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      “Get off your skinny ass and help,” Glasha Axecrusher growled. “You’re not too good to do your part. It’s bad enough you whine about carrying your own possessions.”

      The sound, not quite a yell but promising violence and pain, echoed through the trees around our little campsite. I dropped the firewood in my arms and sprinted toward the campfire. When I burst into the clearing, my green warrior was standing with her hand on her sword hilt, eyes drilling into the figure in front of her.

      “Calm down, Glasha,” I said. “What’s going on?”

      “Princess Pussycat here thinks she’s too good to help out with the camp. I’m getting ready to demonstrate to her—painfully—why she needs to pull her weight.”

      I sighed. The offending party, an expression of utter disbelief on her face, was of course our newest party member. Evina Isameine, last surviving member of the Isameine Dynasty and our latest and greatest chance to gain some credibility for our resistance effort against the Aycrishi Sodality.

      Evina was a menna, a cat beastkin. She was slender, slinky, and came complete with furry cat ears, a cat tail, and red-orange hair that matched the fur on those parts. She was also sexy as hell in her painted-on little shorts and fancy hybrid bikini-top thing.

      As for Glasha, she was every young D&D player’s fantasy in my world. There, she would be called an orc, whereas in this world the race was named dunim. Tomato, tomahto, she was a super-hot green woman, as gorgeous as anyone I’d ever seen, with a muscular and so, so perfectly formed body it was hard to believe sometimes. Most times, actually. And she felt even better than she looked.

      The problem was that Glasha could use the large sword she carried around, and I had a feeling that Evina was no stranger to weapons either. None of that should matter since we were all supposed to be friends, but therein lay the problem. As close as I could tell, Glasha hated the other woman.

      “I hate her,” Glasha said.

      A-yep.

      “Glasha, you’re one of the kindest people I know. When, you know, you’re not killing people.” She flashed me a feral grin, which didn’t alleviate my concerns.

      I turned to the cat woman. “Evina, haven’t we talked about this? You need to pitch in. Expecting everyone else to do all the work is kind of a dick move.”

      “Dick…move?”

      Oh, for fuck’s sake. As if it wasn’t bad enough that I had to explain expressions from my world. Evina was basically raised on the run, spending the last decade or so on an island enshrouded by mist with only six people around her. All older women whose lives revolved around the court in the capital city of the Isameine kingdom. There was no telling what was lacking in her education. For instance, the lack of penis idioms in her curriculum.

      “I mean, that’s not a nice thing to do. Can’t you at least try to get along with others?”

      The blank look she gave me almost had me drawing my own sword.

      DD—short for Delmia Dewsheen—our elven priestess-slash-scout-slash-tracker, put her hands up. “I’ll explain it to her. Again. Go ahead and finish what you were doing, Adam.” The lovely elf gave me a bright smile that sucked most of the frustration from me. At least the frustration about the women disagreeing.

      “That sounds good. I’ll go re-gather the firewood I dropped so I could run over here and prevent a murder. Only a couple more days and we’ll be at Merlara’s farm. We’ll pick up Ysduil and Midra, then head for home. Let’s try to all get along, yeah?”

      I met the gaze of my cute and scrumptious bunny girl, Amelie, where she was half-hiding behind a tree and gave her a wink. She wasn’t the type for involving herself in conflict. Unless it was actual battle, with real enemies, which she was getting rather good at. And sex, which she was really good at. She shook her honey-colored braids and blew me a kiss.

      Yeah, it was tough sometimes traveling with only women, but then again, the problems were a recent development. We’d never had issues like this before, even when escorting more than a hundred women through monster-infested regions or running from armies chasing us.

      I had to call it like it was: the problems began and ended with Evina Isameine. God help me in dealing with royalty.

      Glasha joined me as I headed back to get the firewood. Amelie scrambled along behind us, leaving DD to deal with the princess by herself.

      “We traveled a long way,” my dunim warrior said.

      “We did,” I agreed.

      “All around West Tenos, from the south up and around from east to west then back east again and around to the northwestern tip of the continent.”

      “Yep.”

      “We fought Sodality troops, killed a lot of people. Found priestesses and saved them, met others who helped us. A witch, even.”

      “I know.”

      “Midra got injured. We crossed through that damned red mist, fought the Sodality’s best assassin, unraveled the mystery of the children’s story that turned out to be real.”

