground before me.

      “Thank you, Master,” she smiled.

      I gave her a smile and stood. “You’re welcome. Can you find some wood for a fire?”

      She nodded before setting a stern expression and marched off to begin her task. Or at least that’s how I assumed she had heard my request. I had a different goal. I searched through a few nearby trees for some long, thin and, most importantly, green wood. Mostly, that meant pulling smaller branches off some trees and ripping the twigs and leaves off them until I had enough. I then went on a hunt for some kind of creeper, vine or stem that could take some abuse. That was actually easier than the sticks, thanks to the overabundance of low light plants that grew around the waterfall. I found one that while it cracked and complained when I twisted and bent it, there were strong, fibrous strands that held it together. Which was exactly what I wanted.

      By the time I had all my materials back near our nest, Elaine had already made a few deposits. Branches of all shapes and sizes, mostly dry, and I could hear her off in the distance collecting more, so I got to work. Without a few tools, I couldn’t make a proper rotating spit. But I could do something similar. Using strands of the vine, I bound four a-frames and set them in the shape of a square. I then lashed sticks between them, making a raised frame that was sturdy enough it didn’t budge when I smacked it with my hand. The next few minutes were spent growling at the first forelimb of meat while I drove a stick through it horizontally. I then drove that same stick through the second forelimb, but at the other end. I then did the same thing with a second stick, creating a second box with the limbs facing opposite directions, skewered in place by the sticks I had selected. It wasn’t neat, but it would make it easy to turn them over together to let them cook evenly.

      Setting them aside, I picked up another length of green branch and tied a length of vine to one end. Shoving that end into the ground, I forced the branch to bend, while I tied on the other end of the vine. It wouldn’t throw an arrow, but it would hold for what I needed it for.

      “Is that enough?” Elaine asked, dropping the fresh load of sticks on the rest of the pile. I looked it over and nodded. “Should be more than enough. I don’t want to stay longer than tonight. Those people could still be out there searching for us.”

      “Master, I think it’s more likely they will report what happened to their superiors,” Elaine frowned.

      I let out a sigh and nodded. “Or that.”

      “Master, why did you make a bow?”

      “This?” I grinned, holding it up. “I mean, yeah, it’s a bow. But not that kind of bow. Let me show you.”

      Elaine sat beside me as I selected a flat piece of dried timber and one of the straighter, thinner ones. I set the flat piece down and looked for a rock. It took me a minute to find one with a pointy end and I used it to dig a small indent into the wood the same size as the end of the straight piece I was saving. Elaine just watched as I tossed a few dry leaves and twigs over the hole, then pressed the straight piece into it. Looping the bow over the straight piece, I gave it a one-eighty twist. Elaine just stared at me like I’d grown a second head as I gripped the top of the straight stick.

      “Let’s see if this works,” I grinned.

      Pulling the bow to one side, it caused the vine to roll the vertical stick in my hand while I braced it against the flat wood below. When I ran out of bow, I quickly reversed direction, pulling the bow back the opposite way. When I got comfortable with the motion, I repeated it as quickly as I could. The straight piece of wood spun violently in my hand while I drove it down into the wood below, while Elaine looked concerned for me. That was, until we both spotted the wisp of smoke.

      “What?” She blinked.

      “Almost,” I grinned, continuing as my arm ached.

      I grit my teeth as my elbow cramped, but I spotted it. Just a flash of orange before a puff of smoke. Yanking away the stick, I looked down at the embers trapped in the wood. Before I let my excitement overtake me, I blew on them gently. As they flared up brightly, I pushed some leaves closer. The moment they caught, I let out a small cheer.

      “Master?!” Elaine blinked. “How?”

      “Friction,” I grinned. “Ancient people from my world did something similar. I tried it out as a teen. It was a lot of work and I never quite managed it before.”

      I kept feeding small leaves and twigs into the little fire as it built. Once I thought I could turn away for a moment, I gathered a bundle together that would burn up nicely under the frame I’d constructed. Then I picked up the flat wood and tipped it over the pile. It smoked itself out almost immediately, but I blew and fuelled the embers until it relit.

      In just a few minutes, I was feeding larger sticks onto the fire, while enjoying its warmth while the meat sizzled above on the frame. It also made it abundantly clear that I was a mess. Gore from the deer stained me from my hands, down my arms, chest and was soaked into my feet. And there was only really one option.

      “Elaine, watch the fire, please?”

      “Yes, Master.”

      I rolled my eyes, but got up and braced myself for the cold. I stepped over to the lake and looked over the water. Despite the raging waterfall at one end, it was rather calm. But the day was already late, and I wanted to be dry before it got too cold. With a wince, I stepped into the water. I couldn’t help the girlish gasp that escaped my lips, but I powered on. I started with my feet, scrubbing them loose of all the grime, then worked up my legs. By the time I reached my crotch, I was already numb. I just hoped nothing was going to fall off. Jumping for my life was one thing, but this was ridiculous. In the end, I gave up and threw myself into the water. I scrubbed at my hair, face and upper body as quickly as I could, before scrambling back out and towards Elaine, who was watching me.

      I was shivering when I sat down and Elaine tossed another stick on the fire to keep up the burn. I moved as close as I could and concentrated on breathing, while the smell of cooking meat filled the air. We really needed to move on. Find shelter, or at the very least a change of clothes. After running into those men, it was logical to think there was a settlement somewhere nearby. But that was going to be a tomorrow-problem. With the setting sun, the dropping temperature and the promise of a hot meal, neither Elaine nor I were keen on going anywhere. 

      “How did you become a keystone?”

      Elaine blinked and looked at me, then frowned and let out a soft sigh. “It wasn’t my choice. I grew up wanting to learn about magic and my parents saved enough for my enrolment in my local academy.” She raised her palm, and a glowing light appeared, hovering in place. “I have a good aptitude for light magic. And my tutors agreed. They sent me to the capital, where I met a prince.”

      I frowned, “Did… You and this prince…”

      “No,” she shook her head. “Not for a lack of him trying. Elves are not… peaceful folk. Though we look at it, there is always infighting. The strong dominate the weak and the prince wanted to take me as his wife so our children and his legacy would remain strong.”

      “I’m guessing he didn’t like it when you said no?”

      Elaine shook her head as a tear rolled down her cheek. “He wanted to expel me. To ruin my life and take everything from me if I didn’t accept his proposal. And then it happened. The gods touched the world and gave us a choice. To be sent to a new world, to search out the greatest warriors of truth and justice. Bring them back to this world and restore the balance and order that had been lost in countless wars.”

      “I accepted.”

      I nodded slowly. “You mentioned you could heal.”

      “I did,” Elaine nodded. “You had frostbite on your hands that I fixed while you slept.”

      “Then what was that attack you did to that barbarian?”

      Elaine grimaced and shook her head. “That… When you learn to heal the body, you learn how to damage it as well. I borrowed your mana to force healing into him, directed at his muscles. The loud noise was my mana rushing into him at the time of your strike.”

      I nodded. “That makes a bit of sense, then.”

      “It feels like a violation of my teachings, but I recognise it is necessary, sometimes, to cause harm, in order to promote a better outcome.”

      “Is that why you chose me? A better outcome?”

      Of all her reactions, I didn’t expect the blush that raced across her body. “No, Master. Had I met you the day I arrived, it would have been the same outcome. I am yours and always have been. We will be together until the end.”

      “That doesn’t sound comforting,” I chuckled.

      Elaine smiled, “Master, I may extend your life by many centuries, beyond even that of an elf’s normal lifespan.”

      Centuries?... “Wait, beyond yours?”

      Elaine suddenly looked worried. “No, Master. I apologise, but… I will be here, long after your bones are dust.”

      I saw the look of sadness on her face and felt an odd pang in my chest. I was never very good with the touchy-feely crap everyone else experienced. But something made me want to offer her some comfort. Shifting over, I reached for her hand and tugged her closer. Elaine shifted, and I pulled her gently into my lap, where I wrapped her in my arms.

      “I suppose we’ll start with the next few days then,” I mumbled.

      Elaine nodded slowly. “Yes, Master. And, while I appreciate your comfort, I believe we should turn the meat.”

      I glanced over at our meal and nodded before letting her go. With Elaine grabbing one side, I took the other, and we turned the frame over and put it back down. This time, as I sat, Elaine moved to sit back on my lap. Only she squatted down while facing me. Draping her hips over my own, she pressed her chest against my own and smiled.

      “Master, I know you don’t like the word ‘twiggy’”

      “It’s not the word,” I frowned. “It’s what he was referring to when he said it.”

      Elaine nodded, “What about slut?”

      I snorted, then froze. She had mentioned she was an elf in a way that suggested she was sexually active. But she also behaved like she’d never been with a man before.

      “Elaine, when you asked if it would always hurt, that was because you’d never been with a man before, right?”

      “Yes, Master,” she nodded. “Not once have I let a man touch me before you.”

      I nodded, before wondering if it was indelicate to ask. Opening my mouth, I paused as Elaine gave me a shy look.

      “Master?”

      “Yes?”

      “I can tell you are conflicted about something, and I think I need to confess.”

      I sighed. “Are you going to tell me you’ve slept with women before?”

      “Yes, Master. Most Dryades engage with members of the same sex, while I understand humans are generally against that kind of thing.”

      We both flinched as my cock pressed into her ass. Her feeling the heat of my cock press into a part of her that was cold. Me, feeling something cold, hit the erect top of my cock. Her head snapped around to look at me as I chewed my lip.

      “Master?”

      “Sorry, it’s just… Do you have any fantasies?”

      Elaine blinked, “Fantasies, Master?”

      “Y’know, like… You ever wanted to have sex somewhere you’re not allowed to, or try something most people would think is strange, or embarrassing.”

      Elaine blushed and lowered her gaze.

      I realised I’d hit on something and tried to put the spotlight back on myself. “I just meant that having sex with two women at the same time is a fantasy of mine. And… quite common where I’m from.”

      “Oh,” Elaine blushed. “M-master, I have one too, but…”

      “But?”

      “One time, a fae I slept with.” she paused when my cock throbbed beneath us. “She licked part of me, and I’ve been curious ever since.”

      “Anal?” I guessed.

      Elaine blushed and slammed her face into my shoulder. I wasn’t sure what was going on until she nodded slowly. “Yes, Master.”

      I tried not to keep memories of my twenty-first from interfering with the moment, but it didn’t help that I had a very naked, exquisite woman in my lap while we talked about this.

      “Master?”

      “Yes, Elaine?”

      She raised herself up on her knees and I felt my cock shift beneath us, falling into the cleft between her legs. She was still blushing brightly, but she was even as she lowered herself. I bit my tongue as I stared into her eyes. I wanted to see all the small facial twitches as she slid down over my cock. Her pussy was drooling over my crotch already, and I quickly surmised, even with her embarrassment. She was as aroused by our conversation topic as I was. When her weight settled in my lap, she bit her lip and sighed softly.

      “Better?” I asked.

      She nodded before looking away. “I didn’t mind that hurt, though.”

      I smirked and tightened my grip on her hips, forcing her to grind forward slightly. “I can rough you up later if you like. Right now, I want to watch your expression while you cum.”

      Her embarrassment meant nothing to me as I took hold of her hips. She hid her face in her hands, but I could still see her mouth open as she tried not to gasp as I dragged her hips back and forth. With my cock rubbing up inside her, I did my best to keep my composure. I wanted her to feel good right now and from the tightening of her legs, she was certainly feeling good.

      “Master?”

      “Let me see you,” I smiled.

      Elaine pulled her hands away, letting me see the furious blush on her face. I could also see how wide her eyes were while she hovered in a state of pleasure.

      “Beautiful,” I grinned, hoping it would push her buttons.

      The blush that ran down her shoulders told me I was successful, and I kept up the motion. She felt fantastic and part of me wanted to simply ruin her.

      “Touch yourself.”

      “Master?”

      I grinned, “Touch yourself. Like your lovers in the past.”

      I didn’t think it was possible for her blush to get any deeper, but it did. It also didn’t stop her from following my instructions as she reached down between us. I felt her fingers brush the base of my cock as she swirled them over her clit, and she closed her eyes tightly as she concentrated.

      “Is that good?”

      “Yes, Master.”

      “Good elf,” I whispered.

      Elaine’s jaw dropped, and she began to quiver. Her core tensed and it became more difficult to move her as her body rebelled. But I didn’t mind. She tilted her head back, and I admired the shape of her neck and the loveliness of her breasts as I took a firmer grip on her ass. Almost as an afterthought, I pulled those delicious cheeks open and moved my right hand lower. She was a fountain and her pussy leaked continuously, so it was no effort to collect some on my fingertips.

      “Maste-”

      “Shhh,” I hushed her.

      Moving my hand back up, I rubbed my thumb against my forefingers, spreading her natural lubricant over my digits before gently touching her small asshole. She flinched at the sudden contact and her eyes flew open, but I was ready and caught her lips in a fierce kiss. Running my fingers over her ass, Elaine lost composure. Her pussy clamped down over my cock and she writhed in my arms. My lovely elf keened into my mouth, while I stimulated both her holes at once. I didn’t enter her, but I prodded enough to make her think there was a possibility. She was so lovel-

      CRACK

      I whirled my head around, glaring into the early evening darkness. Elaine did the same, but her face was twisted in a mix of fury and lust at her ruined moment. And right before us, on the edge of the light from the fire, was the young porter, still with his large pack, with a hand on his clawed ribs.

      “Oh,” he whimpered. “Oh, no.”
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      It was the soft whimper that brought me back to wakefulness. Cracking my eyes open, I watched as Elaine did the same. Her eyes were bright and crinkled at the edges as she smiled. I tightened my arms, pulling her closer, and she nuzzled against me. I knew there was some small part of me that should feel wrong about fawning over a woman who looked like my best friend’s mother. But… I couldn’t help it. And then the moment was ruined by the small whimper again.

      Elaine growled softly as I rolled and looked over at the other side of the tent. The young man we had captured was holding his legs together from his spot on the floor where we had left him for the night.

      “Seriously?” I asked.

      He nodded, “Please? I gotta go, so bad.”

      I sighed and thumped my head back on the pile of furs I was using as a pillow. When he showed up randomly in the night, I first thought we’d been tracked down again. He’d barely run half a dozen steps in the opposite direction before Elaine tackled him around the ankles. Something about having our moment interrupted left her so pent up and full of fury, she was almost like a beast.

      The poor kid was squealing, and crying by the time I dragged her off him. After divulging his pack, we tied him up to keep an eye on him. We had no way of knowing if there was something following him or not. The contents of his pack, though, was the real surprise. The largest of which was this tent we were sleeping in. From what I could tell, his job was carrying the equipment. That included the furs and blankets we used for our bed, set inside the tent we put up in the night, the clothing I dragged under the blankets so we could dress without being watched. And the cooking equipment sat in the corner beside the limp canvas bag that was the pack.

      Honestly, I was impressed. It was large and cumbersome, but everything fit, and it wasn’t any heavier than what a firefighter would be carrying. Even the poles that held the pack in shape while you carried it were repurposed into the poles that held this tent up to begin with. Some people are under the impression that technology increased intelligence, but that simply wasn’t the case. This is just one example of the ingenuity of people without access to power tools and micrometres.

      With my pants on and Elaine grumbling softly beside me while she dressed, I slipped out from under the blanket and approached the young man. To my eye, he was probably only about sixteen and skinnier than would be healthy. He wore a dirty brown tunic with a cloak that doubled as his blanket and a pair of pants held up with a rope. On his feet, it looked like he had woven reeds together into a mat and tied it in place around his feet. But with his wrists and ankles bound, he wasn’t going anywhere.

      “Don’t run,” I grunted.

      “I’ll be good,” he whimpered.

      I bent over and untied him. Despite his whimpering and obvious desire to relieve himself, he remained on the floor as I stepped back. “Come on,” I nodded at the door to the tent.

      The young man didn’t need to be told twice. Though he didn’t get up either. Crawling on his hands and feet, he shot out before I could and rushed towards a nearby clump of bushes. I monitored him as he stepped behind a tree, before I heard a relieved sigh, followed by the sound of running water.

      “What are we going to do with him?” Elaine asked, stepping out behind me.

      I looked her over. She was wearing a similar brown tunic to me. With her narrow shoulders, it drooped down from her neckline, before pulling tight over her breasts. I tried not to think about that as the young man appeared in my vision again.

      “I don’t think he’s dangerous,” I murmured, seeing his nervous expression.

      “If he escapes, he could lead someone back to us,” Elaine growled.

      I chuckled and put an arm around her. Pulling her to my side, I waited until she locked her eyes with my own. Those beautiful, blue eyes were wonderful to stare into. More wonderful when they were twisted in ecstasy.

      “We should move off today, put some distance between us and whoever those people were.”

      “Tencher.”

      I turned my attention back to the kid. “What?”

      “Tencher, that’s… He’s one of Lord Atkin’s…” he trailed off when he felt our stares.

      “No,” I shook my head. “Go on, I was going to ask you all this, anyway.”

      He nodded, closing his eyes, as if in prayer. “Tencher hired me to act as a porter. The village at the base of the mountains hasn’t been paying their tithe. I don’t know the details. I just carried the equipment.”

      “That’s all you can tell us?” I asked.

      He nodded nervously. “I swear it, sir. I don’t know, no more than that.”

      I frowned, thinking about what Elaine had said about the bound weapons. But… Maybe he was thinking too literally about this whole thing. “Do you know anyone we could speak to about bound weapons?”

      The young man frowned. “What do you mean?”

      “The sword that Tencher was using,” Elaine frowned. “We need to know more about it.”

      The young man’s face twisted into confusion. “What do you mean? That was a soul-blade.”

      “A soul-blade?” Elaine frowned. “Not a bound weapon, like a keystone?”

      The young man shook his head, “No miss, do… Do you not know what a soul blade is?” He saw both our glares and angled his head down. “In the great war, the twi-Dryades,” he flinched, glancing up at Elaine. “The Dryades created the first of them, and the other kingdoms followed suit. I don’t know how they’re made, but they sometimes took people condemned to death to the capital and it’s said that’s where they’re made.”

      I glanced at Elaine, who was staring at the young man in horror. I placed a reassuring hand on her shoulder, and her head snapped around to stare at me.

      “It’s not his fault,” I told her. Elaine shut her eyes and took a deep breath while I turned my attention back to the young man. “What is Tencher likely to be doing right now?”

      “Reporting what happened, sir,” he cringed. “He should arrive later on today.”

      “Then why didn’t you go with him?” Elaine frowned.

      “I…” He shifted nervously. “When I ran, I forfeit my vow. I was just scared…”

      “What is the punishment for breaking your vow?”

      He cringed. “To be taken to the capital.”

      I exchanged another look with Elaine and saw that she wasn’t happy. But she wasn’t glaring at him like earlier. So I nodded. “Right, you were a porter before. You can be one again if you like.”

      “You… You won’t hand me over for a bounty?”

      I snorted and shook my head. “I’m pretty sure my bounty will be bigger than yours.”

      The young man looked unconvinced, but I wasn’t about to run my mouth. Instead, I offered my hand to shake. “I’m Tate, my lovely companion is Elaine.”

      “Tate,” he shook my hand after a moment. “I mean no disrespect, miss,” he quickly bowed to Elaine.

      “What should we call you?”

      “Pat.”

      I blinked and tried not to snort, thinking of an old children’s television show about a postman. “Well, Pat. Where do you suggest is the closest place we can find some supplies, that isn’t wherever Tencher is going?”

      Pat looked around for a moment, as if trying to work out his bearings, before sighing. “Sir, I’ve never been this far south. If we could find the road, we can follow it back to Hammerblow, or we can follow it to the village we just came from.”

      “Hammerblow?” Elaine frowned. “We’re that close to the capital?”

      Pat nodded, “Yes, miss.”

      I looked at Elaine and saw her mulling things over. “Elaine?”

      “Sorry, Master,” she blinked. “My people are to the South, though it would take several weeks to reach the border.”

      “Begging your pardon, miss,” Pat mumbled. “But you don’t want to go that far south. The war has been getting worse as of late. There’s been talk that Dryades that are close to the border are being rounded up and taken away.”

      “Thank you,” I told him, before turning my attention to Elaine. “What do you think we should do?”

      Elaine grimaced and shook her head. “I don’t know, Master.”

      “Information then,” I nodded. “How about we visit this village? It’s away from Tencher and Lord Atkin at the very least. We ask around, see what we can find about the current politics, get some supplies and work out what to do from there?”

      Elaine blinked slowly before smiling. “As you say, Master.”

      “Sir?”

      “Look, if what you said about your vow is true, I’m not going to force you to come with-”

      “Not that, sir,” Pat shook his head. “It’s just… If we’re going that way, we need to be careful of the guttalon.”

      I looked at Elaine and saw her concern. “I’m guessing that’s the big green thing?”

      “Yes, Master.”

      I sighed and looked at Pat. “How’d you get past it the first time?”

      “We avoided it, sir,” Pat grimaced. “But now it has our scent…”
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      After a quick breakfast of the remainder of the forelimbs, the three of us packed up all we had. Or at least Elaine and I did the packing up. Pat spent most of the time folding everything back out, and then redoing it in a specific way so it all fit properly in the pack.

      With a final check of our camp, I used a pot to carry water from the lake to the fire. When I had it as wet as I could make it, Elaine and I buried the evidence under the branches of our nest. That just left the half strung up carcass on the other side. Whether by luck or otherwise, it was untouched. I knew that without the proper equipment, such as a cool room, I had about a day before the meat went bad. And with the temperature of the nights and the lack of sun, that was probably a safe bet to stick with. If I had salt, or a place to hang the meat where it was warm and windy, I might cure it. But for now, I turned to Elaine and held out my hand.

      She gave me a smile, and leaped, twisting into the shape of her sword, and landed, hilt-first in my palm. Pat stared with wide eyes as I cut off a sizeable chunk of meat before spearing it on one of the salvaged branches from our cooking station. There was a purpose-built spit in the cooking supplies Pat carried, so most of it was back under what I left of our nest. With a casual toss, I threw Elaine back over my shoulder, where she shifted back and landed on her feet. I hoisted the meat, stuck on the branch and placed it on my shoulder. It wasn’t pretty, but the meat wasn’t dripping and it would stay mostly clean while we travelled. For the rest of the carcass, I cut down and dumped, leaving it in the manner I hoped a wild animal would.

      “Lets find this road then,” I nodded.

      With Pat loaded up, Elaine at the ready to swap, carrying our dinner and me leading the way, we set off. The cliff vanished somewhere off in the trees, and none of us were interested in climbing it. So we followed it along instead. There were various alcoves along its face that I made a note of. For whatever reason, if ever we came back here, there was ample shelter. As we travelled, Elaine stuck to my side while we asked Pat about the world.

      Elaine obviously knew the basics, like how long a day and a year was. I found it odd, but convenient when Pat’s explanation gave me similar information from home. Days were broken into twenty segments, though only those who worked in town bothered with them. Years were four-hundred days long exactly. And they had eight seasons that weren’t dependent on the calendar. Or at least that was how he explained it. It sounded like a rigid system, designed to focus on defining the thing, rather than explaining it. A system where everything was in order. And from Elaine’s small frowns, entirely different from how she did things. What did interest her was the little he knew of the political situation.

      “How does a nation stay at war for so long?” Elaine shook her head.

      “From my understanding, miss. War was declared, but we’re not always fighting. Sometimes it’s the Dryades, others it’s the Daemones. The Besita don’t really fight wars, but they raid in the west almost constantly.”

      “It shouldn’t be like this,” Elaine sighed. “What about the keystones?”

      Pat frowned. “Tencher said that word. What is it?”

      Elaine shot me a worried glance. I had my own worries about this place and if the keystones weren’t common knowledge…

      “Keystones,” Elaine nodded. “A being of each race, who binds themselves to their people’s ruler, to become a living part of their armament.” She saw Pat’s blank expression and grimaced. “The keystones were the ultimate power. We were created to bring harmony to this world. Do you really not know what I’m talking about?”

      Pat blinked and slowly shook his head before turning to look at me. Seeing no deceit, Pat lowered his gaze. “I’m sorry, miss. I only know what I know. It almost sounds like you’re talking about soul blades, but they don’t turn back into people… At least I didn’t think they did, until I saw you with, sir.”

      Elaine sighed, “I’m not a soul blade, Pat. I’m a keystone.”

      “It means no different to me, miss,” Pat shrugged.

      Elaine frowned and turned away from the young man, while I scanned up ahead. It was clear to me this conversation bothered her, but I had a convenient distraction.

      “Do you think we can climb up here?”

      The three of us came to a halt and turned towards the cliff face. And I mean, sure, it was a cliff, but it wasn’t particularly tall and had lots of places for hand holds.

      “Should… Should I go first?” Pat asked with a nervous shuffle.

      I was about to decline when Elaine stepped up. “I’ll go first. If something goes wrong, I can shift back to a sword.”

      “That works,” I nodded. “I’ll give you a moment and come up behind you, then. Pat, you stick close.”

      The three of us moved to the wall, while Elaine picked us a route. It was a steep section here, but it wasn’t vertical, so I had my hopes. This section of wall still continued on further than we could see. As Elaine moved past my head, I put my foot on the same stone she started with. I grunted as I hoisted myself up before dropping back down.

      “Tate?”

      “I’m okay,” I assured her, while I lifted the branch with the meat on it. “Just need to move this.”

      Lifting it, I slid the wood down into my shirt. It wasn’t the most comfortable thing, but it worked in freeing my hands. Then I tried again. It wasn’t a hard climb. There were plenty of foot and handholds, even if I moved off from Elaine’s established path. Pat too was keeping up, even while carrying the pack. He clung close to the rocks, leaning in, as much as he could. It made me think I could have hoisted the bag up with a rope, but it was too late to try that now.

      As Elaine slipped over the edge at the top, she turned around to watch us follow. I stretched out my leg to brace against a large boulder that she had used, not a moment before, when it suddenly shifted. Thrown off balance, I slipped and let out a yell before Elaine’s hand clamped down on my wrist.

      “I have you, Master,” she grunted.

      “Are you okay?” Pat called from below.

      I twisted and grabbed hold of the wall again. Looking around, I got a grip and took a long deep breath, before looking back down at Pat. “I’m fine, are you?”

      “I’m okay,” Pat shuddered, looking far more nervous than he wanted to admit.

      Elaine was still looking tense when I met her eyes. So, I gave her a smile and started climbing. It was only another minute before I was hauling myself over the edge, where Elaine pounced. Her lips were on mine in an instant, and I held her firmly against me. Pulling her away, I smiled as she pouted at me.

      “I’m fine,” I told her.

      She nodded slowly, “I know, Master. It just scared me.”

      I nodded at that before letting her go. I turned and looked back over the edge to see Pat had taken a slightly different route. He was avoiding where my rock had slipped and was coming up a little off to my right. When he was closer, I reached down and grabbed the top of the pack, taking some of the weight while he climbed the rest of the way. And with my help, he was up and over in no time at all. I looked up at the sky and saw the morning sun was now heading towards noon, so I looked around at the pair of them.

      “We can take a rest now, or we can press on until we hit the river and take a rest there.”

      Elaine glanced at Pat, who looked tired, but wasn’t saying anything. “Let’s get to the river.”

      “Lets go then,” I gestured with a tilt of my head.

      I kept a watchful eye on the treeline as we walked along the edge of the cliff. I didn’t like our chances if we had to jump again. But I liked our chances of fighting the guttalon even less. Before long, the sound of the waterfall was coming through the trees. I guessed that with our added height, that would help sound carry. But I wasn’t entirely sure with all the trees around. When I felt a drop in temperature from the water in the air, I knew we were getting close.

      Up ahead, I could see the spray from the top of the waterfall. And despite my relief at our arrival, I was still apprehensive about what chased me off the last time. When we approached the water, there were deep gouges in the rock from the guttalon as it took out some frustration on its surroundings. I shuddered, thinking about what those claws would do to us.

      “Come on, we’ll stop where we met. It had a nice clearing.”

      The others mumbled their agreement and followed along. It felt much further when I was running, but in actuality, it was only a few hundred metres. I must have run into the trees and doubled back on a weird angle without realising. That meant I came closer to being lunch than I was comfortable thinking about. No wonder it followed me. I could see the spot where Elaine and I had spent that first night. Not because I recognised the landmarks. But by the sheer destruction. The little shack was a splintered mess, while gore stained everything in sight.