      I stopped and turned to Glasha. “I was there, Glasha. Right next to you, and Ysduil and Midra, Amelie, and DD.”

      “You were. We went through all of that and found Princess Pussycat and saved her ass.” I was going to point out what a nice ass it was, but thought better of it. Even half-joking, it wouldn’t help Glasha’s mood. “All of that, and not a scrap of gratitude. Instead, she expects us to wait on her like we’re servants.”

      I put my hand on the dunim’s cheek and brought my lips to hers. “I know, Glasha. I’ll admit, she’s a pain in the ass. It may be even worse that she does it in a passive aggressive way, not direct conflict. Unfortunately, we’re stuck with her for now.”

      “We could throw her back. Isn’t that what you do when you catch a worthless fish?”

      I barked a laugh at the imagery that injected into my mind. A catfish. “I don’t think we can. We sought her out because we need her to lend some credibility to the Echo of Yequn. You know, the resistance we’ve been working on? That old thing? The only thing that will make the world safe for the sisters, anyone who knows them, and any poor khresha who happened to end up in this world through no fault of his own. Especially the really handsome khreshas. Especially them.” I winked at her and she snorted.

      “I know this. But what if she happened to fall off a cliff or was eaten by a wild animal or monster? We could use that to proclaim her a martyr or something and get credibility that way.”

      “No. No cliffs or monsters, accidental drownings, or suicide attempts. We’ll deal with her and then, when we get back to Odonasia, we’ll let the council handle her.”

      “That’s going to be a long trip.”

      “Don’t I know it.”
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        * * *

      

      I spotted the little farmhouse where Merlara Sensit lived. The deer beastkin was an herbalist who had saved Midra’s life when she’d been poisoned by a dragonspine plant. We, in turn, had assisted her by obtaining some rare herbs from a place that ended up helping me in my quest to learn more about the magic I’d gained since I got to this world.

      But that wasn’t why I was excited when Merlara’s herb garden and farmhouse appeared in front of me as we dragged our feet down the road toward the east. It wasn’t even that I might be able to take a break from dealing with Evina. There were two powerful reasons my hand shook in anticipation of knocking on Merlara’s door.

      Ysduil Fennis, my beautiful fox beastkin wife waited there with Midra, the dazzling gnosta woman I’d become very attached to.

      At least, I assumed that was the case. Barring any unforeseen dangers, the two should have been there for nearly a week, resting and healing up. It took everything I had to keep from running.

      Amelie didn’t have as much self-control. She darted ahead several times, only to stop and look back in confusion when we didn’t join her. DD wore a smile at the bunny girl’s antics but kept her pace as it had been our entire trip. Glasha let out a hearty laugh at Amelie. I opened my arms so she could run into them.

      “We’ll get there in a few minutes,” I told the honey-haired obsil. “Be patient. We’ll see them soon.” I kissed the top of her head and shifted so we walked side-by-side, my right arm around her.

      The farmhouse door opened and a woman in a recognizable white dress appeared. Her auburn hair, ears, and tail contrasted with the clothing all priestesses of Odona wore. At least, when they weren’t in armor or hiding under other clothing. My eyes scanned Ysduil, caressing her slender yet still curvaceous form. I’d missed seeing her, missed holding her even more.

      She took off like a shot, easily eating up the distance between us. Her body collided into mine and Amelie’s, her arms encompassing us both.

      “Hi, gorgeous wife.” I barely got it out before her lips were on me, smothering my mouth and sending her tongue careening into mine. She was surprisingly strong, my foxy wife, and her hug pressed some air out of me. Quite a bit of it, in fact. Amelie, too, as I heard her huff as well.

      The bunny girl wasn’t safe herself. Once Ysduil had kissed me into light-headedness, she locked her lips onto Amelie’s and the two shared a long kiss as well.

      “My love!” Yssy finally said when she pulled her mouth away from the bunny girl’s lips. “I missed you so. You as well, Amy. You are both a beautiful and welcome sight. Oh…!” The excitable foxgirl caught sight of Glasha a few feet away and launched herself at the green woman, slamming into the dunim’s armor-enclosed figure and kissing her as well. The green woman was so strong that even at the speed Ysduil hit her, her body didn’t move an inch as she opened her arms wide to accept my wife. She didn’t even complain about a very public kiss, only smiling when their lips lingered and then separated.

      “I missed you,” Glasha told Ysduil. It warmed my middle to see how much my companions loved each other.

      Of course, DD wasn’t exempt, and the scene played out one more time before Ysduil regained any sort of composure and faced our newest addition.

      “You must be Princess Evina Isameine. It is my pleasure to meet you. I’m glad Adam was able to find you.”

      Evina’s mouth almost broke the flat line it was in to become the shadow of a frown, but not quite. The way her eyes passed over Yssy gave me the impression she was looking down her nose at my foxgirl, but again, it was a fine line. The display of affection was definitely something she was a fan of. Her eyes surveyed Ysduil, but not in the way I or any of the others did. We were reacquainting ourselves with a familiar—and extremely attractive—figure. The princess’s gaze gave me the impression of a weighing. An inspection. Her face betrayed none of her thoughts, which was good, because I would have called her down in a flat second for being outright rude. Still, she didn’t seem impressed.

      Ysduil recognized it but continued to smile at the cat woman. “Welcome to Merlara’s farm. Come on, she’s putting some tea on.”

      I beamed at my wife and pivoted toward the farmhouse. Only to find a dark-haired beauty with black hair, hyena-like ears in a matching color, and a hairy tail right in front of me.

      I paused, cataloging every little curve and line and dimple in the gnosta woman’s face. My eyes dragged themselves to perform a swift sweep of her warrior’s body, too, but snapped back to her eyes, the color of a summer storm cloud. She had her top lip between her teeth and her hands clenched at her sides. I’d always thought gnolls were ugly monsters. Maybe in the legends in my world they were, but thankfully not in reality in this one.

      I broke out into a huge smile. “Midra! God, I’ve missed you.” I swept her into a hug and felt her body sink into mine before her arms came up around me. “I’m so glad to see you healed up and…well, as beautiful as ever.”

      I put her at arm’s length to watch her smile at me and couldn’t help but to give her a soft kiss. “Sorry. I had to do that. I’m relieved you’re all right.”

      “She’s better than all right,” Ysduil said. “She’s fantastic. We got to spend a lot of time getting to know each other better.” I raised an eyebrow at the foxgirl, but she waved it away. “Not like that. We talked and took walks, helped Merlara, and just enjoyed each other’s company. I love her. Can we keep her?”

      I laughed and put one of my arms around Ysduil. “She’s not a pet. She might have something to say about us ‘keeping her.’ What I can tell you, though, is that she’ll be with us for a while, at least as long as it takes to get back home.”

      “Home,” Ysduil and Midra said at the same time, in the same dreamy tone.

      We waited until we got to the house to go through the introductions for Evina and Midra. That way we could include Merlara in the mix. I noticed, as we entered her home and I hugged the herbalist, that her three friends were no longer there in beds.

      “Your friends…?” I asked.

      “They’re fine. All healed up, thanks to you and the herbs you retrieved for me. I’ll send for them before we leave.”

      “We?”

      Ysduil snuggled into the side of my chest. “She’s going to take our invitation to join us in Odonasia. We were going to ask her friends if they want to go as well.”

      “Really? That’s great. I’m sure Adrisse would love to meet you. She’s our top healer and something of an herbalist herself. I’m sure you two will get along great, and we can always use someone as skilled as you. Besides, things are getting bad around here. This is no place for you.”

      “I know,” the deer beastkin said. “It’s one of the reasons I decided to go. The other is that I can do more to help if I go with you.”

      “That sounds great. Let’s get settled and we’ll tell you all about what we’ve been up to and what our plans are. It’s so great to see you three doing well. It relieves a lot of tension that I didn’t even realize I was carrying around.”

      Merlara’s eyes darted between me and my companions. “Yes, let’s talk. We have something we need to tell you, too.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      The women and I settled into a comfortable conversation, with mostly DD and me giving an account of what we’d faced since we last saw Ysduil and Midra. Once we’d covered the main points up to when we arrived at Merlara’s door, the herbalist explained what she’d hinted at earlier.

      “After Ysduil and Midra got here, Sodality soldiers came by. Twice. They asked about strangers anywhere near, especially one who might be wearing a cloak with a hood that obscured her features.” Merlara swept her eyes over my clothing. “I saw them coming the first time, by chance, and had time to shuffle these two off to the root cellar. We watched carefully after that and they hid again a few days later when we saw a group of more soldiers searching my fields.