      The body of the barbarian was long gone, and we tried not to think about the lingering smell. It was, however, flat and in a spot where the sun could warm us.

      “So, Tencher, the barbarian and the rogue guy,” I looked around. “You just passed on through here?”

      Pat shook his head slowly. “Tencher knew you were here. He said his sword spoke to him and told him there was an elf nearby.”

      I looked at Elaine and saw the worry in her eyes. If that were true, that was extremely bad news.

      “Could they follow us?”

      Pat frowned, “Ah…”

      I shook my head and tried again. “Do they have the skills to track us through the forest?”

      “Tencher, no, I don’t think so, unless he was close. Fanat… He might.”

      “Fanat is the rogue?”

      “Master, even I don’t know what a rogue is,” Elaine complained.

      I blinked and nodded. “Sorry. Names from where I’m from. Basically, if they have a sword, shield and armour, they’re a fighter or a soldier. No armour and a big two-handed weapon. They’re a barbarian and lightly armoured guys with knives are rogues.”

      Elaine stared at me like I’d suddenly grown a second head. I could see the gears turning in those pretty eyes of hers, though. After a few moments, she nodded slowly. “It’s an odd way to put it, but… That would be an easy way to distinguish things.”

      “I’ll come up with a few more if we need them,” I shrugged.

      “In that case,” Pat nodded. “Fanat was the rogue, and… If he can find your trail, he might track you as well.”

      “Well shit,” I sighed, before spotting something. A familiar piece of cloth. Strolling across the space, I ignored the sticky feeling on my new boots and headed to the edge of the trees. There were clear signs that the guttalon had dragged off the barbarian. And with it was my clothing. But where the barbarian was long gone, it had bunched my clothing up against some bushes.

      “Elaine, see if you can find yours!”

      She appeared a moment later beside me, looking interested. “Oh, that’s lucky.”

      I nodded, picking up my mostly intact clothing. My shirt had a tear in it, but my pants, single sock and underwear were all whole. “They need a wash to get the blood off, but they should be fine.”

      “Keep the shirt. When we get to the village, I might stitch it back up.”

      I gave her a smile before helping her go through the bushes to find her stuff. She was less successful, only finding her tunic. It was whole though, and we brought them back to the water’s edge.

      “We’ll clean these,” I called over to pat. “Can you get some rope so we can tie them to the back of your pack?”

      “Yes, sir!”

      I rolled my eyes, and Elaine caught the look before frowning at me. “You don’t like honorifics, do you?”

      “Not particularly,” I answered, thinking about ‘officer this’ and ‘senior constable that.’ “Lots of bad memories I’d rather not bring back up.”

      Elaine deflated, “Then…”

      I sighed and shook my head, “It’s fine, just… If you can, call me Tate. But I understand you might feel more comfortable calling me, Master.”

      “Thank you, Master,” she gave me a relieved smile.

      And I knew in my mind she was almost never going to call me Tate. When we finished scrubbing our clothes, I spent a moment getting them tied to the pack. Just by stuffing the rope through an arm, leg, or otherwise of the clothing, I made a loop and tossed it over the top. My sock. I thought about tossing it. Elaine placed a hand on my wrist and gave me a small look. So, with a sigh, I squeezed as much water out of it as I could, and tied it to the rope itself.

      “Let me carry that,” Elaine gestured for the stick.

      I was going to refuse when she gave me a pleading look. So I handed it over. If she wanted to pull her own weight, I would not complain. I just hoped she realised I viewed her ability to become a sword or a pulsing ball of light to be a far more useful way to do so. With a deep breath, I looked at Pat.

      “So, this is where you come in. Where is the road from here?”

      Pat frowned, then looked around quickly, before getting to his feet. “Sir, I think it’s that way,” he gestured in a direction pretty much perpendicular to the river.

      I thought about it for a few moments and nodded. “Let’s go then.”

      Honestly, I didn’t have a better option, and it made sense to follow the river. Just kind of annoying how close we were to an actual road the whole time we travelled.
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      If not for Pat, I’m sure Elaine and I would have been well and truly lost. At least as lost as one could be on a barely usable road in the middle of nowhere. We could have walked past the point where we came to this world, or it could have been on the other side of the mountain we headed towards. I had no way to tell which. The river was long gone as we moved up into the hilly area surrounding it. Not that the increased elevation did much for the view either. The forest was still the forest and the density of the trees prevented us from seeing much more than the road ahead.

      “So,” I grunted, stepping over a fallen log. I had to swing my arm for balance while holding onto the stick with tonight’s meal stuck to the end. “What’s the chance that the village isn’t paying its tithe because they can’t deliver it?”

      I mean, the road was terrible. Even the parts that didn’t have debris, fallen logs and boulders in the way. There were deep ruts cut into some parts, where they had suffered some kind of wet season event. Then there were the literal trees growing up in the middle of it. I couldn’t imagine how difficult it must be to bring a wagon or a cart down here.

      “I can’t say, sir,” Pat called over his shoulder as he pushed through a large bush that was hanging over the road. “I don’t know the full situation.”

      “This kind of thing wouldn’t be acceptable amongst my people,” Elaine frowned as she came up the rear. “Ease of transport is a right. We have teams of dryads who move around the land, clearing vegetation from the roads and promoting natural pathways.”

      “Really?” Pat called. “I’ve always heard Ettrian was a monstrous place, filled with beasts, and where even the plants can kill you.”

      Elaine frowned and opened her mouth before closing it again. I reached out and took her hand as she tried to think of a response.

      “War propaganda.” I gave her an encouraging smile. “Make the enemy sound like they’re the bad guys, and you look like the good guys in return.”

      “I know,” Elaine sighed. “It’s…”

      “It won’t be easy. In fact, if you want, we can visit. See for yourself. Even if what Pat said is true, this is wartime. It’s likely only near the border to keep people out.”

      “I…” Elaine sighed. “Yes, please, Master. We should visit anyway. As the keystone to my people, they should have a place for you within our society.”

      I nodded slowly. It was a fair guess, but I had my doubts. If this world really was torn with conflict, the likelihood that they would welcome me as a human was slim. But I didn’t tell her that. I just gave her an encouraging smile and continued on after Pat, who was waiting further ahead since we had slowed. He was looking troubled as we approached, and I gave him a look.

      “What is it?”

      “Sir,” Pat frowned. “I don’t think we’re going to arrive at the village today.”

      I nodded. That was half expected. I just hadn’t stated it out loud. “That’s fine. Is there somewhere we can stop for the evening?” Pat frowned and I let out a small sigh. “We’ll find somewhere.”

      We pushed on for a time. The forest was coming alive with the sounds of the crepuscular wildlife coming alive. I also knew this was the time when certain predators liked to roam, so that was something to keep an eye on. I just hoped they had issues with fire like they did back on earth.

      “Master?”

      I paused and looked back at Elaine, who had stopped by the side of the road.

      “Master, this may be a good place to stay.”

      I checked Pat and saw he had stopped as well. So I made my way to Elaine and looked in the direction she was gesturing. There seemed a slight gap in the treeline that walked off. It was almost like someone had pushed through once or twice before. It almost looked like a game trail, but… It wasn’t quite natural enough, and a few of the branches I could see had cut marks from hand tools that had been used to clear it.

      “Man-made,” I pointed out. “Might be a path to something, might be a rest area.”

      “One way to find out,” Elaine smiled.

      I nodded and switched the stick with the meat to my off-hand. Then I reached out my other hand in a familiar gesture. Elaine grinned before leaping and shifting into my sword. Catching her easily, I held her low against my hip and turned to see Pat staring in wonder.

      “What?”

      “I… I know I’ve seen it before. But…”

      I nodded and gestured for him to follow. “Don’t think about it too much. She’s a person, not a tool.”

      “Thank you, Master,” Elaine said with a smile in her tone.

      I led the way through the trees. It was best I went first since I was armed. With the pack, Pat was taking his time, anyway. I moved swiftly, pushing small shrubs out of the way. It looked to me like this was more recently used than the road, considering the lack of plant matter obscuring the path. But there were enough sticks and twigs growing across to tell me it had still been at least a few weeks. Still, if someone intended to move though without leaving a trace, it would be possible and I didn’t want to be caught out.

      The path continued, winding away from the road for several hundred metres. Pat was well behind me as I broke out into a small glade. It was a cleared, grassy area. There were several logs set about a fire pit in the middle. The firepit had a few clumps of grass and a couple of weeds growing in it. Although… Were they weeds? They looked like weeds, but this wasn’t even my world. Maybe this was entirely normal? I figured it didn’t matter. Turning about, I knew we were done for direct sunlight. It was bright enough to see, but that wouldn’t last an hour if I guessed right.

      Thankfully, as I turned, I spotted a ramshackle waist high hut. Under it, was a stack of roughly cut firewood. Whatever this place used to be, it used to be popular, or at least important. Setting the stick with the meat on it, against a tree, I picked a clear patch of grass.

      “Here, Elaine,” I said, tossing her into the air.

      Like all the times before, she twisted, reforming into her bodily self and landed with inhuman grace. She turned and saw me staring and tilted her head. “What is it, Master?”

      “Watching you is like watching a living artwork. The way you move captivates the eye and I can’t help but stare.”

      Of all things, I didn’t expect her to blush bright red. She dropped her eyes to stare at the ground and shuffled nervously. “I… I’m not all that, Master.”

      “Pfft,” I shook my head. “Elaine, you’re a beautiful woman.”

      Turning away, I left her to it as I made for the firewood. The wood was of good quality. It was sturdy and dry enough I thought it would burn easily. I took out an armful and made my way to the pit. I could see down the pathway. Elaine was helping Pat with a particularly narrow section of the woods. Which suited me fine. Pat had the supplies to cook our meal. Breaking up a few of the smaller pieces, I went about setting up a fire. There were plenty of dry leaves around and I put some of those in for kindling.

      “Sir,” Pat said, stepping into the glade. “I could have done that for you.”

      I shrugged as Elaine stepped out behind him. “I got it. Just need you to light it. Then if you can pull out-”

      “Master, I can cook,” Elaine announced.

      I blinked, “Okay, what shou-”

      “Rest, Master,” Elaine nodded.

      I frowned as Pat dropped his pack to the ground. The two of them got to work immediately while I sat by the firewood. I felt a bit useless as Elaine took over what I was doing. She quickly got the fire started, using a flint and steel that Pat provided. It was burning merrily away in no time at all. I sat by while Elaine set up a foldable spit. When I saw that, I got up and retrieved the meat, only to turn around and see Elaine’s glare.

      “Master…”

      I sighed and offered her the branch, which she took with a frown. Despite her glare and Pat’s desperate pleas, I ignored them both as I hammered the pegs into the ground for our tent. But even that didn’t take long, and I was back in front of the fire while Elaine checked the meat. Unlike our meal the night before, Pat was carrying a small selection of spices. Most I didn’t recognise, but at least there was salt. When Pat finally joined us, after setting out our bedding, he sat opposite me, while we waited for Elaine to declare it ready. And it wasn’t all that long until she did. We passed around a knife and, one-by-one sliced off a thin piece. The meat had a wonderful, smokey taste. The herbs, too, while familiar, were unique in their own way. Whatever they were, it was enjoyable and Elaine beamed in delight when I told her so.

      When the meat was gone, Pat let out a long yawn before excusing himself. I figured by now, if he was going to run, he would have. So there was no need to tie him up like we had the night before. Of course, he could just cut our throats while we slept, but I doubted that as well. While it was a possibility, if his stories were true, he’d be putting himself at risk, if he tried to benefit in any way.

      “Master?”

      “Hmm?”

      Elaine got up and gave me a smile before striding off towards the tent. I blinked, then grinned. We had been interrupted the night before. And this morning was a flop. So, with a grin, I got to my feet and stepped into the darkened interior of the tent. Straight away, I could hear the soft snores from Pat on one side. On the other, I heard blankets shifting, and I headed over immediately. Stripping out of my clothes, I felt a hand on my chest as I knelt at the edge of the bed. It was pitch black in here and I couldn’t see a thing.

      “Master,” Elaine whispered.

      I grinned and leaned towards where her voice came from. We bumped heads lightly, earning me a small giggle, before I kissed her softly. She tried to pull me close, but I pried her hands off and dragged her towards me.

      “Master?” she complained as I placed her on her front.

      “Shhh,” I hushed her softly.

      Touching her gently, I quickly gathered the picture of her form in my mind’s eye. She was lying horizontally to me, face down on the bed. A thick, warm fur covered from just under her ass down to her feet. After her meal today, and the way she refused to allow me to do anything, I was in a mood. I rotated my hips, lifting one knee over her, settling my weight over her ass.

      “Master, what are you doing?” She whispered.

      “Just lay still,” I whispered back, rubbing my hands to make them warm.

      Reaching down, I gently ran my hands over her skin. I heard her breath spike as I touched her and smiled, feeling her shiver. She was clearly enjoying the sensation, but it wasn’t my goal. From what I could tell, she had the same musculature as a human, which made sense if we were the same shape and size. And while I wasn’t a professional, I had a few girlfriends over the years who gave me pointers on a good back rub.

      Lightly pressing my fingers into her flesh, I felt her twitch. But the moment I began to rub, that twitch turned into a soft moan of pleasure.

      “Mmmaster.”

      “Shhh,” I grinned.

      Feeling around, I found a few knots in her lower back and set to work. I listened to the sound of her breathing to gauge how hard I pressed. Her body was a living artwork, and I wanted to worship at its altar. I worked the muscles beneath her skin and kept her pinned in place as she twitched beneath me. As I worked up her spine, the sounds she made became almost pleading. The soft gasps were now small mewling cries as I moved up the backs of her ribs. Her body literally trembled in my grip as I pressed into the backs of her shoulders.

      “Master, please?” She whined softly.

      “Please?” I teased her. “Please, what?”

      Elaine shifted her hips below me and I wondered if she was enjoying this far more than I originally thought.

      “It’s too much,” she whimpered. “I can’t take much more.”

      “Am I hurting you?” I asked, wanting to be completely sure what was happening.

      “No,” Elaine snapped. “No, Master, it’s-”

      “Well, if it’s not hurting you,” I grinned, before continuing with my shoulder rub.

      It was obvious now. She was rocking her hips against the floor. Desperately trying to hump at something, while I did my best to relax her. It was the duality of the situation that turned me on so much. Lifting my hips slightly, I felt Elaine try to twist away. I pinned her with my legs before taking my cock. Leaning forward, I angled it down and pressed into the gap under her ass. All I could feel with my cock was slick, molten warmth, as I slowly speared into her.

      “Yes,” Elaine gasped. “Master, so good!”

      I gripped her ass with one hand, tight enough to leave a mark as I rocked myself back to sit more comfortably. I wasn’t able to achieve the greatest penetration from this position. But I pinned her in place with my weight on her ass, and my cock rubbing against her with each rock of my hips. With a smile, I returned to my shoulder rub as Elaine whimpered beneath me. Just about all she could accomplish by struggling was to bounce those wonderful hips of hers. And each time she did so, she pushed herself back on my cock, fucking herself at her own pace. From the sounds of her arms moving, and the small taps that came as she kicked her feet on the ground, she was going out of her mind.

      “Master!” she hissed loudly.

      I felt her body tense and sprung into action. Slapping my hand over her mouth, I used my thumb and forefinger to pinch her nose shut. Her body spasmed below me as her pussy clamped down on my cock. Tightening my grip in return, I leaned forward and kissed up the back of one of her elongated ears. When I found the tip, I quickly pulled it into my mouth. All at once, Elaine thrashed violently beneath me. Her hands gripped the sheets as her pussy throbbed around my cock. Her back tried to arch, but she couldn’t quite manage it with my weight pressing down on her. But it caused her to violently rock back and forth. I just held her while she came and fucked herself against me without thought or control.

      When I felt her fingers brush my hand, I released her immediately. Elaine took a deep breath and trembled below me, still trapped in place. I glanced around, listening for Pat’s telltale snore. Satisfied he was still asleep, I leaned down over Elaine as she giggled, then sighed.

      “Master, you haven’t finished yet.”

      “I know,” I grinned.

      Pulling my arms around her, I rolled, taking her with me. I ended up further onto the bed, with Elain laying on top of me facing upwards. She giggled for a moment as she splayed out for balance. And that gave me the perfect opportunity to reach around and find her clit.

      “Oh,” Elaine gasped as I brushed my fingers over her. “Master-”

      “Master wants his elf to feel good,” I growled softly.

      “But-”

      I removed my fingers from between her legs and promptly stuffed them into her mouth. Elaine moaned as she tasted herself, while I moved my other hand down to continue what I started. As I rubbed small circles around her clit, Elaine whimpered and relaxed against me. Her body rolled with pleasure and she quickly built herself into a rhythm. As I massaged her, she slowly but firmly fucked me right back. Pulling my fingers free of her mouth, I roughly handled her breasts as she gasped above me.

      “Master,” she whimpered.

      “You’re so beautiful,” I whispered, kissing the back of her shoulder.

      “Ah,” she whimpered. “Thank you, Master.”

      I grinned and swapped hands, transferring my pussy-slick fingers back to her mouth, before reaching down with my other hand and reapplying the pressure again. Elaine moaned softly as she suckled on my fingers and I rocked my hips back up into her, increasing the depth of each stroke. She must have been sensitive from her last orgasm. Her body twitched and writhed above me. Her breathing hitched as I rubbed her, and her hips jerked violently. I felt her pussy slide off my cock as she tumbled to the side.

      “NO!” she yelped.

      Rolling, I grabbed her by the hips and pulled her to her knees. Without a moment of hesitation, I slammed into her from behind. For the first time this evening, I felt my entire cock slide into her and her loud gasp told me she was appreciating it. Thrusting firmly, I grit my teeth as her pussy slid back and forth over my cock. I drove into her hard and fast, taking what I wanted while she thumped the ground with her fists. I had half a mind to ask if she was okay, but her ass pressed back with each thrust like she wanted more.

      “MASTER!” she screamed.

      I felt the contractions of her pussy muscles as she came, right as a gush of liquid poured out between us. It was too much for me, and I snarled as I emptied myself inside her. Each pulse of her throbbing tunnel drew another spurt of my seed. I gripped her hips tightly and dragged her back and forth as we came together, until finally, when I was spent, I pulled free. Grabbing Elaine by the shoulders, I growled as I pulled her to me as I flopped to my side on the bed. Elaine was gasping loudly as she trembled through the aftershocks of what we both experienced.

      She rolled, gingerly, to face me. My eyes had finally adjusted to the darkness and I could finally make out the shape of her face, if not her features. She huffed as her hand came up around my shoulders and I kissed her firmly. She tasted good, while she smelled fantastic. But I had no more to give and let her pull away without a fuss.

      “Was I good?” Elaine panted softly.

      I smirked. “You were perfect.”

      Elaine snuggled up to my side and worked on her breathing while I stared at the roof of the silent tent. Blinking twice, I came to the slow realisation that I couldn’t hear Pat’s snores any more. So I closed my eyes and ignored the situation. But I promised myself I would find a way to get a second, smaller tent for him to sleep in. While I didn’t care if he heard, I didn’t want to be a dick about it, and I sure as hell wasn’t going to stop.
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        * * *

      

      Pat barely said a word to us as we packed up. He was polite, but his eyes never left the ground, in particular while Elaine was around. She blushed when she realised what must have happened, but she was so damn bubbly, her embarrassment didn’t last long. I just didn’t care so long as he did his job. And after chewing on some of the trail rations he carried, we set off back down the narrow trail to the main road. Pat led the way, with Elaine following behind. She helped nudge the pack around any tight spots while I was in the rear.

      I watched as Elaine pushed the tops of a shrub back to keep the branches off her, and I stepped wide to avoid it as it swung back into place. But as I stepped, I must have placed my foot on a loose stone and slipped. Stumbling, I caught myself, but not before falling to my knees.

      “Master?!” Elaine called, whirling around. “Master, I’m so sorry, I didn’t-”

      “ELAINE!” I snapped.

      She froze, looking terrified, while I gestured for her to come closer. She looked like she was about to cry as I pointed to the spot on the ground that caught my attention. And when Elaine saw it, her horror at what she had done morphed into something else.

      “Master?”

      “Show me your boots.”

      Elaine turned and showed me the pattern of the sole. Or, in her case, the lack thereof. Pat, who had found a place to turn around, was wearing some kind of woven shoe, while I had the same boots as Elaine was wearing. I looked down at the boot print in the dirt and memorised the odd squiggles across the heel and toe. They didn’t look like modern boots, but they differed from the ones we wore already. Which meant someone had been in the area since last night. Because these tracks were fresh.

      “We should go,” I nodded.

      Elaine took my hand and helped me up before gently brushing the dirt from my knees. She stopped when I took her by the chin and her worried expression widened as I kissed her.

      “M-master,” she mumbled.

      “Let’s go, Elaine.”

      Elaine smiled brightly, before turning and darting back towards a worried-looking Pat. Right as I felt the back of my neck prickle. I stopped in place as Elaine continued on with Pat. They hadn’t realised I wasn’t following, but I could tell that I was being watched. I took a long, slow turn on the spot, looking in all directions. I even looked up into the trees, in case there was something above. Whoever it was, I couldn’t see them. But they could see me.

      “Master?”

      I snapped around and saw Elaine watching me from the road with a concerned expression. But the feeling had vanished, so I took a deep breath and got moving. Pat and Elaine were waiting for me on the road, but they both moved as I approached. Though Elaine waited back a moment while I caught up with her. She gave me a smile and offered her hand, which I took. It made her smile, so I left her to it. Her smiling was a treat, and I had no intentions of ever stopping her.

      As we continued on our path, I couldn’t help the feeling that crept over the back of my neck. Each time it happened, I would glance around, trying to work out the direction it was coming from. And each time, the feeling would fade. Elaine picked up my distraction, but with the look I gave her, she kept her questions to herself. I kept a hold of her hand so she wouldn’t think it was something she did.
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        * * *

      

      It was nearing midday when I realised I had a way to track whatever was coming. The creatures of the forest would fall silent as we passed by. It cut a dull swathe through the forest as we walked. And it meant that particularly loud patches of forest would be particularly quiet as we passed. And it was as we left one of these louder spots, I heard it drop back into silence. Whoever it was, that was on our tail, was getting closer. I had half a mind to grab Elaine and turn to go confront them. If they were a threat, they may have some kind of ranged weapon. Something I might struggle to deal with if I didn’t have the upper hand. I thought for a moment and turned to Elaine.

      “There it is!” Pat whooped, pointing at a signpost signalling the village entrance.

      I flinched, making Elaine frown at me again, as I felt our follower swiftly depart. Only now, as they sprinted through the trees, both Elaine and Pat heard them move. I turned and looked in the direction I heard them leave as the hurried footsteps slowly gave way to the sounds of the forest once more.

      “Master?”

      I nodded. “That’s what was bothering me all morning.”
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      I don’t know about anyone else. But when I hear ‘village’ I think of pretty little cottages. Cobblestone walls, wildflowers, farmers and wheat. The village of Ironcrop was not such a place. For the most part, it was very, very empty. The main street, if you wanted to call it that, was dirt, just like the road that led into town. It was just as pitted and rutted as where we had just come from. I also noticed an almost complete lack of carts or wagons. The buildings were made of rough, reddish stone smeared with mud as mortar. Considering the number of doors hanging off their hinges, I couldn’t help but wonder how many people actually lived here.

      “Pat, was it like this when you came through last time?”

      “Ah… Yeah,” Pat nodded. “Most of the villagers work in a nearby mine. We should be able to find a few in the tavern.”

      With a nod, Pat led us around a collection of ramshackle buildings. The ones further into town looked like they were better put together. But that meant little in the grand scheme. As we walked, we heard an occasional hushed voice, and even passed by an old woman scrubbing cloth in a large wooden tub. She glared at us as we passed by, and her eyes widened as she took notice of Elaine. I kept in mind we were unlikely to receive a warm welcome here. If for no other reason, then I refused to allow Elaine to be mistreated.

      Ignoring the old woman for what she was, the three of us continued to a rather large building. It was the nicest so far, but that was still a low standard. The weeds were tall, the grass unkempt and the only reason I could tell someone was indoors, was the smoke rising from the chimney. Pat grew nervous as we approached, and I gently placed a hand on his shoulder and prodded him aside to enter first.

      I pushed the doors open and looked inside the dank room, before stepping in. The room reminded me of just about any role playing video game set in a similar time period. Wood, stone and flags made up most of the decorations. There was a shield on the wall with a blacksmith’s hammer painted on the front. While over the bar, was several sets of antlers. The fire was the liveliest thing inside as it burned along merrily with a large cauldron suspended above. The smell coming from it was rich and savoury.

      “Who in the…”

      I turned and spotted an elderly man, who had just come out of the back room. He eyed me cautiously as Pat and Elaine came in behind us. And like the old woman, his eyes went wide at the sight of the elf and he trembled in place.

      “Look, I don’t have a lot.”

      “We’re not here to rob you,” I held my hands out to show they were open. “I was just hoping to get some information, a hot meal, maybe a bath and a bed for the night.”

      The man blinked slowly and grimaced, “You’ll not find any of that here with her.”

      I figured that would be the case, but it still annoyed me to hear it. “How so, what has she done?”

      “It’s not what she’s done,” the old man shook his head. “It’s what she is. And while I have no qualms with the Dryades, there’s plenty of people in town who do.”

      “Explain it to me then?” I stepped up to the counter, while Pat and Elaine kept by the door.

      The man glared at me like I was an idiot. I figured it was better to let him think that. Trying to explain the real reason I was here, was likely to make things messy. And while I had no problems with messy, an old man in his tavern hardly deserved that kind of treatment.

      “Are you daft? There’s a bloody war going on!” He flung his hands about. “Were you raised in the woods or something?”

      “I’m not a soldier,” I shook my head. “Neither are my friends. I’m just trying to work out why a businessman doesn’t want our money.”

      “Because if I accept yours, nobody else will deal with me!” The man snapped. “The war has taken everything from us! First our soldiers, then our men, our boys and now Lord Atkin is sending around his…” The old man narrowed his eyes at Pat. “If I have any chance of surviving the season, I need you three gone. If anyone finds out I had an elf in here, and I wasn’t cutting her head off, they’ll do the same to me.”

      I regarded the man for a moment and nodded slowly. From the sounds of things, we were in trouble. There would be nobody in this village that would help us. Likely there would be very few people anywhere that would. Unless I found a way to hide Elaine, and I was loath to do so. The easy way out would be to travel to a new village, walk in with Elaine in sword form and go about my business as usual. But that wasn’t a permanent solution. There would always be risks, if we stayed at an inn, I’d have to bring back an extra meal. If we settled down, she’d never be able to leave the house. Considering who or what was stalking us the whole way here, even leaving had inherent risks. The odds seemed stacked against us and I wasn’t sure what to do about it.

      “Please?” The old man bowed his head. “I don’t want to cause any trouble, and I’ll keep this meeting to myself. But you have to-”

      “Hern!” The door burst open as three men rushed in.

      The man leading the charge was almost as old as the tavern owner. He was covered in red dirt and raised his pick the moment he saw Elaine. As her eyes went wide, I flung out my hand. I still didn’t know how it worked. Whether or not it was intentional, she leaped back, twisting into her sword form, landing hilt first in my hand. The group of men who stormed inside froze at what they had seen.

      “Master, we should leave,” she grunted in a terse voice.

      The group of men who had stormed in, spread themselves out. There were five of them. All miners from the looks of things. None of them looked fit for the job as they were all clearly older men. Their leader had the pick, and so did the one at the far left, who shoved Pat to the ground with his elbow. One man carried a sledgehammer with a stone end, while the other two carried shovels. If I had any doubts about how they knew to come here, it was the glare from the old woman holding the door open behind them.

      “Hern, what’s going on?” The leader grumbled.

      “I was trying to get them to leave,” the tavern owner replied. “They came in here asking questions.”

      “That was what the last group said,” the man leaned over and spat on the floor. “But I ain’t seen a soul blade do that before.”

      I surveyed the room for a few heartbeats. Five in front, with one behind. Pat on the floor and the old woman watching on. I felt trapped. Something I hadn’t felt in a long time. Not since my childhood, facing teens bigger than I was. Not since the days where I thought carrying a knife made me feel strong. But that world wasn’t like this one. This world had different rules. And in this world, carrying a knife was enough to make five armed men keep their distance. I took a deep breathe and let it all out.

      There was a time in my life, where I thought taking a life would be easy. Hell, I fantasised about it. The power, the control, the insanity. And since my fight the other day, had shown me the true terror of combat. I didn’t know which I wanted more. Gripping Elaine’s hilt just that little tighter, I nodded my head.

      “One chance,” I told the room. “One chance, to let us go peacefully.”

      The ringleader narrowed his eyes, but I could see in his expression. He glanced down at Elaine in my hand, and back up. He didn’t want this fight. The man was here to defend his home, and little else. He didn’t want the bloodshed, not really.

      “Fuck it, there’s just one of ‘im!”

      The hammer wielder rushed in, swinging his heavy tool around as if he wanted to take off my chin. From my time training on earth, I saw the move coming a mile away. These weren’t trained soldiers, and they telegraphed everything even before they started moving. Compound that with the weight of his weapon…

      Bursting into movement, I rushed in as his arms came around. He realised what kind of mistake he had made, and I watched his eyes open in fear. We both knew he was committed to the strike, and we both knew he would fail. It was almost comical, as I swung my sword around in a sharp loop. With both the man’s hands gripped on the handle of his tool, they were my target. And as Elaine sliced right through wood and bone, like a hot knife through butter, I finally understood what she had meant bound weapons. As the hammer tumbled to the floor, he held up his stumps as the room exploded into action.

      With my arm low, I swung Elaine horizontally across the man’s stomach, opening him from hip to hip. I watched his eyes flare in agony as he stumbled back, guts spilling from the open wound. The next in line was one man carrying a shovel. He snarled as he stabbed it straight out towards me. But he was still just an old man with a tool. Spinning, I stepped around him as the weapon slid under my arm. Bringing Elaine up, I sliced the handle of the shoved, carving a line into the man’s forearm.

      But the rest of them weren’t idle. The man on the far left with the pick had closed as well. I spotted movement out of the corner of my eye as he swung to hit me in the back. The wound would likely be fatal, but like the hammer it was slow. Dropping to the floor, I rolled away as I heard a wet smack, followed by a shout.

      “Kory!”

      Rolling to my feet, I watched as the man with the pickaxe released the tool as his accomplice dropped his broken shovel, to grip the pickaxe wedged in his side. The pained grimace on his face was nothing to the horror plastered on his companion’s as I hacked his head clean from his shoulders. As his corpse fell to the ground, I kicked the injured man, so he stumbled back into the second shovel wielder, as their ringleader shouted a single word.

      “STOP!”

      I froze, seeing him holding the pickaxe over his head. Pat was trembling on the ground, pinned by the man’s boot. The unharmed shovel wielder was fussing over his companion with the pick stuck in his side. And a wooden twang came from behind. I felt the impact in the back of my chest as Elaine screamed inside my head. Stumbling forward, I turned to see Herm holding a wooden crossbow. He was staring at me with wide-open eyes as he lowered the weapon and reached for a second bolt on the counter.

      “Shield,” I growled.

      I felt Elaine shift from her sword, to that familiar gem and I thrust it into the air. And just like last time, a sudden flare of light burst out. I once again, marvelled, seeing the bones of my hand from the luminosity of the flash. And just like last time, all those people involved, reared back, shouting in shock. Turning for the ringleader who was attempting to shield his face, I dropped my shoulder and charged. Slamming into him was one of the most painful things I had ever experienced, with a crossbow bolt stuck in my back. But I didn’t have time to think about it as the man slammed into the wall, collapsing with a grunt.

      “PAT!” I shouted, grabbing the young man. He was an unfortunate accident as he clutched at his eyes. But when he felt my hands, he gripped me tightly. “We have to go!”

      “I can’t see!”

      “You’ll be fine, just come on!”

      I ignored the wet feeling running down my back as I pulled the young man upright. He staggered as I kept hold of his elbow and marched for the doorway. As we burst outside, I could hear voices in the distance, as the old woman howled from a spot on the ground. She had her eyes covered, and I could only assume she caught a blast of it as well. Just how bright that flash was, I did not know, but I wasn’t willing to stay and ask questions.

      Turning toward the quietest street, I pulled Pat along into a jog. He stumbled frequently, still being unable to see. I tried my best to keep to the flattest part of the road, but he stumbled over every awkward section of ground as I hauled him through the trees. Looking behind, I could see people coming into view, but they rushed into the tavern, rather than towards us. So I kept dragging Pat on, deeper into the trees. There was no destination in mind, just a need to put distance between the village and ourselves.

      The further I ran, the more collected Pat seemed to get. He still stumbled over things, but his vision had improved enough I didn’t need to steer him around trees. Which was good, because I wasn’t feeling all that great. My heart beat in my head and my back felt sticky through my shirt. The whole world was looking kinda dull and I couldn’t help but think someone was calling my name. Which made way more sense, when Elaine’s gem sprung from my hand, shifting into the shape of the beautiful elf. She whirled around and grabbed my face.

      “Tate!”

      I blinked and wondered at why her voice seemed to echo. It sounded odd, like she was further away than just arm’s length. Pat stumbled around and his expression was twisted with worry as he stared at me.

      “Oh shit,” I grimaced. “I’m bleeding, aren’t I?”

      “Master, we need to try something,” Elaine grimaced.

      I felt my knees begin to shake, and I slumped to the ground before I could fall. The world spun around me for a moment while I tried to regain my bearings. I’d pretty much forgotten about being shot in the back. I had a tight feeling in my chest that certainly wasn’t natural. But I wasn’t coughing up blood, which told me my lungs were fine. The rest of me though… I flinched as a burning rod of pain lanced through my back. But a cool, soothing wash came over it moments later and I let out a long sigh. The tightness in my chest slowly reduced, and the feeling trickled away.

      “Master?”

      I looked up at Elaine’s worried expression. “Don’t look so worried,” I grinned. “I’ll be fine.”

      “Master, you’ve lost a lot of blood.”

      I nodded. That made sense, and my heartbeat was going crazy. I knew from first aid training, that was a sign of blood loss, but I was still conscious, so that counted for something at least.

      “Master, I want to try something.”

      “Sure,” I nodded.

      Whatever she wanted to try, I was all for it. So when she reached out and placed a hand on my shoulder, I just smiled at the contact. Right until she twisted, moulding herself to my chest and solidifying around my torso. When her form became still, I looked down at the glimmering chain mail hauberk. It was certainly an odd sensation. I had worn a hauberk before, usually with a cuirass over the top. But like the sword, it was impossibly light. I felt like I was wearing just another shirt. I could also feel a familiar cool energy pulsing in my veins. It throbbed softly and my head didn’t swim quite as much.

      “Sir,” Pat urged. “We need to go.”

      I nodded and slowly got to my feet. Pat had an odd look on his face while staring at me. I figured I looked like an idiot. No sword, no shield, no helmet, greaves or gloves. But I’m wearing some of the brightest armour the world had probably ever seen.

      “Thank you, Master.”

      “Can you read my mind?” I asked.

      “Master… While I am in physical contact, reading you is very easy. I can’t tell exactly what you are thinking of, but I can sense your approval of me.”

      I suddenly thought about the feeling of her ass in my hands, while I fucked her viciously from behind, and heard the soft gasp to her tone.

      “Master…”

      “Sorry,” I grinned, “Just checking. Besides, I don’t think I have it in me to do something like that.”

      “Sir?”

      I glanced up at Pat, who was looking back towards town. I could hear voices shouting, so I nodded. “Right, let’s get out of here.”

      This time Pat led the way. I still wasn’t feeling my best. Getting upright was one challenge, but continuing to move was a whole other story. I felt like I was made of lead and wondered how bad my blood loss was. I was breathing heavily from the minute we set off and felt my heart pounding in my chest soon after. As the voices of those following closed, in I noticed a faint change. I almost mistook it for adrenaline, but rather than my heart beating faster, it seemed to calm.

      “Elaine?”

      “Yes, Master, it’s working.”

      “What’s working?”

      “In this form, I am healing you.”

      I nodded in confusion. “And how is that different from before when you healed me?”

      “Master, that form of healing requires large amounts of mana. In this form, I am using our bond to heal you gradually. If I did so outside this form, I would exhaust myself, and then you by replenishing.”

      I nodded. There was still a lot to know about all this. But we had hardly the opportunity to sit down and talk about details. We’d run from wearh, attacked by the guttalon, been found by Tencher, run from guttalon again. Then we headed for the village where we were…

      I froze as Pat made several more steps before realising something was up. He turned and saw me as I scanned the surrounding forest. There was no way to know if whoever was following was still out there. But the sounds of approaching men were too loud to stop and think, so I waved for Pat to continue. We pushed on as the forest thinned and I questioned the intelligence of continuing in this direction. The men from the village weren’t catching up, but if we stopped, we could still hear them following. It was probably to our benefit that the only people in the village were older. Young, fit men or soldiers would probably have run us down by now. And while these men had stamina, it was waning.

      “Do you think they’ll stop soon, Sir?” Pat asked as we climbed over a fallen log.

      I paused and looked around. The thinning trees were giving away to boulders as our unintended path brought us closer to the mountain. It made things easier to navigate, but it also made it easier for us to be spotted. But we hadn’t heard any nearby shouts.

      “I hope so,” I grimaced. “If they’re determined and push through the night, while we stop, they’ll catch up.”

      “We could hide?” Elaine suggested.

      I frowned, but she had a point. If we found a cave or a sturdy tree, it may be possible to throw them off in the night. At least in the short term. I doubted they would continue to pursue beyond dark, anyway. They’d need to be professional trackers to do that, and I somehow doubted they had one in employ.

      “Let’s just press on for a while,” I nodded.

      Pat fell in beside me as I picked the path. In the hours since I had been wearing Elaine, I was feeling much better. I could still feel the cold throb of her power running through me, but it was dull and distant. We continued on until it satisfied me that our pursuers had given up. We had heard nothing following for over an hour, so I called for Pat to stop.

      “Let’s get something to eat and think about what to do next,” I sighed.

      My hauberk shimmered and twisted, as Elaine reformed in front of me. Her expression was terse, but she nodded softly. But it was Pat’s sudden widening that caught my attention.

      “What?”

      I glanced down and froze. Under the hauberk, I hadn’t noticed, but I was basically red down my entire side. My blood had soaked down my shirt, through my pants and had probably left a trail that those men were following. Which made sense that they slowly fell off as Elaine healed me and my clothing dried.

      “Shit, we need to find somewhere I can wash this off,” I grumbled.

      Pat nodded as Elaine gave me a strained smile. We had little in the way of clothes, but I had what I arrived in. As Pat retrieved some rations he carried, I pulled off my old clothing and grabbed a waterskin.

      “Elaine, can you give me a quick hand?” I asked.

      Elaine nodded as Pat handed her some dried meat for the two of us. He took a seat and pretended we weren’t there. He obviously thought we were up to something, but I had more innocent needs. I led Elaine around behind a clump of trees and stripped off. I wet the corner of my shirt on the clean side and used it to wipe off as much blood as I could, while Elaine watched with a critical eye and ate her meal.

      When I got as much off as I could, I offered it to Elaine, who nodded slowly and stuffed the rest of her meal into her mouth. Handing the second portion to me, she took my shirt and the waterskin, then set to scrubbing the rest of the dried blood off my back. It wouldn’t substitute for a dip in the river, but it would get me less sticky. I squirmed when she pinched my ass and I grinned when I heard her giggle. But it didn’t go any further than that. With my back wiped down, Elain tossed my bloody shirt aside and picked up my underwear.

      She handed them to me and grinned as I put them on. It was odd at first, but I quickly came to the realisation that I watch her the same way while she dresses in front of me. So I shot her a grin and made sure I flexed as she handed me my pants. Her grin was obvious as I stuck out my ass while I pulled them up.

      “Thank you, Master,” Elaine smiled, offering my shirt.

      I took it, then leaned in and kissed her softly. “You’re welcome.”

      With a last smile, I pulled my shirt on and stretched my arms overhead. It had certainly been one hell of a ride since I’d been here. And having the most beautiful woman I’d ever seen by my side the whole time, just made it all worth it.

      “Let’s get back, before Pat thinks we’re camping here tonight,” I grinned.

      Elaine blushed and nodded, before taking my hand. The two of us stepped around the bush and immediately froze. Pat was sitting where he was. But he was perfectly rigid as he chewed on a piece of dried meat. But it was the tremor of his hand as he raised his meal that set me on edge. I took a deep breath as Elaine leaped into the air. A figure literally stepped out of a nearby tree, reaching for her as she formed her sword shape. They obviously weren’t expecting it as they missed and I caught her by the hilt, swinging at the figure. They were tall, slender with bright green eyes. Their hair was a twisted mat of leaves and they snarled furiously at me.

      “THIEF!” They screamed.

      And as I raised Elaine to defend myself, I heard Pat whimper. The forest was moving, and from every direction, I could see more of them. Their eyes glowing, as they held drawn bows, aimed in my direction. I turned my head slowly, confirming they actually surrounded us and let out a small sigh. If they hadn’t shot me yet, it was because they hadn’t planned on it.

      “Thief!” the figure hissed once again.

      I took a slow breath and lowered Elaine. Gently releasing her, she twisted and reformed into her humanoid form, crouched on the ground at my feet. She slowly stood, as the figure switched from glaring at me to staring at her in wonder.

      “The keystone,” the figure uttered. “After all these years.”
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      “OOMPH!”

      I sagged in my bonds as the air was driven from my lungs. I’d never been on the receiving end of a beating like this before. And while the blows weren’t as bad as I originally thought they would be, these fucking dryades were accurate enough to hit the same spot each time.

      I was tied, legs together and bound to a tree. While they pinned my arms above my head. To make things more interesting, the bindings they were using weren’t actually rope, either. One of them had some ability over the trees and caused the vines to grow and pin me in place. The tree itself held me still. Every time I struggled or shifted my weight, any gap I found, quickly filled in, so I was doing my best to remain as still as possible. Which was made much harder by this woman who found such pleasure in beating me.

      Elaine and Pat were in similar predicaments. Though Elaine had been left mostly alone, Pat had shrieked in fear so loudly and for so long, they had gagged him. Even now, I could see his wide-eyed stare locked on the iron rods leaning on the hot coals below. Across from me, Elaine’s worried gaze lingered. But I wouldn’t look up. I kept my gaze on the leaf haired woman. It was almost like she was offended by me looking at her and she bared her teeth and reared back a fist.

      “Kommandor!”

      The woman, and now I’d had a chance to study her, she was definitely a woman. Tall, taller even than Elaine, but extremely slender. She appeared more stick than flesh, but she still retained a subtle feminine shape. But it was when she spoke, that you heard the silken tones of her voice that left no doubt about her gender. I could only assume she was an actual dryad and everyone here stared at her like they idolised her.

       She turned her glowing, green eyes to a young man. From my limited knowledge, I had to guess he was an elf, going by the ears and his slender, human-like appearance. She glared at him for several heartbeats, but he stared right back. I didn’t know what it was about, but I could sense his disapproval alongside her righteous anger. Whirling back towards me, I tensed my stomach for the blow, but it didn’t come.

      “Where is the kriger?” the leaf-haired woman asked.

      I blinked slowly as the word flitted around my ears. “The what?”

      She bared her teeth, but the elf answered for her. “The warrior, where are they, and what did you do with them?”

      I frowned and looked up at Elaine for the first time. She was staring at me with the same confusion I felt. And that must have been too long to answer, as the leaf-haired woman swung forward, driving her fist into my stomach again. I gagged as the multitude of strikes took their toll on me. But she stepped back and left me to recover, rather than continue her assault. I dry heaved and spat out the wad of saliva that poured from my mouth. It took a few moments before I could breathe properly. But the woman wanted an answer.

      “I,” I gagged and spat again. “I am-”

      “You are a thief!” the leaf-haired woman snarled.

      “Kommandor,” the elf called again.

      She trembled in rage as she bit off her tirade. “Go on.”

      I thought for just a moment. I didn’t know how any of this was going to go, so I figured if I was honest from the start, they’d at least trust what I said later.

      “I’m the warrior.”

      The leaf-haired woman growled and stalked forward.

      “KOMMANDOR!”

      She whirled on the elf and drew a long, slender blade. It was similar to what Elaine shifted into, but with a simpler design and without the glow.

      “Are you challenging my authority?”

      The elf glared for a moment and shook his head, “No, Kommandor. I would just hate to think of Dryades behaving like a Homine.” He finished his spiel by spitting at me. And even from this distance, I felt most it hit me in the face.

      I made a note of his features. His cocky grin, the mismatched green and brown eyes. Even the fact his left ear had a small nick from some long healed minor injury. I memorised as much as I could, because I beat the last kid that spat at me to within an inch of his life. So if ever I got the opportunity, I was going to gut this fucker. In any case, what he said, influenced the leaf-haired woman. She still looked furious, but she nodded slowly.

      “Fine, I supp-”

      “Kommandor!” A second leaf-haired woman called, breaking into the conversation. Where the kommandor was all green, twisted and wooden, this one was slightly plump, smooth and had flecks of brown. But I would have to worry about the finer details later, as she appeared to be in a rush.

      “Clymene?”

      “Kommandor, there is a large force approaching the village.”

      The kommandor turned and regarded me for a moment, before taking a deep breath. “Get the prisoners down. See if we can get something to carry them. We need to move.”

      The group burst into movement. And honestly I didn’t know how I felt about that. The force heading towards the village was probably going to be just as bad an option as sticking with the Dryades. At least for me, if they took Elaine and left, maybe she could live a normal life. If I escaped and survived, they wouldn’t be able to bond her either. It was certainly an idea.

      I felt the vines over my wrists release, and I tumbled to the ground. I had thought to put out my hands and catch myself but it wasn’t particularly successful as my wrists were still tied. Whatever power they had over the trees certainly had its perks. I couldn’t imagine an animal willingly giving up part of its body like they had made this tree do.

      “STAY!”

      I turned my head as a foot impacted my side. It hurt, especially after the beating I had already received. But I did as I was ordered and stayed down. A quick wriggle for comfort told me my legs were still bound. Rolling my head, I looked around and saw Pat still screaming through a gag. I could also see Elaine was being set gently in a seated position. I couldn’t help but wonder what they believed had happened so far. The kommandor kept calling me a thief, so there may be a cultural thing going on here.

      I didn’t get long to think, before a collection of hands roughly grabbed hold of me. I was between four different figures, one was an elf I didn’t recognise. Another was a dryad and I couldn’t see the two behind me. They weren’t gentle as they marched along, and I heard a shout from Elaine. But when I looked back, I flinched as one dryad backhanded me.

      “Eyes down, filthy Homine!”

      I did as they commanded me. There was little point to struggle right now. We didn’t end up going all that far, before I heard the snort of some enormous creature. I had a minor worry that I was about to be fed to a guttalon or something, when they dumped me on the ground. Grabbing my wrists, I caught a quick glimpse of a large, grey-furred creature. It was the largest elk I had ever seen. I knew they were larger in person than people realised, but this thing was monstrous. It was well over three metres tall at the head, while its massive antlers only added to that height.

      It seemed to trust the elves and dryads around it, but it grunted and let out a large huff when I was pressed against its side. I felt the elves doing something with my wrists, before they stepped away. Looking up, I could see an actual rope this time and it went up and over the beast to the other side. Looking around, I spotted Pat being hauled around to the other side where I could only assume he was being tied as well. I wondered at how this was all supposed to work as my feet dangled on the ground. If they wanted to hide our tracks, something hanging off the side of a-

      “Woah!” I grunted as everything moved up another two metres.

      I blinked in shock, before looking around. The creature, whatever the hell it was, had stood up. I blinked in shock, thinking about how I had missed that. This thing was monstrous, and it had no problems supporting my weight at all.

      “Master?”

      I twisted around and looked up, seeing Elaine perched on top. She was bound at the wrists, but her legs were free to let her sit comfortably behind the kommandor who shot me a vicious snarl.

      “Silence, all of you,” she hissed with barely contained rage.

      I sighed and slumped back against the massive creature as Pat’s muffled whines only increased.

      “Cover your tracks, we head for Alfait!”

      “Yes, kommandor!” A chorus of cries rang out.

      “And you three, remain silent unless spoken to. The council will want to question you, but you don’t need eyes or limbs to speak.”

      I rolled my eyes, knowing she couldn’t actually see them. But that didn’t make her threat less valid. I did have a concern though, one I’m sure Elaine was sharing with me right now. The kommandor had said ‘council’ not ‘king.’ Just what the fuck had happened in the last two-thousand years?

      The Dryades made themselves scarce as we travelled. They had an uncanny way of blending into the trees. For all I knew, we had walked right through the middle of them when we stopped. And it was only as they saw Elaine shift, they presented themselves. More often than not, it was one of the elves I saw, when they appeared. They moved quickly, silently and almost never touched the ground. They moved primarily by crossing boulders, branches and by using the trees themselves.

      The dryads though, were far more interesting to watch, once I realised what to look for. I had been hanging on the side of this bloody animal trying to ignore the sounds of Pat crying on the other side. Even the kommandor had given up with the threats as he only got louder the more she snarled at him. The quiet whimpers were the softest he’d been in a while now. And it was while I was trying desperately to latch my mind onto something other than the painful bounce in my shoulders, that I spotted it.

      It was subtle. It was there one moment, and gone the next. I thought something was going on at first, that maybe one of the elves was doing something magical. But they were far more obvious about what they were doing. No, this almost looked like a tree was breathing. And it was only for a moment. As I watched on for several minutes, I spotted it again. The subtle shift that told me a tree moved. I frowned as I stared at the exact spot I saw it. The tree slimmed slightly, and I blinked in surprise before turning my head to look forward again. Up ahead, another tree, of a similar size shifted like this one had. I observed it as the massive beast lumbered along.

      And this time, as we passed, I kept my eyes locked in place. Only for a pair of yellow eyes to blink back at me. They held a level of surprise, followed by indignation and finally anger. Before they vanished and the tree shifted once again. It became a game to me, where I would watch for the dryad and she would notice me watching and glare with open hostility.

      “Kommandor! They have sent scouts in our direction!”

      “Faen!” the kommandor snapped. “How did they know we were even here?”

      I felt eyes on the top of my head as she glared at me from above. But I ignored her, instead choosing to grin at the dryad as she glared at me from the tree she was in. I didn’t have any solid evidence for it, but it almost seemed like she wouldn’t or couldn’t use more than a handful of trees to do her weird disappearing trick with. She didn’t use all the trees, only one with an odd sheen to the bark. Which made keeping track of her all the easier. So my grin, caused her angry expression to twist into irate fury.

      Even more as the enormous creature picked up the pace. We were hurrying now, heading in what I could only assume was the direction of the border between the human and elf lands… Or… I should really use their proper names while I’m here. The Homine and Dryades nation. And that was a good point on its own. Ettrian was the home of the Dryades, but I did not know what the Homine nation was called. I also figured it wasn’t the best time to ask. Especially as I spotted a branch curving down up ahead.

      I thought little of it as we approached until I realised there was an odd lump at the end closest to me. I heard a grunt from the kommandor as it swung down to my head height. And all at once, I realised what it was.

      “Clymene, if that-”

      I kicked off the animal. With its size, I didn’t bother it overly, but the nudge was felt by the kommandor who opened her mouth to scream. This was either the smartest, or the dumbest thing I’d ever done. But I figured it was this, or torture, interrogation and eventual death. So I flung myself up as hard as I could, even as the branch retracted, and kicked out hard at the nest. It looked almost like a hornet’s nest. And it did not surprise me in the least that this world had something similar.

      As my foot connected with the outside, it surprised me it wasn’t paper like I expected. It was hard, like clay. My foot still struck with enough force to break it though, and I watched as chunks of nest flew out, as larvae dumped into the forest below.

      “YOU FOOL!”

      The angry buzz of the wasps inside filled the air as the beast they tied me to let out a terrified honking noise. I didn’t know if it was still under control or not, but as it leaped into a sprint, I didn’t care. The animal burst through the forest, leaving the elves and dryads behind. The kommandor was yelling and screaming from her perch above while I swung uselessly at the creature’s side. Each jolt brought on more and more pain as my shoulder screamed for mercy.

      There was nothing any of us could do though. Despite all her swearing and bluster, she was in no more control than I was. I couldn’t even hear Pat and I wouldn’t risk turning my head to look up and see Elaine. The enormous creature twisted and turned, bursting through the trees in random intervals. We broke through, giving me a clear look at the sun, low on the horizon with mountains in the background. It would have been a beautiful spot for a painting or a photo.

      As the creatures crashed back into another treeline, I heard several loud yips. I spied several wearh racing away in all directions. Which told me that this enormous creature probably wasn’t used to being hunted by anything smaller than the guttalon. I felt gravity shift as the creature made a leap, and I spotted a river pass below. I had lost track of direction the moment it started running. But the sight of that river made me think we’d ended up going back the direction we had originally come. And if that were true, it would explain the kommandor’s irate screaming.

      I felt gravity shift again, onto to follow a loud snap, and a shriek. The world spun around me as the creature tumbled to the ground. It’s headlong sprint making it tumble as it landed and I had no chance to defend myself as I slammed the ground. A bush softened the blow, but I felt several things piece my skin, while something inside my chest crunched painfully. And then I was up in the air again, sailing around, before the rope pulled tight, swinging me with a thump into the creature’s side.

      It keened, obviously in pain from whatever had happened. For the moment, I was more worried about ourselves. I had ended up with the rope tangled over the creature’s front leg. That left me hanging, while it lie on its back. I could touch the ground if I stretched, but I was still stuck. The creature made pitiful sounds as I glanced around. The other front leg, and one of the rear ones were broken. They hung awkwardly as the creature was pinned in place, laying amongst a collection of boulders and a few larger trees.

      “Elaine?! Pat?!” I called.

      “Master?” I heard Elaine’s voice a moment later.

      I sighed in relief, if only for a moment. If she was okay, maybe Pat was too. But that also left the possibility I’d be dealing with the kommandor as well. I looked around and took a deep breath. With my ribs aching, I grit my teeth and swung my legs. It took a few goes, but I flicked myself around and catch my boot on a nearby tree pressed against the creature. I used that to hop and get my lower half onto the animal’s stomach. I could feel the tremble as it took painful breaths. The old adage about ‘bigger they are, the harder they fell’ told me this fall was likely fatal for more than just the broken legs.

      “Master, where are you?” Elaine called, sounding closer.

      “Up here,” I called back.

      Wriggling towards the leg, the rope was stuck around, I realised I had little choice here. I gripped the animal’s fur as best I could and wriggled to let myself slide, leg first down the other side of its front leg. It would release the rope looped around it and let me reach the ground. But that didn’t make a fall from this height any more appealing. So with a deep breath, I shoved off, and slid down.

      “I gotcha!”

      I thumped into something soft and we went down in a tumble. Before Elaine shifted around me, I groaned at the impact. I gasped at the instant relief I felt as her healing power infused my body through her hauberk form.

      “Thank you, Elaine,” I told her with a smile.

      “You’re welcome, Master. Just… Be careful. You’re still injured.”

      I nodded and sat up. The creature was huffing, but I could hear a certain wetness to it now. When I moved around the top, I could see where one antler was wedged between two trees. The other had snapped and was lying on the ground beside it. Its eyes rolled towards me and I could see the pain in its expression. Right before it went still. I let out a small sigh at the creature’s death. It was-

      “Stridorine, Master.”

      “The creature?”

      “Yes.”

      I nodded, “Are they always so large?”

      “I saw one as a child that was much larger, but this is a normal adult size for them.”

      I nodded and kept moving around. I could see the pack that Pat carried, sticking out from under the far side, so I hurried over. Only to sigh at what I saw. Pat, still gagged, but crushed beneath the side of the stridorine. His mouth was agape and a small trickle of blood seeped out. The lack of blood on his upper teeth suggested he hadn’t closed his mouth, which hopefully meant his death was instantaneous.

      With a nod, I left him. He was trapped beneath the creature, and as yet, I didn’t have a way to get him out. Instead, I gripped the pack and gave it a pull. It was stuck firm, but I expected that as well. Opening the top, I started pulling the contents out. Thankfully, nothing but the bag itself seemed to be damaged. Though, that damage was the poles we needed for the tent. I ignored that for the time being as I dragged out the last of the contents. With the bag finally empty, it wasn’t large enough to be pinned under the creature and I wiggled it free.

      I picked up the wooden pole and sighed. Broken right in the middle, I couldn’t even put it together with a short side, I needed to replace it. Walking off into the treeline a few metres I checked a few small saplings, before I found one of a similar diameter.

      “Elaine, I need a sword.”

      I wasn’t sure how this was going to go for a moment. But I felt the stab in the middle of my chest as her form flowed down my arm. Without the healing power, I felt the pain of whatever was broken.

      “Hurry, Master,” Elaine begged softly.

      I nodded and held the broken ends against the sapling. Placing Elaine against the top, I sliced, ignoring how easily it cut. The movement must have twinged something though, and I gasped as I fell to my knees. It felt like I was being stabbed, I just hoped it was a metaphorical stab, and not a literal one. A punctured lung was a far more serious problem than a few cracked ribs.

      While I was down here though, I quickly swiped Elaine across the ground, taking the remains of the sapling down. As it tumbled, Elaine flowed back up my arm and over my body, taking the pain away in just moments. I sagged and took a deep breath, realising I hadn’t been able to just a moment before. With a grunt, I stood, lifting the sapling. I compared it to the broken pole, before bringing it all back to the stridorine. Tossing the broken halves to the side, I used the sapling to remake the bag. It was a little thicker in places, but it seemed a suitable replacement. At least for now. Then I started repacking everything.

      I was doing up the straps at the top, when I spotted a flash of green out of the corner of my eye. All at once, I remembered the kommandor and whirled around to face… Nothing. I blinked, before frowning and concentrating on a spot on the ground. It looked like an earthen mound and I stared at it. The longer I stared, the longer I had the impression it was like the dryad that was moving through the trees, only…

      “Kommandor?”

      I heard a sigh, and the woman opened her eyes again. Her body reformed in place and it wasn’t good. Her legs were pinned under the creature, and from the angle one was sitting, at, she wasn’t going anywhere, even if she wasn’t.

      “Thief,” she hissed.

      “This again,” I sighed. “Why do you call me that?”

      “You’re Homine!” She snarled.

      I blinked, before nodding, “Fair, but I’m also not from this world and I don’t understand why you’re calling me that.” This time the kommandor glared, but I could see a wink of something else in her expression. “Elaine, can you heal her, if I can get her out?”

      “Master, is that wise?”

      “Probably not,” I admitted. “There was a pack of wearh back there. I don’t know if her people will find her before they do.”

      “But, Master, if they catch up-”

      “They probably will anyway,” I nodded.

      “She speaks to you?” the kommandor asked.

      I nodded slowly. “Yes, I can hear her in my head while I’m… wearing her.”

      “How?” She asked, slumping on the ground.

      “That’s what I’ve been trying to find out,” I shrugged, looking around for inspiration to strike. “I was at a carnival and won a battle for the rights to own an ancient sword. It was dirty, rusted and trapped in granite. And the moment I put my hand on it, I heard her voice. Next thing I know, I’m here, running from wearh, the guttalon, getting into a fight with Atkin’s men-”

      “Atkin,” the kommandor hissed. “You fought him?”

      “Just his men. Killed one, then we were chased by the guttalon.”

      The kommandor sighed, “Homine, if what you say is true, I have to inform my people. Our stories tell us that the keystone was stolen, but not by whom. We…” she hissed softly. “Things should have been different.”

      I nodded slowly as Elaine remained silent. “So, what’s to say after I help you, your people don’t catch up and cut my throat while we sleep?”

      “They wouldn’t get close enough.” I spun around, reaching for a sword that wasn’t there. The rogue grinned as he nodded his head towards me. “Warrior,” he chuckled. “Can you imagine me as a warrior? Though… I’d rather it wasn’t one of those twiggy sluts.”
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      “Elaine-”

      “Master, you can’t!”

      I sighed as the rogue approached, drawing his knife with one hand, and his buckler with the other.

      “So, what’s it to be then, ‘warrior?’” He asked, mockingly. “Surrender, or fight?”

      “Master?!” Elaine cried inside my head.

      Only, I noticed he kept looking between me, and the kommandor laying on the ground under the stridorine. I wondered if he thought the kommandor was Elaine. Was that ignorance, or arrogance? Perhaps he thought elves and dryads were all the same? To test my theory, I reached down towards the injured dryad and the rogue darted in. I spun away as his knife whistled through the space my arm had occupied.

      “I’m not that stupid!” He snapped. “And don’t worry. Lord Atkin would skin me alive if I took the slut. So after I kill you, I’ll drag her twiggy ass all the way to Ironseat myself!”

      The rogue lunged once again, and it left me back peddling. He stayed low, slashing at my legs, trying to get under Elaine’s hauberk. It was obvious now, that he really thought the kommandor was Elaine. But to take advantage of his confusion, would be painful. Not to mention risky. There was a moment where she would shift, that I would have neither the armour, nor the weapon, while a rogue closed in around me.

      If not for my years of training on the fields back home, I’d be a dead man already. The rogue, while looking disgruntled, wasn’t giving up either. He was a skilled adversary, but not one I thought was used to duelling competent opponents. He would slide in, coming from the side and slash at my thigh. Rather than leap back, I would twist, removing my leg and step in another direction. That would leave me open to another attack where he would slash for my exposed arm. Even just a large cut would leave me to bleed out. Or… At least that seemed to be his plan. Bleed me, and slow me down so that he could deal with me.

      The issue for him was Elaine. With my hauberk, her constant healing powers radiated through me, keeping me fit and trim to continue moving with ease. With how light she felt, it was barely more of a burden than a jacket to wear her. And I was well used to duelling. Open conflict was often fun to do at the renaissance fair. But there was no real finesse to open conflict. If you took the moment to study your direct opponent, someone would step in behind and brain you. So mass conflicts devolved into simple hacking and slashing with little thought between.

      One on one fights, or team duels, like I had won back on earth, were far more disciplined. The rogue knew it, and so did I. The only difference was, I was better at it than he was. And I knew why. The way he burst into motion, coming in and aiming for a weak point. It’s exactly what he had done back when I fought with the barbarian. He was used to working as a team. The big barbarian would act as the major distraction, while the rogue darted in to deal damage. Their glorious leader, Tencher, would back them both up, while applying a finer touch when needed.

      So on his own, he was fast, and still rather dangerous. But… As I stepped aside letting the man race past with a snarl, he just… Wasn’t on the same level.

      “Coward!”

      “I’m not even armed,” I snorted in laughter as he closed with me.

      The knife came straight forward in a thrust and I twisted to one side. Not to be outdone, he reversed his grip, ripping the knife back across to stab me. Which would have been perfect, except his blade thumped into Elaine’s hauberk. The metal rings caught the tip of the knife, stopping it dead in its tracks as I stepped back out of reach.

      “No, you don’t!” The rogue snapped, racing to get around me.

      I realised I had moved towards the kommandor, who was watching on with a level of disbelief. But with her still pinned under the stridorine he was comfortable putting his back to her, which was his ultimate downfall. With his attention squarely on me, he missed when she placed her hand on the ground. I saw the faint green of her eyes pulse, before the rogue burst into movement. As his foot left the ground to take the first step, a vine snagged his opposite ankle. I would have missed what happened, if not for me facing the two of them directly.

      The rogue certainly did as he slammed to the ground at my feet with a heavy, “OOMPH!”

      “WELL?” The kommandor snapped.

      The rogue twisted and slashed with his knife. But on the ground, it was a rather pathetic attempt. I stepped out of range, before kicking him in the elbow. The knife tumbled off to one side, leaving the man as unarmed as I was.

      With a flurry of movement, he scrambled away from me and towards the knife. But now we were on more equal terms, I leapt into action myself. I dove onto the man, driving him into the ground where he twisted below me. He got his arms up to protect his face as he drove a knee into my side. I rolled with the impact, not wanting to fight him like that. It was one thing to wrestle a man, it was another to sit atop and pound him into the ground. And while I would LOVE to do that, it wouldn’t be the honourable thing. And if there was one thing I wanted to hold true after Elaine set me straight all those years ago. Is that I would rather be an honourable man, than a dirty one.

      Recovering from the knee to my ribs, I shot after the rogue again as he reached his knife. I leaped onto his back as his fingers went for the hilt and rolled him away.

      “Damn you!” He snapped, throwing a punch.

      I took the hit on my shoulder, before grabbing his arm and twisting. He let out a sharp bark of pain before surprising me completely. The rogue kicked off the ground, rolling over his back, completely negating the hold I was about to put him in. He performed the manoeuvre so effortlessly, I had to wonder if he had an elf as an ancestor. But as he came out on top, I realised he wasn’t as honourable as I was. Tucking my arms around my head, I blocked the first few impacts. The next was to the side, but he didn’t have a great angle.

      The slug to my ribs was far worse than anything else, and he targeted the same spot he struck with his knee. That was enough for me to throw a kick of my own, landing my boot on the side of his head. The blow came as a surprise and he staggered away. Which let me kick him again, this time much harder, sending him tumbling to the ground in a heap. Right next to his knife.

      I felt my gut sink as he scrambled for the blade and I rushed to my feet with a single thought on my mind. “Elaine!”

      “Ha!” The rogue snapped, whirling around victoriously. “That twiggy slut-URK!”

      I sunk my blade into his gut. It was effortless, like slicing through warm butter. The rogue stared at me, before looking down at my shirt covered torso. He stepped back, pulling himself off my sword and stared at the glowing, blue blade. He turned his head towards the kommandor as utter disbelief etched across his face.

      I figured I half-knew how he felt. I stabbed him through the middle, and I felt like someone had stabbed me through the middle. My chest ached terribly from my broken ribs. I still hoped they were only cracked, and Elaine hadn’t mentioned otherwise. The two of us regarded each other, while blood seeped from the wound. He grimaced, brushing his fingers through it, before bringing them closer to his face to examine them.

      It happened in an instant. One moment, he was standing there. The next he was moving in a blur. I heard a small gasp from Elaine, but I was well prepared for this kind of strike. I could see the look in his eye, one of rage and defiance. This wasn’t about winning, it was making sure I went down with him. Revenge for a death he hadn’t yet experienced.

      Despite my own injuries, I was already waiting for something to happen. He lunged, swinging the knife low to thrust forward into my unprotected torso. As he moved, so did I. Pushing past the pain in my chest, I stepped into his circle and twisted around to avoid the stab. His eyes went wide as he realised what was about to happen, and he spun on the spot to avoid the strike. But he was already a step behind. By the time his body shifted, I was already bringing my sword up, slicing through his elbow in a single smooth motion. The man must have been in shock as he continued pivoting around, bringing up his bleeding stump as if to strike back at me. Only to stop when he finally saw the damage I had done.

      With my sword held high, the rogue pursed his lips and closed his eyes. A flash of blue light as I brought my sword back down, and the rogue crumpled to the ground as his head rolled off into the trees. I had always heard stories about how blood spurts out after a decapitation. But seeing it for myself was something else entirely. I grit my teeth as I stepped back to avoid getting it on my boots before taking a deep breath.

      “Master?”

      “I’m okay,” I told her. But I wasn’t sure if that was the truth. While I had fought the barbarian, I wasn’t ultimately responsible for his death. Elaine’s power had killed him as I defended myself. I mean… You could argue that I was the one wielding her, making me responsible. But it wasn’t my direct actions that caused it. This thought… I watched the still bleeding corpse of the man I had fought, and I wondered at my own life. Could this have been a part of my life back on earth? Maybe not decapitating people, but I was willing and ready to stab people. Under the guise of self-defence or not, the point hardly mattered. I turned myself around with the love of a woman who was a mother to me. And here I was, killing people anyway.

      “First time?”

      I flinched and turned my attention back to the kommandor. “What?”

      “I can see it,” she nodded. “It’s in your eyes. I remember my first kill. I was young. Younger than you. I grew up in a small village near the border of our lands. A band of humans, masquerading as merchants attacked in the night. They nearly wiped out the village, while some fled, and others fought. I was a girl, and I watched my mother, brutalised before my eyes, while I hid under my bed. And when he finally cut her throat, I tried to run.”

      “Why are you telling me this?” I asked, staring at the woman.

      “I’ve seen grown men keel over and vomit, cry for days or just wander off into the wilderness to die, after doing what you did. So I know there’s something else inside you. Something… I can relate to. They forced me to fight for my life, in much the same way you were.”

      “You said you were a girl,” I disagreed.

      The kommandor nodded her head. “I was, and you’re injured. Men came, while we were vulnerable and they tried to kill us. Rather than accept the inevitable, I fought back.” She glared at me for a few long moments. “Your feelings are natural. But understand that in this world, you will have to kill again. Your path will not be an easy one. But one should never regret a justified kill.”

      I nodded slowly as I accepted what she was trying to tell me. And she was right. This wasn’t my fault. I didn’t seek this fight, nor did I seek the other. I didn’t push for conflict, I just accepted an offer and came here to a world, where it seemed most people were trying to kill me. And I wasn’t keen on the idea of being killed.

      “Neither am I, Master,” Elaine whispered.

      I nodded slowly, before turning my attention back to the injured kommandor. “So, I suppose the next step is to decide what to do with you?”

      The kommandor grimaced for a moment, before slumping back onto the ground. “All things considered, you don’t strike me as a man who’d take my head of and leave me here.”

      I thought about it for a moment, and even after the beatings and rough treatment, she’s absolutely right. I wouldn’t kill her, but… “I could leave you though.”

      “You could,” she agreed. “And ‘I’ wouldn’t blame you in the least.”

      And there it was. The crux of the issue. I could leave her. And she was right, she wouldn’t hold it against me. But her people might. And if anything happened to her, between my leaving, and her people arriving, they would likely blame me. And it was far more likely they would capture me again, before I escaped them.

      “Master, what should we do?”

      “Best-case scenario, you heal me, then her enough to look after herself and we run,” I grumped.

      Elaine was silent for several moments before she cleared her throat. Which was an odd sound to make considering she was a hauberk and talking inside my head. “Master, I don’t have enough mana to heal her broken leg. The only reason I can heal you is because we’re bonded and I’m cycling your mana back through yourself.”

      “I have mana?”

      “Everyone has mana, Master,” Elaine said in a haughty tone. “We exchange mana for the life-force that keeps you alive. If you run out, you die.”

      “Like what happened when we bonded?”

      “... Yes…”

      “I thought I just had life-force,” I admitted. I should probably learn all I could about the bond, so I knew the limits of it later. “Do I have enough spare life-force to heal the kommandor?” I ignored the soft gasp from the dryad as she listened in to my half of the conversation.

      “Master… I… Maybe, but it would leave you weak and I would have to slow or even stop healing you.”

      “Shit,” I swore. “Can’t I just light a big fire here to keep the beasts away and run for it?”

      “That would also track Lord Atkin’s men,” the kommandor offered. “Judging by the direction the stridorine ran, they are likely closer than my own people.”

      I looked back the way we came, at the sheer level of destruction from the rampaging beast. Even without the skills to track an animal, there was no mistaking that path of destruction. Considering the size of the animal, and how long we ran… It could be as much as a few hours before someone found us, or as little as a few minutes.

      “Do you eat meat?” I asked.

      The kommandor frowned and quirked her eyebrow as I slowly approached her. “I do, but I’m more curious about the question?”

      “Do you have a knife or something?” I asked, ignoring her own question.

      “I did,” she nodded. “But in the crash, I seem to have lost most of my belongings. Considering my legs are trapped, I would assume they may be under the stridorine.”

      “Well, this is going to suck then, Elaine?”

      “Yes, Master.”

      She shifted down my arm and back into her sword form. I grimaced as the pain set in, but I ignored it. I only needed a moment with this sword. Carving into the side of the stridorine, I took a sizeable chunk of flesh out. Enough to feed three people, though. I figured a dryad would be vegetarian.

      “Why would you think that, master?” Elaine admonished me as she melted back onto my torso, relieving my pain. “Dryads are predators, she would likely eat this raw if you gave it to her.”

      I blinked at the information and looked at the chunk of meat. “Kommandor or… Is it just kommandor, or do you have a name?”

      The dryad gave me an odd look, before she cracked a smile. “It has been far too long since I’ve had a conversation with someone as disrespectful as you.”

      I shrugged and grabbed the pack. Opening it, I dug out what I needed to start a small cookfire and the spit to roast the meat over.

      “Rhetia.”

      I nodded and turned my attention back to the dryad who gave me a small smile.

      “And there you go stealing a woman’s name.”

      “I didn’t steal shit,” I chuckled, hearing her amusement in the tone of her voice.

      “Merely the fact my head has not been cut from my body, is a proof that you are not from this world,” Rhetia shrugged. “I’m still not entirely convinced you aren’t a thief though.”

      “I was as a child,” I admitted. “Grew up in a rough town, parents were… Absent. I had to steal to eat some days.”

      “That… Is surprising,” she frowned.

      “Tell me about it,” I chuckled as I realised I needed Elaine to shift back so I could strike the flint. They had taken our knives, which meant they would be as easy to find as Rhetia’s… “I’m a fucking idiot.”

      Getting up, I turned and made my way over to the rogue’s cooling corpse. I looked at the angle he was laying and saw the blood trail from his arm. Following it, I found the spot where his blade clutching forearm lay, wedged between a rock and a small log. With a shake of my head, I picked up the forearm and peeled the fingers off the hilt. Tossing the limb aside, I ignored the dryad’s amused stare as I made my way back to the fire. After a few strikes on the flint, I got a small flame started on a bundle of leaves. To that I added a few sticks, before tossing on a few larger ones I scrounged from the nearby area.

      With the fire going steadily, I turned my attention back to the spit. I set up the stand for it in just a minute, before taking the spit itself and working it through the meat. It was going to be rather bland, but it would be edible. And after setting it over the fire, I slumped against the pack and got comfortable.

      “You were saying, before you got distracted?” Rhetia asked.

      I gave her a level glare, before shrugging. “I grew up with a kid. We were friends, and he had a younger sister. One day, a bunch of older kids took her doll and my friend went to get it back. The two of us stood side by side and fended them off. We took a few hits, gave a few more and in the end I was the only one standing.”

      “Did you love her?”

      Before I could respond, I felt Elaine mentally flinch. There was a worry there, but she didn’t need to. “No,” I denied it immediately. “No, she was the force that brought me back to their house, where she hailed me as a hero to her mother. That gave me a standing invitation to visit. And one day, she caught me with a knife.” I smiled at the memory. “Instead of making me leave or having me arrested, she sat me down and talked to me. She was the mother I never had, and that woman set me on the course to be the man I am today.”

      “A man filled with anger, hate and violence, and yet entirely restrained.”

      I glanced at the dead rogue and sighed. “I don’t particularly want to talk about this.”

      “No,” Rhetia shook her head. “No, I don’t suppose you would. But would you tell me how you found the keystone?”

      “Elaine,” I corrected her.

      Rhetia nodded in apology as I felt Elaine shift as if getting comfortable. “Elaine,” she repeated. “Can you tell me how you found her?”

      “I won her,” I shrugged. “A group of us fought for what we thought was a worthless rusted sword stuck in a rock. When I touched her, she asked if I accepted her and said yes. Next thing I know, I’m on a grassy hill in the middle of a damn forest. I’ve been here only a few days, just long enough to be chased by a pack of wearh, fight with a man named Tencher and-”

      “Tencher?” Rhetia growled. “Did you defeat him?”

      “I killed one of his men,” I frowned. “And this guy was another,” I gestured at the dead rogue.

      “Pawns,” Rhetia sighed. “A shame, that man is a menace.”

      “Is that why he carries a soul blade?”

      Rhetia grimaced for a moment. “That… That is…”

      I watched her grapple with something as she rolled thoughts around in her head. “It’s okay, you don’t need to tell me.”

      “But I do,” Rhetia sighed. “As a warrior, you have a right to know and as a Dryades Kommandor, I need to take responsibility, regardless of how this all ends up.”

      Something cracked in the distance, making us both look to see what it was. A series of low growls told me it was likely the wearh, and I gripped the rogue’s sword tighter. At least they weren’t close. Probably cautious of the fire.

      “My people created the soul blades,” she sighed. “When the keystones were sent away, we waited for them to come back. None of the nations were in open communication. But it quickly became apparent that some had returned. There was talk of peace for a while, but when it became obvious that ours had not, things… Changed.”

      “Humans?”

      “I’m amused that was your first guess,” Rhetia chuckled. “But no, it was the Daemones who acted first.” I felt Elaine shift again and had the distinct impression she was upset by the news. “They struck our lands seeking an easy victory over a few towns. We fought back, but against their warrior we were outmatched. You need to understand that a warrior wading into a battle of mortals is a beautiful thing, if you are on that warrior’s side.”

      “It was the humans though, who struck the Daemones while the Daemones were attacking us. The Orci used that as an excuse to go on the march, while the Bestia fled into the wastes. The last to leave were the Aquatilis, silently slipping into the oceans, we have only heard from them every few decades and only because we have occasionally spotted their scouts.”

      “So your people created the soul blades to stand up against the warriors?” I prodded her along.

      Rhetia nodded, “It started as self defence. Even soul blades couldn’t withstand the full might of a warrior, so we sacrificed quality with quantity. Eventually some got out and nation by nation, others learned to create the same blades we did.”

      “Master,” Elaine sighed. “I should never have brought you here.”

      “Shift and get on your knees in front of me,” I growled.

      I felt her about to argue, but she flowed down my body and formed as I instructed. As she stared at the ground, I could see the fear and shame in her expression. I ignored the ache in my chest as I reached forward and snagged the front of her tunic in my fingers. Pulling her sharply towards me, Elaine yelped and threw her arms out to catch herself before her weight hit me. But that didn’t stop me from pulling her into a kiss.

      Her lips were soft, perfect and moulded to my own, even as she whimpered softly. I kissed her slowly, pushing as much feeling into it as I could, before slowly breaking away. Elaine was perched above me, chewing her lip as if she wanted more, but was afraid to ask. I smiled softly and pecked her lips once more.

      “Never apologise for bringing me here.”

      “But, Master-”

      “Never apologise for bringing me into a world where I can be with you,” I growled.

      Elaine blinked slowly, before nodding, “Yes, Master.”

      “Good girl,” I smirked, before taking her hand. “Now, if you don’t mind?”

      “Of course, Master.”

      She flowed up my arm and around my torso, into the familiar hauberk, more wonderful than any painkiller from Earth. I sighed as the pain retreated and slumped back in place as Rhetia shifted to look at me.

      “What?”

      She smirked, “You love her, don’t you?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            10

          

        

      

    

    
      “So,” I broke the silence as I sat back from my whittling of the branches I needed to replace the broken ones from the pack.

      Rhetia gave me a look and blinked slowly.

      “Any ideas on how to get out from under that thing?”

      The kommandor sighed as she set aside the lump of meat I had given her. She didn’t seem all that keen on it, but was grateful for my offer.

      “With you and Elaine in good health, it would be easier. The only way I can see of you getting me out though, would be to carve the beast open enough to free me.”

      I nodded, “And there’re no repercussions?”

      “Repercussions?” Rhetia asked.

      I nodded, “Crush Syndrome?”

      “I don’t know what that is,” Rhetia shook her head.

      I frowned. I knew little the technicals of how it worked, nor if they applied to dryads. Elaine seemed human enough, but I had hardly examined her internally outside of sex.

      “Crush Syndrome is a condition that affects humans. When part of our body is crushed, it can release toxins into the body that cause kidney failure if the crushing force is removed.”

      Kommandor Rhetia blinked a few times, “I… Have never heard of such a thing, what is the cure?”

      I looked at her lower limbs trapped under the stridorine and grimaced. “Amputation.”

      Kommandor Rhetia chuckled darkly, before wiping away a few tears. “Is that all,” she laughed darkly. “Human, if Tencher arrives before my men do, he will likely do far worse.”

      I sighed as I felt Elaine shift around me. It had been several hours now, and it was starting to getting late. I knew she had been concentrating on healing me this whole time. I could have been healed immediately, if she wanted to haemorrhage mana. Something like that would still leave us vulnerable.

      “So, I suppose the answer is up to you,” I shuddered.

      “There… is a possible third option,” Rhetia mumbled.

      “I’m all ears.” She frowned and twisted her head around to look at me. I rolled my eyes and let out a sigh. “It means I’m listening.”

      “That… Yes, okay,” she frowned, still confused by the phrase. “What I was going to say originally. Is that you could try to lead them away?”

      “That would mean leaving you here,” I frowned.

      Rhetia nodded slowly. “Yes, but… I have little choice here. My people could heal my legs if they remain attached. Tencher would have me humiliated, tortured and executed. Removing my legs would free me, but if I was going to fall into that man’s grasp, I’d ask you to end me first.”

      “So, after all this, you want me to just leave you?”

      Rhetia smiled thinly and nodded. “If you flee from my people, I can hold them off for a time. Tencher is likely to split his forces, to deal with the two of us separately.”

      I looked at the dryad and wondered at the possibility. If she really did hold her people off from following us, that meant we were only running from humans. And it had taken that rogue a while to catch up. I wasn’t particularly keen on taking another swim, but with the mountain at my back, I knew there was a river below. And if I made it back, it would be no different from when we ran from the guttalon.

      “And how long do you think we should wait?” I asked. “I’ve heard some noises that sound like wearh moving about.”

      “They should keep their distance from the fire. As long as my people arrive when I expect them too, it shouldn’t be a problem.”

      “That poses the question then. How long until they both arrive?”

      The kommandor smiled, “The trees say you have only a few minutes before it will be too late. The smell of smoke drifted north, towards Tencher and they are following it here. My people were never lost and will arrive shortly.”

      “You weren’t going to tell me originally, were you?”

      “No, human, I was not.”

      I smirked at her casual announcement she was going to have me captured again. Something I had said or done, hell it might even be that I wanted to talk to her rather than kill her that may have been it. But somehow I had convinced her that letting me go was the lesser of two evils. I could still see that she was interested in capturing me. But she had suppressed that part of her, to give me this opportunity.

      “Master?”

      I blinked before smiling at the sound of her voice. “Yes, Elaine?”

      “Master, may I try something?”

      “Of course.”

      My hauberk glimmered for a moment, before flowing down my torso and solidifying around my legs. Kommandor Rhetia stared in awe as Elaine reformed as a pair of greaves wrapped around my calves. Still made of the same glowing material, I took a deep breath, and winced.

      “I’m sorry, master,” Elaine fretted.

      “No,” I grunted. “No, I’m okay. Just… what is this?”

      “Master, this should help, now it’s just the two of us,” she whispered.

      I frowned and was about to ask what she meant, when a horn blasted in the distance. My head snapped around towards the source of the sound. I didn’t know why they were announcing their approach until I heard the kommandor let out a shrill whistle. I turned to face her as she eyed me with a dangerous edge. A series of similar shrieking whistles rang out in the distance, only for the horn to answer as if the two sides were squaring up with one another.

      “Well, human-”

      “Tate,” I interrupted.

      Rhetia smiled. “Well, Tate. I can’t promise that next time we meet, we will be friends.”

      I shot her a grin and nodded. “Just do me a favour and skip the beatings.”

      “As long as you come quietly.”

      I heard the crashing through the trees as a force approached. I knew it was Tencher and his men. The dryads and elves didn’t make a sound as they travelled. How the opposing sides knew they were both here, I did not know. But I wasn’t particularly interested in still being here when they both arrived.

      “You need to leave, if you still plan on going,” Rhetia grimaced.

      I nodded, before climbing to my feet. I hobbled over to the pack and picked it up. Pulling out the two broken poles, I replaced them quickly, before packing up the spit and stuffing it away.

      “You need to leave,” Rhetia sighed.

      “Kommandor?”

      I blinked at the familiar voice and turned to see a familiar elf, step into view with his bow raised.

      “Let them go, Gaeleath. He earned this much.”

      He glared at me for a moment, before lowering his bow. “Leave, human.”

      I watched as he put me from his mind. His attention firmly went to the kommandor, and he bent over her to say something I couldn’t make out from this distance.

      “Take care, Kommandor,” I nodded.

      Pulling the pack into place, I spared a thought for Pat, still trapped under the stridorine. My chest ached from the additional pressure of the pack. But it didn’t scream at me like it did when I stabbed the rogue. I took a last glance at my surroundings, before picking a direction. It was closer to Tencher’s forces, but was in a direction I believed would get me to the river quicker. With a sigh, I started moving, only to feel my legs jump out ahead of me on their own.

      “Careful master,” Elaine’s voice broke through my shock. “Take it slowly at first.”

      I frowned, before trying to rein myself in. It was an odd sensation. My legs behaved like legs. If I wanted to take a step and move, they did so. But… It was like my movements were multiplied by several magnitudes. It was almost like something forced my legs to move quicker, and further than I originally intended. I was only moving at a walk, and yet, the air was rushing past my ears like I was doing a slow run.

      I started concentrating on my footing in the loose undergrowth. While I had light, I needed to use it, because it would likely be too dangerous once true dark set in. One foot in front of the other, I picked my steps carefully. A flat rock, a sturdy root, a patch of dirt where my boots would grip nicely. I made small hops, skips and broke into a light jog as I found a game trail.

      The world blurred around me as I breathed hard from the exertion. It wasn’t any extra effort to move so quickly. But carrying the pack while struggling to breathe properly, really took it out of me. I had to keep pushing though. The only way I was going to survive was to break away from both groups.

      A horn sounded behind me, followed by several whistles and I wondered if Rhetia was going to be okay. I knew she was technically an enemy. I also knew that I should hold it against her for the beating and rough treatment. But I had been treated worse, for lesser reasons than she believed she had. And part of me couldn’t help but respect her for her position. Once we had a moment to actually talk, she was far more reasonable than I ever imagined. And if she was willing to keep to her word and give me a chance to run, I would keep that favour in mind if ever the tables are turned.

      Bursting into a clearing, I yelped and leaped over an equally surprised wearh. It barked out an angry yip, that was answered by several more in the surrounding area. That was the final straw, and I leaned into a run.

      “Master, please be careful!”

      “No promises,” I shot back.

      Leaning into the run, I watched as my surroundings blurred. Each step I took, let me travel dozens of metres. In the forest it was less about running, and more about navigation. I would step, and travel through a gap in the trees, only to step and pivot, changing direction to continue moving. I could hear the wearh crashing through the trees behind me and I worried they would leave obvious tracks. But there was little I could do about it for now. All I had on me was the knife I took from the rogue and while it was a nice knife, it lacked all the advantages I had from wielding Elaine as a sword.

      It was a complete surprise though, when I broke out into an empty road. It was dirt, and only marginally better than the one we followed to get to the village to begin with. But it was a straight shot, without having to dodge trees. And with my added speed, even if it led back there, I was likely to be able to avoid trouble once again. So that’s exactly what I planned as I turned to follow it.

      There were plenty of obstacles to avoid. There were still the deep ruts that had formed from major storms over the years. I couldn’t help but wonder what had happened out here to cause the situation to be ignored. Was it simply a case of the young men who would usually work the area, being recruited into a war? Was it just a shortage of manpower, cascading into a supply and demand issue? If the mine needed to run to pay taxes, and nobody was to fix the roads, they would quickly fall into disrepair, especially if there was a wet season. And considering the size of the mountains here, they probably had a large wet season. That, or one hell of a winter.

      With the clearer ground to cover, It was even easier to outpace the wearh. They lagged behind for some time, before I could pause and check that we had left them well behind. It was possible they would chase, even after I was long gone. But it was likely they’d give up as I approached the town. If for no other reason, then it would introduce fresh scents that would distract them from pursuing me specifically.

      I ran on, slowing my pace to a comfortable jog. I didn’t want to completely exhaust myself now I had some distance between myself and danger. There were plenty of other things I needed to keep my strength up for, such as fallen logs, jagged boulders and large ditches to leap over. None of them presented much of a challenge and I had Elaine to thank for it all.

      “Speaking of which,” I grunted, leaping over a bush growing in the middle of the road. “What else are you hiding?”

      “Hiding, Master?” Elaine replied with a tinge of fear. “I’m not hiding anything.”

      “Not exactly hiding,” I conceded. “But I didn’t know you could become a pair of greaves. What else can you do?”

      “Master, I can also form gauntlets of even act as your helmet.”

      “And what would you be able to do as either of those?”

      “Master, as a helmet, I should be able to affect your night vision and make it clearer for you to see.”

       I nodded, thinking that might be handy to have in the next hour or so. “What about the gauntlets?”

      “I’m… Not sure, Master,” Elaine sighed. “It’s unfamiliar to me, but I believe it will give you command over plants.”

      I frowned, “I figured that was a dryad thing.”

      “Which is why I’m confused,” Elaine grumped. “That’s what I feel, but it’s something I was never trained to utilise before. Elves don’t have that power. We usually manipulate an element, like light.”

      I nodded as I picked up the scent of smoke. I sniffed at the air and realised I was getting close to the village. The road I was following headed in an odd direction and I concluded it was leading me around the back of the mountain, rather than the front where we had originally fled. That meant I would approach the village from another direction and I hoped that would put more distance between me and Tencher.

      I had little trouble with the animals of the wild as I ran along. A few birds that took to the air as I passed, along with a few of the same kinds of deer that I had hunted days earlier. I wasn’t entirely sure, but I could probably hunt one by running it down with these greaves. For now though, they weren’t the target. I could still smell the smoke lingering around the mountain as I travelled. The temperature was rapidly dropping as the sun dropped to the horizon. While I didn’t like the idea of staying in or near the village, I would have to stop at some point. So maybe I could push on until I found the camping spot we had used on our way here to begin with. It was out of the way and comfortable. And if Elaine was accurate with the idea her as a helmet would let me see at night, then it wouldn’t be a concern if I pushed into the dark.

      Rounding a bend in the road, I had to dart into the forest to avoid a particularly large tree that had fallen across. The branches were thick and obscured the entire path. I slowed and picked my way through the trees, before turning back towards the road, only to freeze. I was in view of the village, beside the small sign I recognised from my entry on the other side. Only… The decrepit village was… gone…

      “Elaine, I need my armour back.”

      “Yes, Master,” she replied, before shifting back into a hauberk.

      I drew my new knife and checked the edge. It was a decent quality blade, and I was happy to have it. But I would have preferred a sword. It would do for now though, as I slowly approached the village. Or… What they left of it.

      The structures were burned out husks. It looked like something had rampaged through here, destroying anything taller than head height. What they left was burned to the ground. I felt something squishy under foot and I glanced down, to recognise something that used to be human. They had trampled it into the ground. Mushed flat, so that it was unrecognisable. I couldn’t even tell the gender, but it looked like they were wearing trousers.

      I looked around, seeing a few more corpses. Mostly old men, but a few of them were children. All boys. I felt sick, thinking about the possibilities that entailed. Part of me wondered if I was going to see the corpses of women, but the more I looked, the less I thought it likely. This town had been annihilated, and the inhabitants taken. They had killed those who fought, and I cringed thinking about the likely outcomes for the survivors.

      Pat had said they would have used him to create a soul blade. What exactly that entailed, I did not know. But I wondered if that were preferable to a life of slavery, especially if you were a woman. If a man like Tencher was responsible for causing this kind of damage, I didn’t like to think what he would do to the prisoners he took under his control. Would his men be any better? Would any of them? Then there was the kind of man who would put someone like Tencher in charge to begin with.

      Even back home, humans were pretty shit. Everyone is locked in their countries, hiding behind passports, looking for excuses to attack one another. And that was while ignoring the infighting. No country was immune to it, but even within communities the idea of letting people live how they wanted was almost a foreign concept. And even here in this world, the haves had more power than the have nots. And as I waded through the carnage and destruction of what was, for the most part, a friendly mining village. I couldn’t help but wonder what my purpose in this world was.

      “To bring peace, Master,” Elaine whispered.

      “Do these people deserve peace?” I asked, staring at the place where the tavern was. I could see a burned skeleton, huddled against where the bar once stood.

      “The ones who did this?” Elaine wondered. “No, Master. The ones who did this, deserve to pay for their crimes. Even the dryades aren’t this brutal with their enemies.”

      I thought back to the beating I received and frowned. Kommandor Rhetia was acting as if I had committed a serious crime and was blowing a bit of steam. What she did, hurt, but it caused no lasting problems for me. This though… Whatever mine they were using, was now next to useless. To get production moving again, they would need to completely rebuild, which defied rationality. If there is a war going on, the very last thing you wanted to do is disrupt production. Especially when restarting it, would incur additional cost.

      I shook my head, before moving on. “Elaine, helmet please?”

      “Of course, Master,” She sighed.

      Instead of shifting to move around my head, she shifted back into her human form. Flowing back up to stand in front of me. I focussed on her, and the pain I could see in her eyes. This wasn’t something she wanted to see either. And I opened my arms for her to lean against me. I held her gently, because of my ribs. I listened to the sound of her breathing and used it to calm my thoughts. This whole situation was terrible. It also left me at a loss.

      “What do I do?”

      Elaine pulled away, before lightly brushing my lips with her own. “For now, Master. I think we need to get somewhere safe, so you can heal.”

      I nodded. There wasn’t much more to it. With the greaves, I could travel great distances rather quickly. But I was still injured for the meantime. Heading off into the woods would be an idea, but that would leave me vulnerable to the Dryades, who I was certain could track me if they wanted to. But there was the talk of the other races. The Daemones, Besita, Orci and Aquatilis. It was best to avoid the Daemones and Orci for the time being. The Aquatilis were… Well aquatic, so they wouldn’t be easy to find. But the Bestia?

      “Elaine, where are the wastes?”

      “Everywhere, Master,” Elaine replied nervously. “Everywhere outside the claimed territories, though… The closest we may come to finding them, would be to the West over the mountains.”

      I looked around at the mountains in just about every direction and sighed. We were likely in some kind of range, but I would have to take her word for it. I did not know of the geography of this world.

      “Are there dwarves in this world?”

      Elaine gave me an odd look, “Is that some kind of a mythical creature from Earth?”

      I blinked, before chuckling. “No, no, I just…” I sighed. “Short people, short, maybe squat, with long beards?”

      “Humans can be short,” Elaine offered.

      I waved off her concern. “Alright, so we’re in human, or… You call them Homines, right?”

      “That’s right, Master.”

      “Right,” I nodded. “To the South is the Dryades, and to the West is the Bestia?”

      “To the West is the Orci and Daemones,” Elaine shook her head.

      “Right,” I frowned. “So… The Bestia just, roam?”

      Elaine nodded and gave me a flustered smile.

      “Right,” I sighed. “So, the Bestia, they don’t have official lands, borders to defend or anything do they? What about towns?”

      “Outside of the Homines, many races mingle, Master. Just… Homines… Don’t.”

      “I thought you said the Daemones, and the Orci started the war?”

      “They did,” Elaine nodded. “But there are still open towns and trade. There is only conflict in some places. The Orci test themselves against the Daemones almost constantly.”

      That just gave me more questions. If the other people could get along, at least to a point, maybe it would be best to simply leave? The Dryades wanted to take Elaine from me, the Homines were hunting me for much the same reason. If I could escape into the West, maybe Elaine and I could find a town to live in. I could get a job. Maybe we could get married, settle down, have kids and not worry about the fighting and the conflict. It was certainly a tempting thought.

      “Master?”

      I blinked and turned my attention back to the beautiful elf before me. I glanced around, at the death and destruction, before reaching out to cup her cheek. Pulling her close, I kissed her, pushing all my love into the simple act, until she pulled away, smiling widely.

      “What it is it, Master?”

      “I love you Elaine.”

      Her breath hitched for a moment, while she flinched like I’d slapped her. She blinked her big blue eyes at me, as a tear rolled down her cheek. I choked out a gasp as she tackled me with a hug. She held me tightly before suddenly realising what she was doing. In an instant, she flowed around me, becoming the hauberk as I sagged and dropped to one knee.

      “I’m sorry!” She cried.

      I shook my head quickly, “I’m okay.” I really was, at least, now that I was back in the hauberk I was. Before that, it almost felt like she had broken something again. “I’m okay,” I repeated. “Just… Let’s get going. I don’t want to stay anywhere near this town if I can help it.”

      “Okay, Master,” she said with an odd tone.

      I frowned, trying to identify the emotions. I had to gather she felt something for me as well, considering her affections. But she hadn’t-

      “I love you to, Master!” She chirped.

      I smirked and let out a chuckle. But my mirth quickly evaporated as I stepped on another crushed corpse. It looked like something had slammed into him from above, pummeling him into the ground.

      “Elaine, what could do something like this?”

      “A mage, Master,” Elaine replied instantly. “Homines, like the other races have their own mages, and while Homine mages are rare… They are usually powerful.”

      I nodded slowly as I looked around at the town. Most of the buildings looked like they had been crushed in a similar manner. A few of them looked torn apart, like a massive force had expanded from within. The fires that burned what it left was probably done by hand, but short of explosives or a literal giant hammer…

      “Let’s get out of here,” I grumbled.

      “Of course, Master. I’m yours… Forever.”

      The meaning of her words washed over me as I blinked. I reached up and stroked the hauberk. I didn’t know if she could actually feel it, but I swore I heard a soft sigh in the back of my head at the contact.

      With a deep breath, courtesy of Elaine’s pain blocking ability, I marched for the familiar road that would take me back towards the guttalon.
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      “M-master,” Elaine whimpered.

      I couldn’t help the grin that broke across my face, as I forced her head into the pillow. We had arrived in the familiar camping spot just before dawn and quickly put the tent up. Neither of us had much interest in anything beyond sleep. But here, now, hours later at what I could only assume was about noon, I had my beautiful elf, naked and panting.

      With her head back on the pillow, and her ass hovering in front of me while she balanced on her knees, I ran my hands over her skin. Her pussy looked delectable as I watched a few beads of grool forming. I couldn’t resist and leaned down to taste her.

      Running my tongue over her labia, I ignored the soft whimpers that escaped her mouth. She was my good little elf though and held perfectly still as I explored her with my tongue. She was tart, but sweet and her scent filled my nose as I fed. Lapping at her, I could only get the barest taste of what I really wanted. Taking the initiative, I firmed up my licks, dipping my tongue deeper inside her with each stroke. Elaine gasped and moaned as my tongue brushed over her clit. But she held still for me as I feasted.

      With one hand on her ass to hold me steady, I raised the other between her legs. As I lapped at the entrance to her pussy, I pressed my thumb to her clit. I grinned when I heard the sharp intake of breath, before the long whine as I rubbed her most sensitive spot. Lapping at her, I enjoyed the increase in fluid she produced and continued even as it ran down my chin.

      “Master? Master, please?”

      I frowned, pulling away without stopping my thumb from massaging her. “Please, what?”

      “Please, let me cum?”

      “Oh, that,” I grinned. “You can cum, but I’m not going to stop.”

      “Ahhh,” she whined. “Thank you, master!”

      I grinned wider as I went back to my task. As expected, she began to cum as soon as my tongue slid into her again. I held her steady as her hips rocked back and forth, but I refused to let up. With my thumb swirling over her clit, her choked whines, turned to loud whimpers. As her pussy gushed over my face, and I continued to lap at her, those whimpers turned into cries.

      It took me by surprise when her hips jerked so violently, her knees slipped out from under her. As she slumped to the ground with almost a pained cry, I watched as she tried to get back into the position. But the floor was drenched in her fluids and she couldn’t find the grip to do so. Part of me wanted to pretend to be mad, but the other part of me was kinda chuffed I had caused this situation.

      “Sorry,” Elaine cried, while still struggling. “I’m sorry, master!”

      “It’s fine,” I placed my hand back on her ass.

      She let out a whine as I shifted to settle my weight over her. But she gasped as I pushed my cock down and entered her from behind.

      “Master!”

      I grinned as I felt her pussy throb deliciously. She was perfect for me, ready, waiting and deliciously lubricated. There was no resistance at all as I sank lower into her. Elaine bucked off the floor softly, trying to drive herself back as I fucked her.

      “More?” She begged.

      “More?” I grinned. “Getting greedy, aren’t you?”

      “Yes, Master,” She nodded, before twisting her head around to look at me. “You make me feel so good. I want it so bad!”

      I grinned as I dropped forward to brace myself better. That gave me more leverage to thrust firmly into her from behind. Elaine groaned and pressed herself into the bed, while I took my pleasure on her. I watched as she bit down on the blanket, before letting out a choked cry. It was the only warning I got, before more fluid gushed from her. Not that it stopped me. No matter how she writhed, that ass of hers remained in the same position she had started. Pushed back into my crotch to meet every thrust.

      I watched as her hands gripped the sheets in white knuckled ecstasy. As I thrust into her, I felt her delicious pussy tighten around me, forcing out the acuminated grool with each push. I listened to the sounds of her feet, as she kicked them uselessly on the ground as she tried to keep herself rational. Her shoulders shook and her breath hitched as she fought desperately against the overwhelming orgasm that was approaching.

      I leaned forward, admiring the desperation in her eyes as I moved my lips close to her ear. “I love you, Elaine.”

      As her eyes squeezed shut, I took the tip of her long, pointed ear in my mouth, and forced myself to the hilt inside her. Erupting inside her, I held her close as Elaine hit the peak she was fighting against. All at once, her body went rigid, as her pussy throbbed madly. It seemed to suckle at my cock, drawing my orgasm, even as I rolled my tongue over the sensitive tip of Elaine’s ears. She shook below me, her cries muffled by the pillow stuffed in her mouth.

      Sex with Elaine, was nothing like I had ever experienced before. That alone was worth the trip to a new world. And as she finally calmed enough to breathe without squealing, I released her ear, so she could twist around again and look at me.

      “Thank you, master.”

      I chuckled and leaned down to kiss her cheek. That kiss, turned into a nibble, and before long, I realised I was still hard, and still inside her. We seemed to both come to the same idea and shared a look. But it was Elaine who smiled and spoke first.

      “Use me, Master,” she smiled. “Use your elf.”
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      Stepping out of the tent… Some time later. I froze at what was awaiting me. A group of six people, eyeing me cautiously. Five of them men, with a single woman. They looked battered, bruised and dirty, almost as if they…

      “You,” the man closest to me growled. I recognised him as the ringleader in Hern’s tavern. He was the one who took Pat hostage with the pick, and now he was glaring at me. “I should have known you had some part in all this!”

      “Master?” Elaine scrambled, half dressed out of the tent.

      If anything that was worse, as they all suddenly put two and two together about the sounds coming from inside. Each of them grimaced, as if we had committed some great cultural taboo… Hell, I probably did, I just didn’t give a fuck.

      “Fucking disgusting,” one man snarled.

      “There’s only two of them,” one growled, “We can take em-”

      “Shut it, Snav!” The ringleader sighed. “You ‘aven’t seen them fight.”

      “There’s only the two,” the woman glared.

      I sighed, realising she was going to be like the rest of them. Part of me hoped she’d be the reasonable one.

      “Are you done?” I shouted. The group froze, before returning to their glaring. “Look, I’m just going to pack my things and leave.”

      “Leave?” Snav growled. “After all you’ve done, you’re just going to walk away?”

      I shrugged, “Look, whatever it is you think I’ve done, I don’t really care. But I’m not staying here.”

      “Fuckin coward!” Another spat at my feet.

      I narrowed my eyes, and the ringleader held out his hands. “Boys, shut it. She’s some fancy soul blade the twiggy’s put together.”

      That seemed to mean something to them, despite my annoyance at using a racial insult in front of me. The six continued glaring as Elaine started pulling down the tent.

      “We can’t just let them go,” Snav tired again. “What they did to the town, everyone dead, it’s just-”

      “We had no part in that,” I frowned. “You chased, we left. What happened to the town was on Tencher’s orders.”

      “They came because of you!” Snav snarled. “Now my wife is dead, while you show up here, fucking some filthy twiggy slut, running away with your tail between your fuckin legs!”

      As the ringleader spun around to silence him. Snav burst into action, darting around his friend’s arms. He raced towards me with murder in his eyes. I saw him coming and instinctively threw out my arm towards Elaine. It seemed that each time we did this, it felt more natural. And I exploded into action to meet him. The man’s eyes went wide as I closed in. At just the perfect moment, I closed my hand over Elaine’s hilt and slashed him across the middle. Unlike the man in the tavern who spilled his guts, this one carved right through him, separating his top and bottom half without an ounce of resistance.

      I made to rush the rest of them, but the ringleader was busy shoving them back. The woman was on the ground, staring at me in horror as the two quietest of the men broke and ran. That seemed to be enough for the rest, leaving me with the ringleader and the woman being the only two who remained.

      The man heaved lungfuls of air, while he stared at the groaning, top half of his dying friend. Being cut in half was traumatic, but it was hardly an instant death and his pained gasps were proof of that.

      “Don’t leave him like that,” the big man mumbled. “It’s not right.”

      “None of this is right!” I snapped.

      Turning on the spot I walked over to Snav and thrust my sword into the back of his head. He twitched violently once, before falling perfectly still. When I turned back, the man was helping the woman to her feet, where she leaned heavily on one leg. I thought about killing them both, but other than her mouth, the woman had done nothing. And the man had tried his best to prevent this situation turning violent to begin with. He had crossed me once and clearly regretted that.

      “Please, lord,” the man mumbled. “Let us go. I’ll never speak of you to anyone, I swear it.”

      I rolled my eyes as the woman stumbled. There was something definitely wrong with it. “Elaine, take a moment and look at her leg, would you?”

      Tossing the sword towards them, they both flinched as Elaine tumbled to her feet before them both. She glared at them equally, before sniffing. “You’re lucky master isn’t from this world. He doesn’t like to kill.”

      The man’s eyes widened as he put a mental dot together and blanched as Elaine approached them both. She ignored the woman’s terrified sobs as she bent down and lifted the hem of her skirt. I heard a noise, before a white glow came from below. The couple stared at Elaine in shock. The woman more so, as her pained grimace turned to a look of wonder. When Elaine pulled away, she was panting as she turned away from then and came back to me. From the way she heavily slumped in my arms, I knew that had taken a lot out of her. I didn’t want them to know that, so I held her as naturally as I could while she regained her strength.

      “Get out of here,” I sighed.

      The man took the woman by the hand. She stared at us in shock, before taking a step. But whatever Elaine had done, seemed to have worked, and she tugged the man along. The two of them didn’t look back as they slipped through the trees back towards the road. I had mixed feelings about the situation. On one side of things, I was glad that somebody had survived. On the other, they were complete assholes to the point I had to kill one.

      “Master?”

      “Hauberk, Elaine, you just rest.”

      She nodded, before pressing those perfect lips to my cheek. I managed a small smile, before her body swirled over my shoulder, solidifying as the hauberk once again. Considering being shot with a crossbow, then having all my ribs broken, I felt pretty good today. There was still probably more to do, and I trusted Elaine to manage her own strength before getting on that. In the meantime though, whatever minor aches and pains I had vanished, so she was at least keeping me comfortable.

      “Thank you, Elaine,” I smiled, stroking my chest.

      “You’re welcome, Master,” she replied with a sleepy voice.

      I smiled and went about packing up the tent. When I had it all backed away, I grabbed two of the last trail rations and set them aside, before slipping the pack over my shoulders.

      “Elaine, walk with me while we eat.”

      She flowed down my arms and reformed at my side. She still looked tired, but she was upright on her own. I handed her one ration, and she gave me a weak smile.

      “Thank you, Master.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      With me leading the way, the two of us picked our way through the trees. I monitored the ground and noted that the older couple who left earlier, changed direction and left the road. It wasn’t all that surprising. They lived here and knew how bad the roads were. It made sense they knew where they were going without them. Probably had their own trails they preferred. But without knowing where they all led, it wasn’t worth even trying to find one. The road though, I knew would take me back to the capital. Ironseat clearly wasn’t all that far, considering Tencher had gone and returned with an army in just a few days. Even light troops moving quickly could only travel so far in a single day.

      The goal wasn’t to enter the city though. It was to get around it to the other side and continue on to the west. Feeding ourselves shouldn’t be too much of an issue. With Elaine able to become a pair of greaves that would drastically increase my speed, I could run just about anything down. Or at least surprise it enough to get the drop on it with a spear or something. Water would be more of a concern, but maybe I could just follow the river?

      I shook my head slowly. There was just still so many questions. There was a decent chance that river was what Ironseat was built on. Rivers could bring trade, or at least be a resource. Following the river might just bring me closer to the city than I really wanted. Even if it wasn’t directly connected to Ironseat, it was probably connected to somewhere that was in close contact with the city. It was a common survival technique back on earth. You find a river, you follow it. Either you hit the ocean, or you hit people, both meant higher survival chances.

      But that was a way off yet. And I had some travelling to do. With Elaine resting, and Pat gone. It was far quieter this time around. The wind blowed softly through the trees and I listened to the birds as they chirped. I heard larger things too, moving through the trees outside of my range of vision. Not that I was trying, mind you. I was more pre-occupied with keeping my footing on this terrible fucking road. I could see from Tencher’s advance, that things were, if anything, worse. Wagons had been brought through, and someone had dragged them through every rut and ditch. Probably in some strange machismo about how the roads were still passable.

      In any case, all the boots, wagons and horses had churned up the road even more than it was. They carved the ruts out, wider and deeper. They churned the flatter spots from the march of many boots. Even off the road itself was gnarled from people who had actively tried to avoid walking on the poorly maintained infrastructure.

      The only thing that seemed to have been done to improve the situation, was the odd rock and tree. Someone had shoved aside the rocks, while they had cut the trees into manageable sized pieces and hauled out of the way. Not that it improved much. The ditches left behind afterward remained. It might have been quicker and easier to dump dirt over them and go over the top, rather than pull things through an epic sized ditch that once held a tree. In fact, I could see the remains of a wheel that had broken off inside one. I shook my head and continued on.

      “Master, we should stop soon,” Elaine called in the back of my head.

      I frowned, thinking about the lost time. It was possible to have her become my helmet and to continue on. But we had both gone through a lot over the last few days and a rest would be more than welcome. Especially before we hit guttalon territory. I didn’t want to risk camping on its land. The enormous creature had a temper and after a literal army marched through, it was probably more than a little disturbed.

      So, with that in mind, I continued on, while looking around hoping to spot somewhere to stay. And… well that wasn’t as difficult as I imagined it would be. The army needed to sleep after all, and they cleared a lot of forest to do it. Unfortunately, that also meant there was a certain smell once I got off the road. The first place I stopped, reeked from the latrine dug at the rear. It was in full view of the sunlight that was obviously helping things along, so I moved on to the next place.

      This… Well this was even worse. Hanging from a tree in the middle, like on a grand display, was… A furred man.

      “Elaine?”

      She shifted around my body and was standing beside me in an instant. I heard the soft sigh that escaped her lips as she looked at the man. He was high enough that none of the local wildlife had been able to reach him. He was nude, except for a loincloth wrapped around his waist. His body was heavily scared and I could see white lines peeking out through his fur.

      “Wearh-kin,” Elain sighed. “He must have been heading for the border.”

      “Is that normal?”

      Elaine nodded, but had a frown on her face when she did so. “It used to be. But so much has changed, I don’t know for sure. The Beastkin do as they please, living off the land. They try not to disturb others and some of them form packs. When those packs get large, they can have infighting and sometimes the eldest who lead, get removed or flee.”

      I looked closer at the creature hanging by the neck and noted the grey around his muzzle. “Why would they have done this?”

      “It’s what Homines do,” Elaine growled, before giving me an apologetic wince.

      “No no,” I shook my head. “It’s fine. I understand where you’re coming from. My world was made up of ONLY my own species and we did shit like this to people because they had different coloured skin.”

      Elaine frowned and opened her mouth, before closing it again. “Master-”

      “No, Elaine, I’m not like that. But I knew plenty of people who were. You can thank your namesake for getting my head on straight.”

      The elf smiled softly and nodded, before clasping her hands together. I almost wanted to ask, but I didn’t want an answer. If she could actually sent the woman a message, at best, it would be awkward as fuck trying to explain everything. And at worst, it would leave me feeling awful about not saying goodbye.

      “Are you okay to walk?”

      Elaine blinked, before releasing her hands and nodded slowly. “I am, yes.”

      “Good,” I nodded. “I could do with some company.”

      “Yes, Master,” she smiled.

      I offered my hand, which she took with a grateful smile. I tried to put the thoughts of the… Wearh-kin from my mind. But that’s what I expected of humanity. We were violent, racist brutes outside of a few civilised holdouts. Even so-called allies always worked with an agenda on a political level. Just seeing it from the perspective of the middle ages… It was jarring. Part of me wished I cut him down and dug a grave for the poor thing. But there was always the chance that either Kommandor Rhetia or Tencher would have been on their way. And the best chance I had to escape them was to get as far away as possible. I simply didn’t have time to stop and bury every corpse I came across. Or I’d have done that back in the village.

      Eventually, with Elaine’s help, we found a suitable spot to camp. It was a smaller clearing where only a few tents had been pitched. There was no large latrine, which told me that this spot was likely where someone important had stayed. Probably Tencher himself if I had to guess. I felt no love for the man as I lifted the pack from my shoulders, but smiled at Elaine as she helped take its weight.

      The two of us set it down, and we moved as one to get things set up. Originally, we had Pat to do this, but… Well Pat wasn’t here anymore. I sorta wished I had the time to bury him too, but it was far too gone for any of that to happen. So with a sigh, I did my best to think of the young man fondly as I got the parts of the tent out.

      As I set out the parts for the tent, Elaine went about setting up a small fire. I was going to tell her not to bother, as we didn’t have anything on us to cook. But I thought about just sitting in front of the flames for a while and decided it didn’t matter. At the very least, it would help keep the predators away in the night.

      I spent a few minutes setting the tent up, before dragging out bedding into position. With that done, I retrieved the rest of the pack and stuffed that inside where it was safe, before I realised I hadn’t seen Elaine. I did a loop of the clearing, before I grew concerned. There was a merry little fire going after all, so she hadn’t been gone for very long.

      “Elaine?” I called softly, to no response. “ELAINE?!”

      “Master!”

      I turned toward her voice and started running. Bursting through the trees, I heard her shout again, before a blonde missile slammed into me.

      “Are you okay?” She cried, grabbing me tightly as we both nearly collapsed.

      I blinked, before seeing only concern in her expression and sighed. “Sorry,” I nodded. “I came out and didn’t see you, so I panicked. Then when you yelled back at me, I thought something was wrong.”

      Elaine nodded, before smiling and snuggled close for a moment. “You really care about me, huh?”

      “Of course I do,” I snapped. “How could you think that?”

      Elaine shrugged, before nervously meeting my eyes. “There’s no reason to. I’m bound to you. You can say or do whatever you want and there’s nothing I can-”

      I kissed her. Hard. I kept kissing her until we both needed to breathe and once I had that lungful of fresh air, I kissed her again. Elaine murmured softly as I held her close, but when I made to kiss her a third time, she giggled and pulled back.

      “Okay, okay,” She smiled.

      I shook my head, “It’s not. Fuck Elaine, I named you after the first woman I ever loved and I fell in love with YOU shortly after. This is real for me and I need you to understand that. I’ve had women in my life before you, but none of them have made me feel even half of what I feel for you. I LOVE you.”

      “Thank you, Master.” I sighed and shook my head, but she stopped me. “I’m not thanking you for telling me. Thank you for making me feel it.”

      I smiled and kissed her again, before letting her go to stand on her own. “What were you doing out here, anyway?”

      “Oh,” Elaine looked back over her shoulder. “There’s a small lake back here, so I was getting some water. I wanted to clean up after… This morning.”

      I chuckled and nodded, “Alright. I’ll give you a hand.”

      Elaine was rather appreciative of me after that. With some hot water from the fire, the two of us wiped each other down. And in the light of the evening fire, Elaine suggested that without a proper meal, she would still appreciate some dessert, before kneeling down between my legs.

      It was only fair for me to get my own shortly after.
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      “You keep looking at me, master,” Elaine smiled.

      I nodded along and grinned even wider. “I keep thinking about this morning.”

      Elaine blushed, but held out her hand, which I took with my own. This morning, like last night, had gone about as well as the morning before. Only now, with Elaine in my arms, she knew it wasn’t just sex for the sake of sex. The poor little elf had whimpered and moaned through every orgasm, while I drove her constantly to newer heights. In the end, she had begged off when her hips went numb and insisted on finishing me with her mouth instead.

      Unfortunately, I wasn’t sure if that was going to be a regular occurrence. With our travels, our fights and so on. We were now officially out of food. It was back to square one how we had arrived and I was already feeling the pangs in my stomach. Elaine had looked a little disgruntled as well. But she insisted on walking beside me rather than save her strength by becoming a hauberk, or…

      “Elaine, why don’t you become my greaves again?”

      “Mana, master,” Elaine frowned. “You and I burn a lot of energy doing that.”

      I nodded, “Without food, it’s likely things could be a lot worse then?”

      “Correct, master,” Elaine nodded. “If we had somewhere we could go to find food, it might be worth the risk. But we will use more energy than walking the same distance if we use my power.”

      “That makes sense,” I nodded. “I’m guessing that’s why the other warriors don’t just sprint around fighting each other all the time?”

      Elaine shook her head, “Our powers are unique, Master. I don’t know what the others will be able to accomplish. I could only tell that Tencher’s soul blade sapped the strength of those it injured.”

      “Did it hurt you?”

      “No,” Elaine shook her head and shot me a smile. “No, that had no effect on me. And if you held a normal blade, it’s likely he would have cut through it.”

      I nodded, knowing now from our previous discussions the difference between a bound weapon and a regular one. There were still plenty of regular weapons out there. Soul blades were on another level. But they were only a bastardised version of the keystones who… For all intents and purposes they could topple empires if they really wanted to. So it was humbling to discover such a mortal shortfall held them back.

      Elaine released my hand to walk in single file for a time. The road was severely chewed up here from the wagons that came through. The peck of rain made it worse from above. Elaine glanced up, before looking back at me. The weather here was rather mild, and I remembered those first nights in the cold and wet as we clung to each other for warmth. Rain on its own wasn’t all that much of a problem. But soaking us to the bone in the cold just might be.

      “Master, we should stop,” Elaine frowned.

      I nodded and let out a small sigh. It wasn’t ideal, especially as we had only been moving a few hours. This was likely within range of the guttalon by now. I had zero intentions of messing with that thing. But I also had certain apprehensions about freezing to death if this weather got out of hand.

      “Alright Elaine, look for somewhere to stop.”

      “We should get off the road,” she frowned. “It might even be easier just to pitch under a tree or something.”

      I frowned, before nodding slowly. “Alright, let’s do that then.”

      With Elaine leading the way, we left the road. The specs of water falling from the sky were audible in the dense forest. But that same forest offered us some protection as we moved deeper to be out of view of the road. I listened as the sound of the wind howled through the tops. When I looked up, I could see it moving like a wall, getting closer to the ground and I knew then, that stopping had been the right choice. We needed to be somewhere to ride this out. It wasn’t just a bit of rain, but a storm.

      We hurried along, trying not to trip over roots and rocks until we spotted a small clearing. It wasn’t quite large enough for the tent. But it would do for now. Slugging the pack off my shoulders, I went about pulling out the pieces I needed. Elaine hauled the main section into position, while I got the poles ready. The two of us scrambled as the first few drops landed on us from above.

      As we got the top into position, I broke off with some ropes. The wind would pick up, flapping the canvas of our tent, before dropping off. I knew the signs and despite the thickness of the trees, I wasn’t all that convinced we would not lose something. Ropes in hand, I tied off to as many trees as I could, and used them as anchors to hold the tent in position. It was slow work, and when I looked back, Elaine was almost done with the roof section of the tent.

      By now, the rain was a constant patter all about and I made my way back in. Elaine eyed me with a worried glance, but I ignored her as I picked up the remains of the pack and tossed them under the canvas roof to keep dry. She nodded in appreciation, before I went back to my task. Unfortunately for me, in the dripping rain, things were already getting slippery, and I slipped on a smooth root. I caught myself, but splashed mud up my arms and legs.

      “Fuck,” I snapped, feeling the cold leaching from my bones.

      At the same time, as I stood, the wind howled once again, and I felt the chill sink into my bones. If not for my worry about the wind changing direction as the storm rolled by, I’d have left it there. But with that danger in mind, I continued on my task, tying more ropes to more trees. I found myself cold and shivering as the rope slipped through my numb fingers. I only had a few to go and could barely see as the sky had gone dark.

      Unfortunately, because of the temperature, I was struggling to feel what I was doing as well. I had dropped the rope three times as I tried to get this knot tied properly and I was almost willing to give up.

      “C’mon you fucking thing!” I growled, getting the hitch in place.

      Pulling hard, I felt the rope tighten to the point I was satisfied and threw several half-hitches over the knot to hold it in place. Not the most elegant solution, but it was quick, effective and even while cold and blind it was easy to perform.

      Stepping back from the tree, I stumbled and went down in a heap. Unlike before, this time I didn’t catch myself. I groaned, feeling the mud and water soak me to the skin and the last pockets of dryness vanished in an instant. Rolling over onto my front, I pushed off the ground and felt a pair of hands take my arm. I turned my head, ready to lash out and froze at the sight of Elaine standing beside me. Her lip quivered with the cold and she looked how I felt. With a nod, I used her help to make my way over to the last tree I wanted to tie off.

      Elaine tried a few times to redirect me, but as the wind picked up, causing me to hunch over with Elaine crouching on the ground. I knew I wouldn’t be satisfied until I had that last one in place. Pushing through the wind, I made it to the tree. I took, my time, wrapping the rope around the trunk, before bringing it back to the line holding the tent. Elaine appeared at my side, offering to hold the rope as I tied the loose end off. With her at my side, I could concentrate, and even in the low light, wind and blinding rain, I got it done quicker than the last.

      She took my hand when I released the rope and dragged me towards the entrance to the tent. By some luck, the entrance was on the downwind side and I paused in front. Elaine was stripping off her clothing, using it to wipe the mud from her legs. I nodded in agreement, despite my awful shivering and did the same. The clothing stuck to my skin as I pulled it off, but Elaine came back to help me. She really did care, and I hoped we could make it through this so I could spend the rest of my life doing the same for her.

      With my clothing off, she gave me a once over, before using her hands to rub the mud off the exposed parts of me not covered by fabric. I did the same, ignoring the touches to my more intimate places. We weren’t interested in that kind of thing while we fought hypothermia. Elaine was obviously satisfied at one point and she showed it by suddenly yanking me into the tent. I went to my knees inside and grabbed at the dry cloth left out. I wiped myself down, as Elaine got the tent closed up.

      Then it was her turn to dry off. I was shivering uncontrollably, and I felt like I had when I came out of the river. Only this time, there was no place for a fire. Just a gigantic pile of blankets, which was my target. I crawled in, settling myself down as best I could and was swiftly joined by Elaine.

      She laid with her back to me. By pulling her hair over her shoulder, she kept that away from me, before pulling the blankets up to cover us. I wiggled one arm under her shoulder, before taking her hip. With a grunt, I pulled her close, and I spooned her from behind. The two of us shivered as the wind and rain howled. The tent buffeted and even if Elaine wanted to speak, there was no chance we would have been able to hear it.

      The two of us must have fallen asleep at some point. I knew that, because when the thunder crackled around us, we both jumped. My heart was beating a million miles a minute as Elaine spun in my arms and pressed herself into my chest, squealing as the tent lit up from a second flash. I counted the seconds and got to three, before a second crack shattered the sky. Elaine buried herself even further into my chest and I couldn’t help the smile that broke across my face. It was such a harsh disparity, of everything we had been through, to discover she was scared of storms.

      “It’s okay!” I shouted over the sound of the wind and rain.

      Elaine nodded quickly, before tilting her head up. I kissed her softly and her tongue danced across my lips. When the flash of lightning came once again, she flinched and kissed even harder. So when the loud rumble filled the air moments later, I was holding her as close as possible. I felt the sharp inhale of her breath as the air vibrated, but she didn’t stop for a moment. Despite my pangs of hunger and worry about the future, I didn’t resist as she pulled me atop her.

      My beautiful elf closed her legs around my hips. The look in her eye told me she wanted a distraction, and my rebellious erection was going to provide it. I reached down between us and was only slightly surprised that she wasn’t all that ready to go yet. She grimaced as my fingers lightly brushed over her labia, but I shook my head and kissed her.

      If this was a period of fear and anxiety, I wanted to make her feel special. So I spent the time exploring her skin. Running my hands over her body, I felt all the little muscular spasms that wracked her body. She had sensitive spots everywhere. The insides of her thighs were obvious ones, same with her breasts. But following the contours of her shoulder to run my hand up the side of her neck and she rolled her eyes back in her head in a silent gasp.

      This time when the thunder cracked through the sky, she barely flinched. But I drove that fear from her mind at that exact moment as I lapped at her now-engorged labia. I pinned her hips to the ground while I explored her folds with my tongue. I think I’ve said this before, but she was delicious. The slightly tart, but sweet flavour of her juices spurred me on with my exploration. I only paid a sporadic amount of time on her clit. I wanted to drag this on as long as I could. With the howl of the wind still echoing through the trees, I couldn’t hear her voice. But I could feel her feet as she clutched at me, desperately humping at my face for more.

      I lapped at the entrance to her pussy. In my head, I played a game where I would try to lick away all the juices, before she could make more. It was a win-win situation as I got to feast and she got closer and closer to cumming. I grinned softly to myself, before remembering a conversation we had shared days ago. With a grin, I moved my hand up to her entrance and slowly pushed a single finger into her. I felt her tunnel clench in anticipation and I couldn’t help but grin as I slowly extracted it again.

      I glanced down and saw the line of grool that connected my digit to her hole, and rather than reinsert it, I moved lower and circled her ass.

      “Master?”

      I didn’t know if it was just an elf thing, if she had some kind of magic that made her always clean and fresh or if she had just been that thorough when we scrubbed down in the rain. But with her pussy juices around her ass, I couldn’t resist bringing her fantasy back to reality.

      Leaning down, I ran my tongue over that puckered hole. Elaine gasped loudly, and I grinned, before swirling my tongue around. Her hands found my hair, and I grunted at the tight grip she took as her pussy began to leak. Before my eyes, she started to cum. I had only just began, and she was already going off. Anal wasn’t something I’d had a lot of experience with in the past. But this was certainly something I was going to be keen on if she reacted like this.

      With one hand holding her leg open, I reached up with the other and brought my fingers to her clit. I alternated between licking her ass and moving up to lick her pussy opening, before moving back again. Her pussy throbbed visibly in front of me as she mewled and twitched. It was like one constant orgasm for her, that was only exacerbated as I ran my fingers over her clit. 

      “Master! Please?”

      “Please what?” I asked between licks.

      “In me! Please?!”

      I grinned and lifted myself up slightly. Taking her clit between my lips, I suckled firmly, making her face twist with rapture. But I took her message to heart and placed my finger against her ass. I watched her mouth gape and her eyes shoot open as I slowly pushed it inside her. The tight ring of muscle stretched open without resistance, letting my finger inside. I pushed it in slightly, before withdrawing. When I pushed in a second time, I added a second finger, widening her ass a little more.

      “Is it as good as you remember?” I asked.

      Elaine frantically shook her head. “Better… Master, it’s so much better!”

      “Maybe one day soon I could fuck your tight little ass,” I offered.

      Elaine’s eyes snapped to mine, and she whimpered. “You don’t want to do it now?”

      “It’s a bit of an undertaking,” I tried.

      Elaine pouted. “Please master? Please? I’m your elf, and I know my pretty little ass will make you feel so good.”

      I chuckled and shook my head. “I’m sure it would, but-”

      “PLEASE?!”

      “Elaine-”

      “Master, I’m begging!” She trembled. “I’ll never ask for anything ever again. Just please, it’s so good and I want to remember this moment forever.”

      I sighed softly, thinking about lubricant and other things. It wasn’t ideal, but she now had her hands together in a praying motion as she literally begged for anal.

      “Fine, but you need to lubricate yourself as much as possible.”

      Elaine grinned like a maniac as I lifted away from her clit. My gorgeous elf showed off that extreme flexibility for me. I hadn’t seen it often, nor had I taken much advantage of it. But when she tucked her ankles behind her head, grinning like the cat that got the cream. Well, I was pretty sure the temperature inside the tent increased a few degrees. She rubbed herself furiously with one hand, while using the other to smear her juices over her ass. She was totally focussed on her job as she got herself as ready as possible.

      I shuffled to my knees while watching her go about the business of preparing herself. Her eyes finally snapped to mine as I moved closer, waving my cock above her opening. She bit her lip and gave me a desperate look. I wanted to lean over and kiss her, but now wasn’t the time. Angling myself down, I pushed into her drooling pussy. Despite her soft whimper of pleasure, she groaned in a disappointed tone.

      “Not there, master.”

      “Just getting it wet,” I nodded, thrusting a few times.

      Elaine’s hands continued in her work as I fucked her slowly. Despite all of this, her pussy was still heaven on earth and I would love nothing more than to fuck her into next week. But she wanted to try something new. With a disgruntled sigh, I pulled free of her pussy and blinked at the sight of her fingers buried in her own ass. The elf had two fingers from each hand, holding it open for me.

      “Here, master.”

      I smiled and placed my cock at her entrance. She shifted her hands away. One went to her clit and started circling. The other went to the head of my cock, pushing it down at they head as if to try and force me inside. Gently rocking my hips, I felt my cock probe her entrance. Her pussy had given it a lot of lubrication and it impressed me with how easily I made progress. Elaine whimpered in a mix of pain and pleasure as I opened her wider than ever before. But the gorgeous elf continued to push me along until finally.

      “It’s in,” I grinned.

      “It’s stretching me so much,” Elaine whimpered.

      I rocked back, watching her ass stretch as if to let me go again. But I had no intentions of pulling out. Instead, I slowly pushed a little more inside, earning a soft whimper of pleasure from my gorgeous elf. And that’s all I wanted, before I leaned over her. I kissed her hard as I rocked myself deeper into her little hole. Elaine, with her legs still behind her head, clutched at me while I lengthened my strokes into her ass. I wouldn’t be able to go at full speed without lubrication. But…

      I glanced down as her pussy squirted all over my crotch. Elaine’s eyes were rolled back and suddenly I had access to all the lubrication I wanted. Pulling my cock back, I let her drench my length, before sliding it back into her again. Elaine whimpered loudly, and I met her lips once again in an attempt to silence her. The more her pussy leaked, the faster I thrust myself into her.

      Her tight little ass gripped me with all its might. But her orgasms came hard and fast. Doubling up over themselves, it reduced Elaine to a cock sleeve who’s only thought was whether I could fuck her harder. Her body trembled and writhed in any way she could think to get me to fuck her harder, deeper or longer. But in the end, that had the opposite effect, and I felt myself coming undone.

      With a snarl, I stuffed two fingers into her dripping pussy and curled them up into her g-spot. The vice that clamped down on my cock was nothing compared to the orgasmic scream that ripped from her mouth. It was finally too much for me and I fired my seed deep into her bowel. Elaine’s entire body shook like she was having some kind of fit, while her kegels went crazy over my fingers. The entire ground shook, and I grinned at the sensation.

      ROOOOAAARRR!

      I blinked as the last few spurts of my cum pumped into my beautiful elf.

      I felt the ground shudder for the second time and made eye contact with Elaine. She looked confused and panicked. Considering I had two fingers inside her and my cock in her ass, I wasn’t all that surprised. But when the roar happened again, we both realised that the guttalon was closer than either of us knew.

      Pulling my cock from Elaine’s ass, I didn’t spare it a second glance as she didn’t let a single dribble of my seed escape. Pulling the bag over, I ignored the second loud thump as I pulled out a spare pair of pants. With it came one of my shirts that I tossed at Elaine who scrambled into it even as I dressed.

      “What are we going to do?” Elaine asked.

      I grimaced. It was still raining and windy outside. Not the gale force it was, but enough to make things difficult. Running would be the best option, but if the storm stuck around, we would be in trouble without the tent. With a sigh, I gave her a look.

      “Sword.”

      Elaine bit her lip for a moment before nodding. I got up as she leaped into the air. Twisting, I caught her with a second thought and began working the flap of the tent open. The wind had indeed changed direction, but it wasn’t quite coming into the tent yet. What it did show was the massive green shape moving towards us. It wasn’t here yet, but even now, it reared up and roared while shoving a large tree over. I grimaced thinking about trying to fight the thing. It was like a cross between a bear and an ankylosaurus. Its head matched mine for height, though its shoulders were even higher. It even had a hammered tail that swung from side to side as it came towards us.

      “Tate, we should run,” Elaine told me.

      I shook my head as it approached. “If we do, we’re out of food AND shelter. Do you think we can find the tent again if we run?”

      “Master…”

      I shook my head as I brandished my sword. I had cut a man clean in half without feeling an ounce of resistance. How much worse could this thing be? As it approached, I recognised when it coiled back. Such an enormous creature was no doubt an ambush predator. Hide in the foliage until something comes past, then rush out in a burst of speed and take it down. Considering the massive teeth I could see sticking out around its gums and the large hooked claws on its front paws, the idea made sense. Which also told me that after its initial lunge, it would be much easier to fight.

      So when it suddenly burst into action, it took me by surprise just how fast it really was. The creature wasn’t a slouch in a straight line from when I had run from it before. But this was something else entirely. I wouldn’t have been able to tell if it had run or simply leaped at me. I dived to one side, as its claws raked across my chest. One of its claws hooked under my skin, spinning me onto the ground. I gasped in pain through the mix of hot and cold from the rain, mud and blood. Rolling, I spotted Elaine in the mud and grabbed the hilt once more.

      “RUN, MASTER!”

      The guttalon burst into action for a second strike as I staggered upright. I was a little faster this time, but I was wounded already and didn’t have it in me to strike when I had the chance. I needed my own opportunity and realised I had a way to do that.

      “When I say, shield and right back to a sword.”

      “Master!” Elaine wailed loudly.

      I trusted she had heard me and watched as the guttalon got itself ready for the third strike.

      “Now!”

      Elaine flowed back into my hand as the guttalon pounced. I watched those claws extending towards me. The bestial intelligence in its eyes showed its confidence. It fully believed I was done. So when I stuck out the white orb and set out the pulse of blinding, white light, the guttalon roared in shock and surprise.

      Elaine, to her credit, shifted right back to a sword and in the creature’s confusion, I ran it through the shoulder, deep into its chest cavity. The angry roar was nothing compared to its pained howl, and the creature turned and ran. That would have been the good news, except for the tail. It whipped around at the last moment and even while seeing it coming there was nothing I could do. The boney end slammed into my side, crushing multiple ribs and sending me tumbling through the air with Elaine spinning off into the distance. End over end, I spotted a rather large tree come into view, before a sudden impact… and nothing.
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      Well… Going by the pain, I wasn’t dead. It came in bursts. My leg, throbbing horribly as it dropped over the edge of what I could only assume was a large rock. My chest when whoever was carrying me, dropped me heavily. I couldn’t make out much, but from the snippets, someone, probably Elaine, had dragged me back to our tent. And only now could I hear more than the howl of the wind and rain.

      I could hear her voice as she sobbed my name, over and over again. There were bursts of warmth. Which is probably the reason I was alive. She was healing me as quickly as she could. And going by the warmth as she collapsed over me, she was pushing herself too hard.

      “Elaine?”

      “M-master,” she slurred.

      “You need to stop,” I choked out.

      I felt her head rock from side to side, before another burst of warmth passed through my body. I didn’t know how badly I was injured, but I could feel my breathing become easier. That tail had done a real number on me. Being wet and cold was one thing, but that colossal hit was something else. How I’d survived at all, I didn’t know. But here, now with Elaine, I couldn’t help but worry she was going to harm herself if she continued.

      “Elaine!”

      “Just,” she whimpered. “Just a little more, please?!” She begged. “I can’t lose you!”

      I wanted to continue to fight, but I felt the darkness approaching that told me I was about to pass out. I opened my mouth to tell her how much I loved her. But I don’t know if the words actually came out.

      When I woke, hours later, I was wearing a hauberk. It was Elaine in the only form she could help me in. And with the morning light came the silence that told me, we were no longer alone in the area. I could hear them coming. Horses, boots and the baying of dogs. They weren’t close, but there was no way to avoid them. The only hope we had was if the storm had dumped enough debris in the area to hide us. But if they were using trackers like the rogue I killed days earlier, then it was likely they knew we were out here. Using Elaine’s shield form was a mistake. A mistake that could be easily rectified if I weren’t injured. But a mistake nonetheless.

      “Elaine?” I reached up and stroked my armour.

      I felt something from here. But all I got back was pure exhaustion. It was like she spent all she could on healing me as much as possible. Before shifting into my hauberk and passing out. Whatever healing happened since, was an unconscious ability, rather than a specific effort. I tried to shift, but things were still broken. I could breathe easily enough though, so I knew where most of her efforts had laid the night before. Considering my legs didn’t feel whole, and neither did one of my arms, I knew whatever had happened was bad. Taking an impact like that likely busted every bone and organ in my torso. The guttalon was one hell of a beast.

      I tried to roll over, but I felt things shift that probably shouldn’t shift. Slumping back onto our bed, I laid there and listened intently to the sounds of the approaching force. The rumble grew over time and soon I could make out voices. Orders were being passed along, while scouts moved through the trees. I heard a horse pass nearby, and I wondered if that was intentional. I couldn’t see anything outside the tent and I only hoped there was enough debris piled up that it wasn’t obvious what was here.

      But when one horse turned into two, and then three, I couldn’t help but feel a certain apprehension. I heard voices discussing something nearby. It was hushed and urgent from the sounds of things, but I couldn’t make out the words. I tried again to move, but there was little I could do. I felt little pain thanks to Elaine’s ability. But I only had the use of my left arm. My entire right side was floppy and broken thanks to the guttalon. I figure that means I crushed my legs on impact and hit my head which knocked me out.

      I was lucky to have survived at all. Let alone being with an elf capable of magical healing that could stabilise what was probably a lethal set of injuries, even back on Earth. But it didn’t leave a lot for the current situation.

      “Elaine?”

      “Master?” she whispered softly in the back of my head.

      “I think they’ve found us.”

      “Sorry, master.”

      I frowned, but I felt her consciousness drift off again. She was exhausted, and I didn’t blame her in the least. She did what she could to keep me alive. But if I had my way, I’d have told her to flee. If she got away, maybe back to her own people, she’d be safe. And I wouldn’t be listening to the sounds of men clearing away the debris over our tent, while wondering if I was about to be killed. When those sounds got closer and the tent trembled, I accepted my fate.

      “You alive in there?” I heard a familiar voice call.

      I cringed as I heard a drawn blade. Tencher didn’t bother untying the tent. He just cut a hole in the side large enough to see into. His eyes scanned the inside before locking on me. I expected him to grin and gloat. But there must have been more going on as he nodded slowly to himself.

      “You going to cause problems?”

      I shook my head slowly from side to side. “Injured.”

      He nodded and turned his head. “Need some medical. His legs look messed up.” Turning his attention back to me, he stepped into the tent and frowned. “That’s her, isn’t it?” He asked, pointing his sword towards my hauberk.

      I nodded, “She’s resting.”

      “If I pull her off, will you die?”

      “I don’t know,” I sighed. “But she’s completely exhausted herself.”

      “Hmm,” he nodded.

      I still wasn’t sure what his deal was. The last time we met, he was cocky, in control and had an air of arrogance about him. But here, now? He seemed far more… Dignified. Tencher turned his attention to something behind him and stepped further into the tent as two men came in carrying a stretcher.

      “You going to give my boy’s trouble?”

      “Not even sure if I’m capable of getting up,” I shrugged, feeling my broken shoulder move awkwardly under the movement.

      Tencher nodded, before gesturing towards me. I was still curious about his demeanour. It… It was almost like he was on his best behaviour. That was a terrifying thought. Someone out there was more important than he was. I had been led to believe that Tencher was the top dog out there. So whoever had him crossing his t’s and dotting his i’s must mean business. The two men eyed me cautiously as they approached and laid the stretcher beside me.

      They didn’t speak as one grabbed my ankles and the other hooked his hands under my shoulders. If not for Elaine, when they hoisted me up, I probably would have screamed. Which is probably why they said nothing before they did it. And my silence must have surprised them as they both stared at me while I laid there.

      “Well?”

      “Hurry up,” Tencher waved his hand.

      The two men frowned, but took hold of the stretcher and lifted me off the ground. I had to close my eyes for a moment as I got used to the sensation of being carried, but it passed quickly enough. The man by my head faced towards me, while the one at my feet faced away. Tencher watched me pass by with an odd frown on his face while he looked me over. I ignored him and took in the site of the outside world as we came out of the tent.

      The forest was demolished. Where the road was, I did not know. Trees had fallen, branches were down and there was debris everywhere. It was like some great monster had smashed its way through, shoving branches aside and tossing them about. The tent had only narrowly avoided being crushed by one massive tree-limb laying twisted between a pair of trees beside it. But the tent was visible thanks to the ropes that held it in place. I hadn’t thought of that and made a note to find a better way to conceal ropes in the future. If… If there would be a future.

      I tried counting faces as we approached the main force. But I quickly realised that was a statistical improbability. Most of the armed men I saw wore helmets. Which made distinguishing one from the next rather difficult. To make matters worse, there were easily hundreds of them. Maybe more. Along with the soldiers were the baggage trains that looked like the destination the men were taking me. Men on horses roamed about, passing through the trees along paths that were clearer than most. It looked almost like they were guarding the line.

      Considering the kommandor, I figured she was still active in some way. Which made the roaming guards seem far more reasonable. This marching army would take far longer to move, especially after the storm, than just a small group of men.

      “Who’s that?” A voice called.

      “Prisoner, but he’s import’nt.”

      “Over here then.”

      “If his armour vanishes, look for an elf. If you harm her, I’ll have whoever is responsible skinned alive and drowned in a latrine.”

      “Sir,” came a chorus of replies.

      That was a good thing at least. I was going to be looked after and nobody was insisting on removing Elaine from me. That would be bad. As the two porters carried me onward, an older man loomed over me. He frowned as he poked and prodded.

      “You feel no pain?” he asked.

      I shook my head, “Nope.”

      “Paralyzed,” he grunted. “I’ll need to splint these. I don’t know your future, but I have a reputation to keep.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Don’t bother,” the man shook his head as he moved off.

      The two porters carried me over to a wagon. The leader by my feet turned and the one at my head slipped the rungs of the stretcher onto the lip of the flatbed. When he moved to my feet, the two of them pushed me up. It wasn’t the roughest treatment. But from my memories of being loaded into an ambulance back on earth, they could afford some lessons.

      Turning my head, I looked around at my surroundings. The wagon was flat on top with low sides designed to stop things rolling off. Those things meant me, and my single friend. Of all things, I shouldn’t have been surprised. But the elf lying beside me had his eyes locked on me. And if looks could kill, I’m sure I would be. Hell, if he wasn’t bound and gagged, I’m sure he’d be trying. I could see various bandages on him, which told me why he was here. The gag was probably because he kept running his mouth.

      “Remind me in the future that taking your kind hostage is a bad idea.”

      At my words, the elf’s eyes crinkled in amusement. But it didn’t last long as the healer came back.

      “At least you’re more civil than the twiggy,” he grunted.

      I frowned at the man but said nothing as he took hold of one of my legs. The man didn’t speak as he worked. He had dismissed my explanation about pain as paralysis and I wasn’t about to relieve him of the idea. Better for me if the guy in charge thought I was harmless. Tencher appeared to one side and gave me an odd look. Beside him was a young woman, who gave me an equal glare. It was haughty, regal, and I had the distinct feeling that she was the reason Tencher was on good behaviour.

      “This is him,” Tencher nodded.

      “This man?” She replied in a voice, cold as ice. “Why is he broken?”

      “I’m not entirely sure,” Tencher frowned.

      “You never bothered to ask,” I shot back.

      The woman’s eyes narrowed further. But I was never one to cowl in the face of authority. I would not go out of my way to piss off the people in charge. Kings or cops, they were all just people to me. But this situation was a little different. They fucked with me.

      “Well?”

      “Well, what?”

      Tencher frowned, and the woman shot him a look that made him freeze.

      “What happened to you?”

      “Fought a guttalon,” I smiled.

      I felt my leg shift below me and I glanced down to see the old man tying a splint in place. He nodded at his work and moved to my next leg.

      “Femurs are intact,” he commented, more to himself than anyone else.

      “Thanks, doc.”

      The man frowned, but I turned my attention back to the woman, who looked like a being was about to burst in her temple from the look she was giving me. They had probably never ignored her before.

      “What?”

      “The guttalon did this to you?” Tencher asked.

      “Yeah,” I nodded. “Drove him off and he got me with his tail as he turned around.”

      “I find it hard to believe that you tussled with a monster like that and lived. Let alone to be injured like this and not become its meal.”

      “Not sure what to tell you then,” I shrugged. “It came during the storm, we fought, I drove it off and was injured in the process.”

      “You should learn to speak properly to your betters,” Tencher growled.

      “You’ll have to be careful with torture,” the healer called out. “He’s paralysed. Can’t feel a thing.”

      Tencher frowned, but to my surprise, so did the woman. It was only for a moment, but I swear it was there. But even as I watched her, she returned her icy gaze back to Tencher.

      “Come, I need you to help fill in the details for my report.”

      “At once, my lady.”

      I watched them leave and wondered what she was a lady of. Was she just a noble, or was she more? Probably more if I had to make a guess. She wasn’t dressed like a soldier. So after being sent after me, that meant she was important. Or maybe I was looking too far into it. Lord Atkin didn’t use a higher title. Maybe… Yeah, that would make sense if I thought about it. Lord and Lady. A wife, or… Daughter, someone of importance to Atkin.

      “One more,” the healer broke my trail of thought.

      He climbed up onto the wagon and pulled my broken arm out. I listened to the heavy breathing, and I knew he was feeling his years. I could also smell his days and the pungent aroma of old sweat made me cringe. Elaine and I tried our best to remain as fresh as possible, but he had no such qualms. I held my breath as best I could while he loomed overhead. But with me remaining limp and not reacting to any pain he was causing, it was over and done with rather quickly.

      “Now, there isn’t a lot I can do about your shoulder. But with your other injuries, I’m sure it doesn’t matter,” the man said in a bored tone.

      “I’ll keep that in mind,” I nodded.

      He gave me a strange look before shaking his head. I watched as he climbed down, before glancing back at the trussed elf beside me and saw the grimace plastered across his face. The only reason I could think that he’d have that expression, would be if his sense of smell was better than my own. And while I couldn’t be certain, it would explain why Elaine was so clean all the time.

      “So,” I grinned. “Did the kommandor get away?”

      The elf glared darkly, and I realised straight away, that it wasn’t a question he wanted to answer. But it was an answer he knew.

      “Shit,” I laid back as I heard shouted orders coming from the front of the line. “I mean, you people kidnapped me, beat me and tried to take me back for an execution. But I respected the kommandor.”

      “Mmmm,” the elf replied.

      If I thought we would travel slowly. That would only be an understatement. The healer had hopped off the back of the wagon and walked ahead. And he didn’t even struggle to manage it. Minutes later, he returned with a pot and a pair of bowls tucked under his arm. He barely looked at the elf, who glared at him with malice. But he emptied some contents of the pot into the bowl and set it by my good arm.

      “It’s not much. But it will warm your belly.”

      “What about him?” I nodded back towards the elf.

      “Even if he’d eat it, he’d try to kill me, then you the moment I cut him loose,” the healer waved away the idea.

      I frowned, then turned and looked at the elf and saw nothing but gleeful malice. Elves from the stories in my world were either horny, mystical or evil. And while I knew where Elaine sat on the equation. This one… I felt bad for eating in front of him. But I wasn’t about to advocate for my own death either. So with my one good hand, I found the bowl, and the spoon stuck inside it.

      It took me a moment to work out how to feed myself. Laying on my back made the entire process rather awkward. But, spoon by spoon I manoeuvred what was basically flavoured rice into my mouth. It wasn’t a lot and could still use some salt. But the healer was right, and it warmed my belly.

      “Master?” Elaine said.

      I blinked and smiled realising she was awake and I quickly glanced around. The elf was still doing his whole doom and gloom, stare and glare routine. But the healer was facing away from me, eating quickly.

      “Stay where you are,” I whispered. “Are you hungry?”

      “Yes, Master,” Elaine replied sadly. “I’m sorry.”

      “For what?”

      “I used your soul again,” she practically whimpered.

      I sighed and shook my head slowly. “I don’t care. We’re both alive, but… I need you to promise me something.”

      “Master… I don’t want to promise you anything right now.”

      “Then this is an order,” I sighed, closing my eyes. “If you get the chance. Run and don’t look back.”

      Her faint sob cut through my mind as she separated her thoughts from mine. I knew she’d heard me. And I also knew that she would do as she was told.

      “Good girl,” I whispered as I felt her throb with broken affection.

      “Want any more?” I looked over at the healer and he gestured at my bowl. “Want any more? I have to give back the pot.”

      “Sure,” I nodded.

      The healer took my bowl and filled it up again before tottering off. I took the bowl and brought it close to tuck it under my arm. It wouldn’t be particularly nice later on. But it would be something. The wagon train continued to move for the rest of the day. It must have been about noon when I was taken from the tent, because the sun only got lower as we travelled. I watched the landscape go by and wondered if we were still on the road Pat, Elaine and I had originally travelled. It was impossible to tell with all the vegetation destruction about.

      As afternoon drifted into early evening, I felt the waggon come to a stop. The healer appeared alongside a woman and he carried a pair of blankets. The woman was as old as he was. It made sense he was hanging around here, and they seemed comfortable with one another. It was kinda sweet in a way, despite them being essentially my captors.

      “We’re stopping for the night,” the man told me. “So we’re just going to toss a blanket over you. It’s for the horses, so don’t mind if you mess it up.”

      I blinked slowly at his words, before realising what he was talking about. If I were actually paralysed, I would probably have bathroom issues. And… Well that wasn’t entirely inaccurate. But I was hoping to relieve myself through the night with Elaine’s help. Speaking of, as the older couple covered me up, I gave them a nod of thanks. They did the same with the elf, covering him entirely from view. I had a moment where I wondered what would happen if it rained again. But the answer to that was simple. I was going to get wet. I was a prisoner first and a patient second. And my only advantage to the whole situation was their belief that I was too badly injured to escape. Or I would be sure that I would be surrounded by guards.

      “Elaine?”

      I felt my hauberk shift, and beside me, laying on my good arm, was my elf. She trembled softly, and I knew she was silently crying as she clung to me desperately. I couldn’t see a reason to try and stop her, so I let her get it all out, while remaining as still as possible. I didn’t want to alert a casual observer that there was two people under this blanket.

      What I wasn’t entirely expecting though, was the pain. It started with an ache, then slowly went full body. I could feel all my various breaks, but they didn’t feel like I had only broken them the night before. It felt like I had broken them days before and they were well on their way to heal. Just with a few fresh spots from when the healer had pulled things into position to splint them. I breathed deeply and appreciated fully how much healing Elaine had done on my chest.

      Giving my elf a small, one armed squeeze, I shifted my injured arm to look under the blanket. Elaine tilted her head up to look at me with tears in her eyes and puffy cheeks like she had been crying for hours. In fact, she probably was.

      “Eat,” I whispered.

      Her expression broke, and she released me as she shifted. I moved my arm and prodded her with the bowl of food. I felt it move, and she nuzzled against me as I listened to the soft sounds as she ate her meal in silence.

      As the early evening turned into true dark, Elaine stuck by my side. The elf beside me grunted a few times, but was otherwise still and silent. Elaine had fallen asleep against me at some point and I was loath to wake her. But as the night wore on, I started getting uncomfortable. I shifted, feeling my bladder about to burst, when Elaine made a noise.

      “M-master?”

      “I need help,” I whispered.

      Elaine shifted and moved up as gently as she could before pulling back the blanket to give me a worried stare.

      After a quick explanation of what my problem was, Elaine nodded and helped me move. She slipped off the back of the wagon and took me by the ankles. I shuffled over off the stretcher so she could slowly drag me down towards the ground at the rear of the wagon. With my legs splinted, they couldn’t bend low enough to catch myself, so Elaine had to help. But when my legs touched the ground, I learned a new meaning of pain. Having weight on the breaks was killer. But I held it in while Elaine fished me out of the front of my pants.

      It was awkward as hell while she held me steady. But I was so very relieved by the time I was finished. The healer and his probable wife were nowhere to be seen. I could make out a few guards dotted around. But most were looking out, not in. So clearly I wasn’t considered a threat, and the elf was satisfactorily bound in place. When I was done, Elaine helped me back up onto the wagon, where I could wiggle back onto the stretcher to make it look like I hadn’t moved. But the entire process had shown me, now was the perfect time for her to go.

      “Elaine,” I whispered as she climbed up beside me.

      She looked at me with big eyes and pulled the blanket up over the two of us.

      “Elaine!” I sighed.

      I felt warmth flood my body as my legs twitched in place. I could see the light faintly through the blanket and growled.

      “Elaine!” I hissed.

      “No.”

      I blinked as I felt a second burst of warmth.

      “Elain-”

      “NO!” She snarled, and hit me with a third burst of healing.

      “I’m giving you an order!” I growled.

      “I’m defying you,” she shot back.

      I struggled with myself for a moment. On one side of things, I wanted her gone, more than anything else. Whatever they did to me didn’t matter if she escaped. On the other. Knowing she’d fight me for what she wanted, meant she wasn’t a slave.

      “Elaine, please?”

      “No.”

      “If they take you…”

      She shifted and crawled up the blanket. I saw her tear streaked, but angry expression as she kissed me hard. But before I could react to it, she melted back onto my torso, reforming my hauberk. I blinked slowly as I heard a set of footsteps approach from behind. I didn’t bother turning, hoping instead that whoever it was hadn’t seen what had just happened. But when the Lady from before appeared at my side, it was with an odd, satisfied smile.

      “What?”

      “You’re rather rude, aren’t you?” She tilted her head.

      “Am I, or am I not a prisoner?”

      “Even as a prisoner, there’s no need-”

      “Oh, fuck off,” I laughed and shook my head. “Fuck right off.”

      “We shall see,” she nodded slowly, as I listened to the sounds of her walking away.

      “No,” Elaine growled.
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      For better or worse. Things were looking up. At least as much as they could be, considering I was a prisoner, on my way to a tyrant. Most likely to be tortured, if not executed outright. But I had two things going for me. With the destruction after the storm, and the slow pace of a marching army. It had been three days, and I had heard from my keeper that the walls of Ironseat were visible when we stopped for the night. And in those three days, I was both the angriest, and the most proud I have ever felt.

      “You ready?”

      “Yes, Master,” Elaine told me from her hauberk form.

      I nodded and rolled over to the elf who had been bound and gagged this whole time. He stared at me with wide eyes. I hadn’t bothered speaking to him much while I had been here. He had glared at me the entire first day. Seeing Elaine come and go, had made him furious. But now, he was more curious than anything.

      “Hi,” I nodded politely. “If I take our your gag, will you yell?”

      The elf shook his head slowly, but decided to work on his glare instead. At this point, I could have Elaine become my greaves and run for it. So I took the risk. Reaching around behind his head, I plucked at the knot until it fell away. The elf groaned softly as I pried the material out from between his jaws.

      “Water,” he croaked.

      I nodded and sat up. There was a waterskin that the healer had given me. Since I was bed bound, at least according to him, he had paid little attention to me. Even when Tencher returned, they were acting under the impression that the only reason I was still alive was because of Elaine. And while they weren’t wrong, they clearly didn’t have the full picture either. So, waterskin in hand, I rolled back to the elf and helped him take a few sips. Too much too soon would make him sick, and thankfully he understood that himself.

      When his lips were wet, and his throat lubricated, he coughed and returned to glaring at me.

      “Well?”

      “The kommandor?” The elf glared at me and I rolled my eyes. “Kommandor Rhetia. Remember her? Scary dryad lady, had me beaten.”

      “Of course I know the kommandor!” The elf snapped. But I could see in his eyes it confused him that I knew her name.

      “You wake everyone up, I’m out of here,” I whispered. “What I want though, is if you know where she is?”

      “Why?”

      “So I can get her out,” I told him.

      The elf’s glare froze for a moment while he processed. “Why would you want that?”

      “Because she’s a bitch. But she doesn’t strike me as a corrupt kind of bitch. Whatever Tencher’s leading us to, can’t be as bad as what she would.”

      “I wouldn’t bet on that,” the elf growled.

      “Not helping your case,” I sighed. “Look. For what it’s worth. At the very least, if they captured her. I don’t want to leave her here. And if you want to help, I’d be willing to untie you.”

      I could see I’d gotten to him. He still hated me. And I’d be spending the night waiting for a knife in my back. But I had hope.

      “Fine.”

      “Great, do you know where she’s being held?”

      “They took her to the front of the column,” the elf grunted. “Beyond that, I don’t know.”

      I nodded slowly. I kinda hoped that being a prisoner would mean she was at the back. But being so high profile, being at the front with the army made more sense. I swallowed my nervousness and leaned over the elf. The ropes around his wrists and ankles were tough and tightly wound. I could have untied him eventually, but I looked for a faster solution.

      “Elaine, sword.”

      I felt her flow down my body to my arm and reform her blade. I ignored the wide-eyed stare from the elf as I sliced through his bonds. Elaine was impossibly sharp like this and it took longer moving to each binding than it did to actually cut them. As the elf pushed off the remains of the rope, he sat up as Elaine took my mental cue to reform as my hauberk. The elf rubbed at his wrists, before growling softly.

      “Let’s go.”

      Silent as a wraith, the elf hopped down onto the ground and glared at the spot the old healer and his wife were sleeping. I wondered if I was going to have to prevent a further incident, when he finally turned away. The healer hadn’t treated him particularly kindly. But that was for his own safety as well and I had no time for that kind of tit for tat. Thankfully, after a small huff, he turned and faced me.

      “You have the weapon, you go first.”

      I wondered if this was how I would get knifed from behind. But I the thought aside. He was right after all, and he would likely wait until the kommandor was free before he tried anything. And I was in far better condition than he was. Elaine was tired from all the healing she had done over the last few days. But I was at the top of my game. So with a nod, I headed for the front of the column.

      We moved slowly, but purposefully. In the dark, it was likely we’d be mistaken for just two more people moving about. And within the column itself, it looked far less suspicious than if we tried to keep quiet and stalked around. I could make out the torches set around the camp. And between those roamed armed guards. They were lightly armoured, but otherwise well equipped. This force, whatever its intended purpose, wasn’t a standing army. This was a group put together to move quickly from point A to point B and return. They had their weapons, they had their equipment. But they lacked any long-term supplies.

      They carried food and water, but lacked hunters. No engineers. This wasn’t a group planning a siege. They went out, they made their point, captured me and were now returning. Not that it would have made much of a difference. Elaine could cut through just about anything that wasn’t soul bound. But… That was the point then wasn’t it? Was it just swords that were soul blades? Or was there such a thing as soul armour? Soul axes? Maybe even other fancy equipment would be strengthened with souls. Was there a blacksmith with soul bound hammers and anvil? What about siege weapons?

      There were so many possibilities, and I wondered if that was why Pat was so concerned about returning. If crimes were paid with being bound to a piece of equipment rather than simple execution or jail… Well, I hardly doubted that this was a utopia full of peace and wonder. There would always be criminals, and under a tyrant, some of them would be paid well. It would also give rise to the animosity between humans and elves. Because I had no doubt what the humans would do with their prisoners of war.

      The thought of all those people trapped, made me shudder and the elf following behind made a noise. I ignored him as we moved around a cart laden with barrels. What they contained was anyone’s guess. So I moved on without a thought. And as we approached the front of the column. I noticed a gradual change. Supplies became more extravagant. The equipment is nicer. The wagons were in better condition, some were carriages like they were used to haul people as well as equipment. Which reinforced that while this army wasn’t heavily equipped, they were likely well trained.

      It made me wonder if I opened a door, would I find Tencher or even the Lady that I hadn’t seen since that first night? If I killed them now, would it put a stop to all this? Or would it make things worse for the country’s inhabitants? I put those thoughts aside. The carriages were as likely to be empty as they were to be filled with high-ranking officers. Tencher and the Lady probably had comfortable quarters posted with guards off to one side rather than sleep in a cramped carriage.

      As I carried on, I heard a minor scuffle and turned. The elf was some ways behind me. I didn’t realise he had stopped. He was taking a guard to the ground when I saw him. I frantically looked around and couldn’t see anyone in the immediate vicinity. But before I could respond, one of the nearby carriages opened, and a head stuck out.

      “Wha’s goin’ on?”

      He was rubbing his face like he wasn’t even quite awake yet. And I knew he was just a few moments from getting out and seeing the elf’s panicked expression as he bodily pinned the guard beneath him. I shot the elf a furious glare and moved over to the sleepy man.

      “Nothing sir, man tripped over a wheel.”

      The man sighed and shook his head, “Have him whipped in the morning.”

      I couldn’t believe it worked as the man ducked back into the carriage without even looking at me. I shook my head and moved over to the elf where he now had a savage grin on his face. The guard twitched violently before falling completely still. The elf was atop him, leaning on the man’s arms with his fingers pinching his mouth and nose shut.

      It looked ridiculous, but it seemed to have worked. The elf sat up, before taking the soldier’s sword and a long knife. I watched as he pulled the shorter blade free and stuck it under the man’s chin. He smacked the base of his hand, forcing it as deeply as possible into the guard’s head, before pulling it free. There wasn’t a lot of blood, which told me the man’s heart wasn’t beating. I let out a small sigh as the elf dragged the guard under the wagon before crawling out to give me a grin.

      “Finished?”

      The elf’s grin turned into a scowl. “I’m armed now.”

      “So you lead then,” I gestured.

      “Keep up.”

      I bit back a sarcastic retort as the elf stalked past me. He made his way, paying attention to his surroundings. We moved quickly, pausing to let the occasional guard pass, unmolested. Though I wasn’t sure with the first one. The elf gripped the sword he had taken, and I was sure he was going to take a stab at the man. But the guard passed by and the elf relaxed before we continued moving. There was a clump of guards up ahead around a few tents and I wondered if this was what we were looking for.

      It was hard to tell exactly what we were looking for. There were three tents. All were guarded. There was even an additional ring of guards around that. If I had to guess, the first two tents were likely Tencher and the Lady, while the third… I pointed to the one at the far side. Unlike the first two, there weren’t any torches stamped by the front. They left it dark on the outside.

      “Over there,” I pointed.

      The elf nodded, and we moved around in the dark for a closer look. Unfortunately, this part of the camp was better guarded than the rest, even by the patrols. We had to hide behind wagons, other smaller tents for individual soldiers and even snuck through a picketed area of horses. That was almost our undoing when one beast snorted as the elf walked past. It would make sense the animals could tell the difference between a human and elf, in particular if they were horses used to battle.

      But we got through killing no one and were now just a few short metres from the tent I wanted to check. The guards that stood around were alert, which confirmed to me they were well trained. I thought about how the elves attacked and knew they were master woodsmen. It was likely any place outside the walls of their city, was a potential ambush.

      I watched the guards with the same level of criticism as the elf. I didn’t think he’d share his ideas with me. But I could see a darker spot on this side of the tent. It would be a good entry point. One quick slash and I’d be in. The arrangement of the torches kept that one spot dark, and it was unlikely the guards would notice with their night vision ruined by the flickering flames.

      “We need a distraction,” the elf hissed softly.

      I nodded and looked around. There were several options. The trick was picking one that would be a distraction, without picking something that would get the area swarming with guards. The last thing I wanted was more men here. But…

      “You’re better at stealth than I am.”

      “Of that, there is no doubt,” the elf scoffed.

      I nodded, “Go untie a horse and give it a prick on the ankle with your knife. Like a snake bite.”

      The elf blinked for a moment, before letting out a sigh. He knew thanks to his brag, that asking me to do that instead was admitting weakness. But he still didn’t like it. I heard his muttered curses as he stalked off.

      “Master, are you sure?” Elaine asked, as the elf vanished into the darkness.

      “I’m sure,” I whispered softly. “Rhetia doesn’t deserve whatever’s about to happen to her.”

      “I… I understand, Master. But I still think you should run.”

      “Didn’t I tell you something similar?” I asked.

      When I didn’t get a response, I settled in to wait. I had the distinct feeling Elaine was moping. But it wouldn’t change things. I could flee easily. But Rhetia and the other elf could not. All I wanted was to give them a chance. And as a horse screamed in the night, I got ready.

      The guards all snapped at once to the source of the sound. A shout rang out and the closest guard looked at his partner.

      “Should we check that out?” The closer of the two called.

      “I’ll see what it is. You stay here.”

      “Sir,” the first nodded.

      I watched the second move off. I wasn’t sure what denoted their rank. But it made sense whoever was in charge wasn’t blatantly obvious about it. An elf with a bow would have a field day picking out the commanding officers one by one. But being inside the camp had its own privileges. Privileges like watching one of two men on this side of the tent walk off, leaving a nervous and distracted guard in my way.

      “Elaine, I need my sword.”

      I felt her flow silently down my arm and hefted my hand to stop my blade touching the ground. Then, I took a deep breath and started moving. Standing from behind my cover, I approached the guard from his side. I kept my pace even and unhurried. The last thing I wanted was for him to shout. I almost thought he would not react at all as I closed. But the sound of my approach heading directly for him must have finally caught his attention.

      I held Elaine low to make it appear that I wasn’t about to strike him. And when he spun to face me, he looked more confused than alarmed.

      “Who are you?”

      “Got a message from the rear,” I told him the first thing that came to mind.

      The man frowned, before glancing back towards the horse. Which was my moment to strike. Whipping Elaine around, the man’s eyes went wide. He tipped his head back, to avoid the blow. He even raised his leather gauntlet to block the strike, thinking such a low-powered slash wouldn’t be enough to kill him. And against a normal blade of this weight, he probably would have lived long enough to shout, if not strike back at the very least.

      But Elaine was not a normal blade.

      His eyes went wide in shock as she passed through his wrist like a hot knife through butter. And with nothing between his wrist and his neck, Elaine sliced through that as well. His throat opened as he threw himself back and I grimaced seeing the spray of red. But he was done for. Snagging his shoulder, his eyes snapped to mine, and he made a grab for his knife. And with no other option, I raised my blade, and pushed it right through his heart.

      His pained grimace only held the light for a moment, before his expression fell blank. Drawing Elaine from him, I hauled his body back to where I had been waiting with the elf, only to see the elf waiting with a grin.

      “Well done,” he smiled.

      “Let’s go,” I shook my head.

      Hurrying over to the tent, I used Elaine to slice into the dark spot and let myself in. Only to spot the Lady, sitting upright in bed, completely nude. She held a knife in one hand and glared openly at me.

      “Oh,” the elf chuckled. “This’ll be fun.”

      He stepped past me, and before I could think, I had a hand on his shoulder. He tried to shrug me off as the woman glared at us both. But I pulled him back.

      “Where’s the kommandor?” I asked, ignoring the elf as he stared at me with a mix of bewilderment and simmering rage.

      “The next tent over,” she answered softly.

      “Go,” I growled at the elf.

      He narrowed his eyes, but I gave him a level glare in return. If he wanted to measure dicks, I’m sure I would come out on top. But I wouldn’t manage it without alerting more guards.

      “My father-”

      “I don’t give a shit,” I snapped as the elf pulled a knife to cut through the other side of her tent. I watched him step out into the night and looked back to the woman.

      She was… Gorgeous. A perfect hourglass figure, large, full breasts. Long dark hair and a light dusting of pubic hair covering the only part of her mons I could see as she closed her legs.

      “Are you going to hurt me?”

      “Are you going to scream?”

      She blinked slowly, before putting down her knife. “May I dress?”

      “You’re being awfully polite,” I grinned.

      She smiled back and nodded, before climbing to her feet. Elaine was slightly taller than I was. But this woman, she was almost a foot shorter. Maybe only five feet, if I had to guess. But she was perfectly proportional. And despite the situation, she must have known it, judging by the smirk on her face.

      But that all changed when a horn blew in the distance. The Lady’s face dropped, and she rushed. I swung Elaine around to meet whatever was about to happen. She was only picking up a folded dress, so I lowered it again.

      “You mind explaining?” I asked.

      “My father,” was all she said, before two figures burst into the tent.

      The first was the elf, and the second was the kommandor, who was staring at me like I’d grown a second head.

      “What in the gods are you still doing here?!”

      “Getting you-”

      “My lady!”

      “Get out!” I snapped.

      The kommandor looked like she wanted to fight, but the elf started moving. “You can’t let him take her!” Rhetia cried.

      “Then hurry up and leave!” I snapped back.

      “She’s right.” I spun back to the lady as she pushed her arms down into the sleeves of her dress. “You should leave.”

      A third slash of the Lady’s tent cut through the night. And in strode Tencher. He was looking worried and froze when he spotted me standing in front of the still partially topless Lady. His face twisted in fury and he lunged straight for me. Without thinking, I burst into action myself. The Lady scrambled back to give us room while our swords clashed.

      “Run, my Lady!” Tencher roared.

      But she was either too frightened to act, or from what I could tell, too invested in seeing the victor. In any case, if she was going to stay where she was, I could concentrate on Tencher. His blade whirled overhead, and I flicked Elaine out to deflect it. Tencher struck me as a man who had held a blade for a long time. I just needed a break to get out, so I could run. But I was hard pressed to hold him off.

      He didn’t underestimate me this time. He struck firmly and swiftly, trying to control the pace of the fight. I could hear men outside the tent, shouting as they tried to work out the best actions.

      “Give up!” Tencher roared.

      I caught an overhead slash with the middle of my sword and dropped Elaine, letting him carry his weight to the ground. Flicking my sword back up, Tencher was quicker than the guard out front. He leaped back, narrowly avoiding the fatal cut, before closing in with a shout. I could see a series of small notches on his sword from blocking all my strikes. His weapon would fail if he kept this up much longer. And at this rate, it may be my best option. We traded blows. I went on the offensive, driving him back until I stumbled on an uneven clump of ground. Then I was leaping back, trying to break Tencher’s advance.

      Ducking under a horizontal slash, I lunged, scoring a cut across the back of his ribs even as he twisted away from what should have been a fatal stab. But he yanked his arm down, slicing into my forearm as he pulled back. The wound stung, but was barely more than skin deep. The muscle was still intact and it wouldn’t slow me much.

      There was just one thing that made me pause. It was the satisfied grin on his face. I glanced down at the cut and wondered for just a moment if there was poison on the blade.

      “Elaine?”

      “I don’t know, Master. I would have to heal you to find out.”

      I grit my teeth as Tencher chuckled. Lunging forward, he skipped back, deflecting my swing with a grimace. Whatever the score, he wasn’t expecting me to come at him so aggressively. But this was time to make it or break it. I needed him dead, so I could escape since he wasn’t about to let me go. I didn’t even need to kill him either. One good wound to stop him running and I’d be out the hole in the tent in a flash.

      “Just give up!” Tencher roared, kicking out.

      I twisted aside, but then had to duck as he followed it up with a slash. I closed in, whipping Elaine around in a complicated pattern that was designed to dazzle more than maim. But with her impossible sharpness, I forced Tencher to block the strikes as they came. So it was completely unexpected when a book hit him in the side of the head.

      He closed his eyes and flinched from the impact. And I dashed in, slamming my blade into his gut. Tencher’s eyes went wide in shock as I yanked Elaine free. He pressed his hand to his stomach, before turning his head. I stepped away and looked to see the Lady holding a second book. But she wasn’t aiming at me. She was aiming at Tencher.

      “Finish it,” she snapped.

      I frowned, before looking back at Tencher. A second horn blew, this one much closer, and I grimaced as he rushed in. There was a mad look in his eye as he tried to cut me down. Stepping to one side, I swung Elaine up, trying to disarm him. But as our blades connected, there was a sharp twang. Elaine had sliced straight through what we left of his blade, and the sound that it made was tantamount to a scream. A wave of energy pulsed out, knocking the man and myself to the ground, while blowing the tent into the air.

      Picking myself up off the ground, I looked down at Tencher as he bled out. The Lady was climbing to her feet, while the guards who had surrounded the tent, drew their blades.

      “Master…” Elaine whimpered.

      “We’ll get out of this,” I mumbled, noticing how the shimmer of their blades seemed to waver in the air before me.

      But there was nowhere to run. No gap to exploit. I’d have to make one and hope I could put enough distance in it to sacrifice a sword. Tencher spat out a glob of blood, before falling limp. And as a murmur went through the crowd, I lunged for the nearest man. He barely raised his sword, before I cut him clean in half. A shout rang from the other side and suddenly the two men either side of me struck. The first I dodged, while the other I parried, taking the tip of his sword. These weren’t soul blades, and that just made this whole thing easier.

      Lashing out from side to side, I could hear the approach of hooves. But I could outrun horses. Flicking out my blade, I took the man with the damaged sword through the neck, sending him stumbling back. Spinning around, the other was bringing down his sword in a two handed blow. But it never stuck as I stepped in, driving Elaine into his stomach, the same as I had with Tencher.

      And with that, there was a gap. Pulling her free, I rushed for the edge of the camp, where people were watching on. The support personnel of the column would not stop me. And I could feel whatever was on Tencher’s blade as it made its way through my blood.

      “Elaine!”

      “Yes, Master!”

      I felt the blade melt as flowed over my shoulders and down my spine. Only for a sudden weight to slam down on top of me. It was so sudden, I collapsed in a heap. I grunted, unable to think of what was going on. And just as it started, it vanished. I rolled over to see what happened and blanched at the sight of a man in plate armour as he climbed down from a silver horse. In his right hand, he carried a heater shield. Ornate and imprinted with scripture and a coat of arms. But it was what he had in his dominant hand that set me on edge. It was a sword of mythical proportions. Like some video game, I had played as a teen. The blade itself was almost the length of a jousting lance. But it was a heavy, cruel thing. Blackened with an edge down both sides. Even with the hilt sticking out a full metre behind where he held it for leverage, the weapon would be impossible to wield.

      And yet, he lifted it straight into the air with ease and swung down. This time I saw it. A subtle fluctuation in the air, before my weight slammed me into the ground again. It was like gravity multiplied and all of me became heavy. I heaved for air as the man approached and whatever it was that he had done began to wane.

      “Well done, child,” he called.

      “Thank you, father,” the Lady bowed politely.

      “The lost Keystone,” the large man chuckled. “After all this time.”
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      It was the cold splash of water that snapped me awake. I flinched and raised my hands to wipe it out of my eyes. Only for them to stop short as a pair of chains around my wrists snapped taught. I groaned and raised my arm to wipe my face with. But whoever it was, moved off before I could identify them. Not that it would have done much. The room was faintly lit from a burning torch outside the cell I was being held in. And cell was the only word that could accurately describe it.

      Four walls, ceiling and floor. There was a bucket beside me that… well I could guess what the purpose of the bucket was for. But other than the chains around my wrists holding me in place and the door made of bars, there wasn’t anything but dirt and stone to look at.

      “ELAINE!” I shouted.

      I heard my voice echo through the dungeon twice before a figure appeared at my door.

      “You shut yer fookin mouf!”

      I blinked, unsure of what to say or do. But distantly, I heard the boom of a heavy door slamming against a wall. The man grumbled softly, before heading off, probably toward whoever was approaching.

      “You’ve done it now.”

      I frowned. That was a voice I didn’t recognise. Which probably meant another prisoner. They did not give me much time to dwell as the sounds of boots approached. I slumped back against the wall I was leaning against and waited. There was nothing more I could do in my position. And before long, a group of men appeared. I couldn’t make out their features, but I could see the shape of their armour. These men were at least guards, if not soldiers.

      One of them made a noise as the slightly more familiar shape of the man who had woken me appeared. He had with him a ring of keys and unlocked the door to my cell. As he made to step inside, one soldier snatched the keys off the man and shoved him aside. That spoke volumes for the kind of people employed here. Even if he was an asshole, he was just trying to do his job.

      The soldiers clearly sent for me, stepped into my cell. I couldn’t make out any features with how dark it was. But I felt it when the boot connected with my chin. Smashing the back of my skull on the wall, I slumped to the side. I felt hands take hold of my arms, while someone started working on my manacles. I laid there, limply at the mercy of the soldiers while they got me free. Then they started dragging. Thankfully, I was still wearing shoes. It had only really just occurred to me I was still fully dressed. I tried to map the way out of the dungeon should I ever need it. I probably shouldn’t have bothered.

      Left…

      Left…

      Left…

      Left…

      You get the picture. I was being held underground, about three stories deep in a spiralling structure. There were no other doors to pass through. Just rows and rows of cells. One thing I did notice was the abundance of torches though. The lower levels were darker, but it was far brighter as we reached the surface. I even noticed the gaps between cell doors became wider as they gradually shifted from metal bars to solid wood.

      It would make sense that they would afford higher standing prisoners better accommodation. Perhaps this was even the kind of place that would house disruptive nobles? In either case, I found it slightly interesting to know I was being housed at the bottom. That meant either I was being deliberately insulted. Or they considered me a threat.

      A door opened up ahead, and I lifted my eyes to see sunlight. I winced at the brightness and lowered my gaze as the men continued to drag me outside. They hauled me down a hardened dirt road and I could make out grass on either side. So whatever was going on here, it was well maintained. I could also tell the path was perfectly straight. It was as rigid as everything else I had seen. Like there was a certain order to it all. The men who held me were all dressed the same. They moved the same and except for the man in the dungeon, they all acted the same.

      They dragged me along with a single-minded determination. They didn’t stop as a set of stone stairs appeared beneath me and my feet kicked against the cold stone as they hauled me up the short flight. I ignored when the stone turned into a large, richly decorated rug. I noticed the cold air and lack of direct sunlight through. So I lifted my head to see what was going on and found myself being dragged through a large hall.

      There were tall windows built high on the walls. They provided a lot of the light I could see. But there were oil lanterns, rather than torches, lit on every pillar that held up the enormous ceiling. There were various meeting rooms that came off the main hall. Some were open and I could see people inside. Others were closed. There were seats, tables and artwork on every patch of wall. But other than a handful of soldiers, it was entirely empty. Empty except for three figures seated at a table before a horrifically gaudy, golden throne.

      The first figure, I would have recognised anywhere. Elaine stared at me with wide eyes. I could see the tears rolling down her cheeks already. I wanted to be mad that she had ignored my orders to run. But I still found myself thankful she was here. If I was going to die, at least I’d have a fresh memory of her beauty. She wore a beautiful green gown as she sat at the table I could see was laden with food. She had an empty plate in front of her.

      On the opposite side, was the Lady. She wore a red gown and stared at me with a blank expression. I hadn’t put my finger on her. But something told me she had her own plans and aspirations. Killing Tencher must have benefited us both, but that didn’t mean she was a friend. I mean, she may have done so on her father’s orders.

      Speaking of, the man seated beside her must have been Lord Atkin. He had his daughter’s eyes and hair. Though… She wore them far better than he did. Of all things I could have expected from this world, a chopper moustache was not it. Considering the size of him beside his daughter, I would expect he was a rather large man. He hadn’t bothered looking up from his plate that was laden high with food. Even as he ate, I watched him casually toss a piece of meat onto the floor, where I heard a small squeak.

      “Thank you, Master.”

      The soldiers dragged me to the table and gave me a moment to stand, before moving back. I turned my head to look around, but I was cuffed behind the head. I winced from the blow, and Lord Atkin’s eyes snapped up to lock on me for a moment, before he glared at whoever had struck me.

      “Sit,” he said in a cold voice. “Eat.”

      I stepped closer to the table and I could make out a small woman on the floor. She wore a simple tunic, like she had thrown it on after coming from a shower. From her bare legs and feet, I didn’t think she got to stay in this form very often. I reached out and took the top of my chair, pulling it out, before I sat beside Elaine. Her warm hand found mine as soon as I got comfortable and I noticed the Lady’s eyes locked on the two of us, even as her father continued with his meal.

      “Thank you for joining us,” the Lady said politely.

      I met her eyes for a moment and I swore, I spotted a subtle shake of her head. This was all too much. Whatever political intrigue I was about to be dragged into. I didn’t want to deal with it. But with Elaine at my side and the food in front of me. Well, I had eaten nothing but the stew the healer gave me for several days. And I was rather certain that was roasted pork on a platter before me.

      The only cutlery I could see was a knife, and I watched as the Lady reached for a roasted potato with her fingers. I tilted my head to Elaine who was still staring at me with dread. But there was little I could do at the moment. That pork looked good though, so I started there. Taking the knife, I watched the Lady’s eyes snap to my hand as I sliced a piece of meat. But when I transferred it to Elaine’s plate, rather than my own, her eyebrow twitched in surprise.

      “A gentleman,” Lord Atkin nodded.

      “I’m sorry?” I frowned.

      The Lord chuckled. “It’s always interesting to see who makes the first move. Your lovely companion here would hardly talk to me at all until I offered to fetch you from the dungeons.”

      Elaine’s hand squeezed tighter, and I realised this was less about me, and more about his perception of control.

      “I don’t really know what to say,” I admitted.

      “Ha!” The lord barked. “That is only to be expected. What must be going through your mind, I wonder?”

      I recognised a rhetorical question when I heard it, so I went back to the pork and cut myself a piece. The lack of forks still bothered me. But I made do. Pinching the meat between two fingers, I ignored the slight burn as I used the knife to cut a strip. Lifting it to my mouth, I suppressed a groan. It was perfectly juicy. Just about the best pork I had ever tasted. Roasted to perfection with just the lightest coating of salt with that special crunch from the crackling.

      “Yes, I recognise that look,” the Lord chuckled. “I suppose it’s rather fitting for a last meal.”

      I nodded, realising that was the hammer I expected to drop.

      “No reaction?” he mused. “Odd.”

      “Would you prefer I beg?”

      Lord Atkin’s eyes narrowed as I turned back to my plate. Whatever he had in store for me would not be pleasant. His civility at this point was a charade, and I had my fill of assholes-with-a-smile back home. This one was just a bigger asshole than I was used to dealing with. But that still left a possibility. No doubt the gambeson he was wearing would stop or at least slow the knife I carried. But I was quick about it…

      “You are from another world, correct?”

      I blinked and turned my attention back to the man. “Yes.”

      He smiled widely. “It makes a lot of sense. I can’t see how a human would come across the Dryades keystone within my lands, while they, themselves were lost.”

      I shrugged and took another bite of the pork.

      “It also goes a long way to excuse your lack of respect.”

      I shrugged again, before swallowing. “If you wanted my respect, you wouldn’t have locked me in a cell.”

      The force that hit me felt no different from before. Lord Atkin stood, holding his giant blade once again. The woman on the ground was gone, and I knew right away that she was his keystone. I didn’t even see her move, which spoke to a certain level of dedication to her master. And if he treated her half as poorly as I guessed, I figured that devotion was taught using the stick, more than the carrot.

      And as I slammed into the stone floor several metres back from the table, I could hear Elaine’s screams. My head still ached from the kick I received in the dungeon and this made it worse. Forcing myself upright, I caught the edge of a fist, driving me back to the ground. A set of hands grabbed me and hauled me back to the table, where Elaine was pinned under the gauntlet of another soldier. She wanted to struggle, but there was no reasonable way to do so. The Lady was wide eyed as she watched on. Her expression showed more panic than I was expecting, even as she directed it at me.

      The soldiers didn’t let me stand this time. One brought over my chair from where it had tumbled and dropped it beside Elaine. The two holding me swiftly shoved me back into it, before yanking me around. Lord Atkin’s expression was back to the blank, bored one he adopted while eating. And indeed he was. But where the woman was before, now rested his sword. It was a massive thing. It was inhumanly massive, and I did not know how he could carry it at all.

      But it told me with no uncertain terms how difficult attacking him would be. One touch to that sword, and an impact like that would send me flying. I had no idea how to counter it. Was the blast focussed just on me? Was it concussive and moved in a pulse, but he was just good at aiming? The table hadn’t been disturbed after all. But there was always the chance it worked in some way I hadn’t thought of yet.

      “I can see it in your eyes,” he droned softly. “You’re wondering even now if you could manage it.”

      I made an obvious glance at my knife and back at him, before I heard the slick of steel being drawn from its sheath. But it wasn’t one of the soldiers guarding me. It was one who stepped up behind Elaine. Her eyes were wide as tears rolled down her cheeks as she stared at me. But I had a new focus as I wondered if I could get the soldier before Adkin could stop me.

      “I will make this simple for you,” lord Atkin sighed as he reached for what appeared to be a haunch of lamb.

      “You are going to die here, one way or another. How you wish to die is up to you.”

      “Is balls deep inside your daughter an option?”

      Lord Atkin froze, before turning his head towards me. I had a moment to wonder, before gravity slammed into me again. He must have had his foot resting on the blade or something as the chair I was sitting on became my anchor. The wood groaned as I was crushed into it. I felt Elaine’s hand for a moment before they pulled it free. I could see from the corner of my eye a soldier hauling her upright. A second stepped into view, and I snarled as I watched one hold her, while the other drove his fist into her gut.

      “Father!”

      All at once, the force vanished, and I leaped to my feet. The soldier who had struck Elaine turned to face me as I slammed my knife into the base of his neck. He reeled back, taking the knife with him as the soldier holding Elaine dropped her. She collapsed, retching violently as I tackled the soldier to the ground. He may have been trained to fight, he may have been trained to throw a punch, but here on the ground, dressed in armour. I had the upper hand and I would not let him get away with it. Unfortunately, it was also the end of Lord Atkin’s patience, as another burst of power sent me sliding across the floor like some giant hockey stick had hit me.

      Just about everything hurt as I laid there for several long moments. I waited for the blows, or the cold stab of a sword. But nothing happened as I caught my breath. When I sat up, Lord Atkin was still seated. The Lady, was quivering in place as Elaine was nowhere to be seen.

      “I need a drink,” He sighed.

      “At once, father.”

      The Lady got up and hurried towards one of the side doors. Lord Atkin didn’t even look up. I shook my head and stood. The man I had stabbed was twitching softly on the ground. He clutched at the knife still in his neck.

      “I understand how you feel.”

      “Do you?” I asked sarcastically.

      Lord Atkin glanced up at me with a burst of anger. I expected another of his attacks, but it didn’t come. “Do not test my patience. I understand your bond, even if I do not suffer the same. My keystone knows its place with me and that is that. Yours will know as well, and the rest will fall into place as I see fit.”

      I heard the way he referred to the woman as ‘it’ and hid the frown. There really was very little I could do. I approached the table once more, picking up my chair. And that’s when I saw Elaine. Her pained expression stared up at me as he held her tightly by the hair. And when I turned my attention back to him, I could see the small smirk on his lips.

      “Let her go,” I growled.

      “Is your civilisation advanced?”

      I blinked, before frowning. “I’m not telling you shit unless you let her go.”

      Lord Atkin smiled, before pulling Elaine up by the hair. I heard her scream in pain from the sudden jerk and leaped to my feet. But gravity hit me once more, and I slammed back into my chair. It wasn’t as much as it was before, but it was enough to keep me where I sat.

      “There now,” Lord Atkin chided Elaine as he forced her head down onto the table. Elaine stared at me with wide eyes as she continued crying. “Now, again. What was your world like?”

      I wanted to spit at him. But I watched as he picked up his knife. Resting it on her cheek, he drew small circles with the tip. It wasn’t enough to cut her, but I could hear Elaine’s whimpers.

      “Father,” The Lady bowed as she appeared at his side.

      “Ah, a lucky distraction,” he smiled, setting down the knife.

      He plucked his goblet from the table and offered it to his daughter as she poured. I noticed the slight tremble in her hands and wondered what she was worried about. Lord Atkin was either oblivious, or used to subservience and nervousness as he took his goblet away. Raising it to his lips, he sniffed it, before turning to his daughter.

      “Drink.”

      “Yes, father,” the Lady nodded.

      She took the goblet and put it to her mouth. She tipped it up, before lowering it. But before she could swallow, Lord Atkin grabbed her by the face. Yanking her down, he forced her mouth open. I saw the subtle red of the wine and he harrumphed, before letting her up. I watched as the Lady swallowed and made her way around to sit beside him once more. Lord Atkin waited until she sat beside him, before he took a small sip. It was such a delicate manoeuvre, it was so against the feel of the room.

      “My apologies,” Lord Atkin smiled at me. “I recognised the scent of my last bottle of Elvish wine. I wouldn’t have put it past one of my enemies to have poisoned it.”

      “So you potentially killed your own daughter?” I spat.

      The lord shrugged, “If she dies, I’ll simply have another. She would be a loss, but so would one of my soldiers and I have already lost one of those today. If anything, forcing her to be the tester is your fault.”

      That was such fucked logic. But… This whole thing was fucked. Judging any point in this whole situation over another was an augment of insanity.

      “So,” Lord Atkin continued. “About your world.”

      “Any sufficiently advanced technology is indistinguishable from magic.”

      Lord Atkin frowned, “Is that supposed to mean something in particular?”

      “No,” I shook my head. “It was a quote from Arthur C. Clarke.”

      “You are testing my patience,” Lord Atkin growled, before taking another sip of wine.

      “I’m not really sure what I can tell you,” I shrugged slightly, still under the effects of the gravity pinning me to the chair. “I lived in a world with such advanced technology, most people wouldn’t be able to survive in this one.”

      That caught his attention, “Then how did you?”

      “Mostly because of Elaine.”

      He winced, “You named it?”

      “Her.”

      Lord Atkin shook his head. “Keystones are tools. If you understood this, you may have been able to wield her better. Perhaps even escape.”

      “Give her to me now, and we’ll find out.”

      Lord Atkin laughed and swayed in his chair. It was an odd movement from the rigid man. But I put the thought aside as he pulled Elaine back up by her hair, making her cry out once more. He slammed his hand onto the table, grasping the knife as it spun out of his fingers.

      “What?” he asked himself as he fumbled for the knife.

      “Father, are you well?”

      He blinked before looking at the wine. Then he turned his head to where the Lady was pouring some for herself.

      “Alora?”

      “Yes, father?”

      “Fetch me my healer.”

      Then at once, he began to slump to one side. Elaine pulled free of his hand and I heard one of the soldiers in the room call out for the Lord. But it was the sudden cessation of the power over me that was most dramatic. One moment I could barely lift my head to see. And the next I was standing. I heard a shout as I darted around the table and reached for Elaine.

      She sprung towards me, tumbling as she formed her blade, and I caught her easily. Whirling around, I saw the gaping stare of Lord Atkin, as blood poured down his neck. Lady Alora I now knew her as, had a savage snarl on her face as she pulled the bloody knife away. He held him by the hair as he reached pathetically for his oversized sword, leaning just out of reach at the table.

      I realised in an instant, I had two options. Fight or flight. I could turn Elaine into my greaves and run. That was the smart option. But there was now the keystone, unbound, or at least shortly unbound and waiting. And between me and it, was an unarmoured woman holding a small knife.

      Lady Alora shoved her father to the ground, before turning her eyes to me. She took the hilt of the sword in her hand and easily lifted the blade. All at once, I accepted it was probably part of the powers of the keystone itself that allowed it to be lifted.

      “Take it!”

      I blinked as she tossed the sword over the table towards me. Dumbly, I held out my hand and caught the hilt. And a burning, white lance of agony shot down my arm. My fingers clenched, and I felt Elaine surge up over my body, becoming my hauberk. The pain dulled, but I knew that whatever was happening was killing me. I staggered back, unable to release the blade. I screamed in agony while my veins felt like my veins were filled with molten lead.

      But Lady Alora ignored me as she leaned over her father and plunged her knife into his eye socket. The burning throb forcing itself through me pulsed once and vanished.

      “Do you accept me?”

      I took a deep breath as the soldiers rushed towards me. The closest was aiming for Lady Alora as she tilted her head up to look at me. And I could see in her eyes, the carnal pleasure she took from ending her father. I didn’t know what her plan was next, but she handed me the greatest weapon she could have taken for herself. And she’d have to kill me to get it back.

      “Yes.”

      Rather than the burning anguish that filled my veins before, now, I felt the cold pulse of energy I was more familiar with. It raced up my arm, following the same channels as Elaine did. I felt them expanding, widening, throbbing and brimming with energy as she plunged her power into my heart. I roared as I felt like I was going to explode from within. My whole body throbbed and my vision turned blue for the second time.

      “Please, be kind,” my newest bond begged.

      “He is wonderful,” Elaine whispered softly.

      “Elaine, greaves.”

      Opening my eyes, I swung the massive sword around like it weighed nothing. And the first thing I noticed, was the inherent darkness of the metal was gone. It no longer looked like it had been rubbed with coal to dull its surface. It gleamed like polished onyx and hummed beautifully as I swung it around to the ready.

      I hadn’t had a lot of practice with two handed blades. But the sheer destructive potential of such a weapon wasn’t lost on me. Whipping the sword around, the soldier who was about to cleave Alora in half, was my target. He was only just in range to strike her, when I intercepted his blade with my own. Only, that still left over a foot of sword left to open him up across the middle.

      He spun, screaming as his sword was flung against the wall and I knew they were armed with soul blades. I braced for the momentum of my blade, but found none. It was still large and awkward, but it was very controllable. The next man coming was skidding to a halt. But when two more joined him, they grouped together with their shields linked and moved as one to attack me. Trusting my new weapon, I stabbed at the one in the middle, striking his shield and shoving him back. Whatever power made the blade so light for me to wield, had no effect on others, and he reacted like a horse had kicked him.

      Tumbling back, he slammed into the ground, while I jerked my blade to the side, knocking a second soldier to the ground, while the third rushed in. He came in for an overhead blow. It was smart. With a weapon like mine, and a range in his favour, there was little chance I could block it. But with the impossible lightness of the sword, I could still dodge to the side. And as the soldier stepped past, I swung for his legs. He screamed as my blade separated him at the knees and I turned to the approaching soldiers, each determined to die on my blade.

      With a flurry, I whirled my new sword overhead, bringing it down, cleaving the air before me. And as I performed the action, I saw the air pulse around me and a series of shouts rang out as every person in the hall but myself suddenly slammed into the ground. I watched all the struggling figures as they stared at me. Even Lady Alora from her position to my side had her eyes on me as she was pinned under her own weight.

      She noticed me watching and smiled, while two voices, one familiar and one still a stranger spoke a single word in unison.

      “... Master…”
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        People are complicated.

        The dead are not.

        I guess that's how I ended up working as a mortician.

        When a corpse sits up and starts a conversation with me, I'm utterly convinced I'm hallucinating. Right up until the corpse invites me for a drink and walks out the front door.

        Sucked into an endless black, void, later, and I'm in a strange world, with strange creatures with a strange appetite. And that corpse?

        Well even the gods get bored sometimes... And I couldn't be happier.

        Contains violence, gore, cannibalism, the desecration of multiple corpses, disrespect for vampire ashes, MF, MFF and a flair of romance between an undead man, and his undead lovers. Mind the front door!
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      Ever have one of those days, where you fall asleep, and wake up not knowing who or what you are?

      

      How about literally?

      

      Waking up in a random glade, deep in a forest, our confused and slightly grumpy MC has to figure out what the wet cold stuff falling on him is.

      

      With some trial and error, he manages to get mobile, before stumbling into a major pitfall. Nothing here is edible. But when a beautiful Bee-woman stumbles across him and decides to nurse him back to health with her honey. Things start looking up.

      

      Right before they get much... much worse.

      

      Contains MF, MFF, flesh eating dryads, mind-controlled liquid claws, rage-fueled demonic monsters and a constantly frustrated MC who can't remember the context of his own thoughts.

      

      books2read.com/u/4jqoq5
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      Growing up in a broken home, the only person Kevin felt connected to was his mother.

      

      When a terrible accident, orchestrated by the actions of an alcoholic father, destroy that connection, Kevin finds himself looking to the end.

      

      But the soft cries, of an injured kitten make Kevin reevaluate his situation.

      

      Years later, Kevin stumbles across a rather feisty kitty. Not to be denied, he proves resourceful and takes in his latest rescue.

      

      And a long forgotten goddess decides to reward his kindness, in the best way possible.

      

      This is a slice of life haremlit story. It contains, MF, MFF, MFFF, catgirls, hucows, bad owners, good owners and a queen bee with attitude.

      

      https://books2read.com/u/bwr9PP
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      It has been some time since Kye fought for the loves of his life.

      

      They have a new home, a new respect for their adversary and a set of new information.

      

      With the government getting involved, the media stirring the pot and a system quickly falling apart, Kye has just one question to ask himself.

      

      How does it end?

      

      Contains: MF, MFF, MFFF, MFFF, lactation, violence, gore, and a man beaten with a silicone marital aid.

      

      books2read.com/u/4ELOqo
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        Book formatting at a reasonable price.

        The person who formatted this book and all of the Montgomery Quinn books!

      

        

      
        “I make your words look pretty.”

      

      

      

      
        
        https://www.nmalone.net/formatting
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            Connecting independent readers to independent writers.
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