      “It felt like a routine they had become accustomed to, and they didn’t put all their effort into it. Mainly, they looked around, asked questions, and left without searching too carefully. I asked the reason, and they said some bandit or murderer was on the loose, with accomplices, and it would be dangerous if they found me. They told me to report anything strange.

      “My friends were still recovering at that time, so I explained their presence. I told the truth, that the black panther woman poisoned and tortured them for information and then left. At the mention of her, they changed the subject, asking more general questions. They seemed scared of her. From what you told me, now I know why.

      “I expect another visit soon but hope we leave before that happens. They may have tracked down my friends when they went to their homes, but we were careful not to allow them to see Ysduil’s dress. Until they left, she wore her other clothes. Better that no one knows what she is.”

      I frowned at the information. “I don’t like it. We need to leave in the morning. You’re sure you want to go with us?”

      “Yes, but…”

      “What is it?”

      “I wanted to ask my friends if they would come. I didn’t mention it to them before, even though Ysduil and I talked about it. We decided it was better if they didn’t have that kind of knowledge. I had planned on telling them right before we left.”

      I looked into Merlara’s eyes. “Do you think they would report you? Us?”

      “I don’t know. I would hope not, but I am old enough to know not to count on anything.”

      “That’s a good way to be with how things are in the world right now. I don’t want to put off leaving. Do you have a way of letting them know you want to talk?”

      “I can go into town, invite them to dinner tonight. I’ll delay things, keep them up late, and suggest they stay overnight. There have been wild beast and monster sightings lately, so for their own safety, I’ll tell them not to travel when it’s dark.”

      “They won’t find that suspicious?”

      The herbalist smiled at me. “It happens all the time. We get to talking and the time goes by fast. More often than not, coming over for dinner, especially with all four of us, ends up being an overnight visit.”

      “That sounds good to me. I’m sorry to rush you like that, but it’s getting dangerous for us to stop anywhere for long. Especially in this area.”

      “Ysduil and Midra told me the details about Rivercross. I understand. There’s one thing, though…”

      Merlara’s eyes darted, not meeting mine for more than a second or two.

      “Yes?” I prompted.

      “Please don’t take offense or anything, but maybe you can keep out of sight? Even with the hood up, you’d be suspicious, especially since soldiers are going around asking about the Cloak.”

      I chuckled at the thought of me trying to keep to the shadows of the room while not freaking out three women who were already dealing with strangers in their friend’s house. “I completely understand. Can I stay in your root cellar so I’m close in case there are problems, or will they go in there for some reason?”

      “That will be perfect. There won’t be a reason for them to go there.”

      “I will stay in the cellar with Adam,” Glasha said. I nodded at her.

      “Me, too,” Amelie added.

      “Actually, I think DD and Evina should stay in there as well. Is it big enough for all of us?”

      Merlara nodded. “Yes.”

      “Good, then that’s what we’ll do. They’ve already seen Ysduil and Midra, so they won’t think anything of them being here, but it’s best for the rest of us to keep out of sight.”

      Evina grimaced the entire time we ate a quick meal while Merlara went to invite her friends over, and continued to carry a disgruntled look as we filed into the root cellar to wait. She didn’t voice whatever she was thinking, but I could guess. As long as she remained silent, I resolved myself not to ask her about it or refer to the situation in any way. In fact, I asked that we all keep completely silent until we left the next morning. There was no telling how sound would travel in the farmhouse.

      Of course, there was one other thing to be taken care of before we locked ourselves in the cellar for the night. DD and Ysduil went out to the nearest section of forest to take care of their daily ritual. With Merlara’s friends there for the night, they wouldn’t have a chance later. Trying to take care of it with them around was just asking for trouble.

      Their trip to the forest seemed to have gotten my foxgirl’s motor running because soon after they got back, she dragged me out of the farmhouse to spend a little private time with her in the forest as well. It was a nice homecoming.

      It turned out that very little sound passed through the house’s floor and the door to the cellar. I only heard a few bits of noise when someone raised their voice or laughed loudly. While it reassured me we wouldn’t be found, it didn’t help the night pass. I kept imagining me snoring or something and being detected by the women. It made for a fitful night.

      After our awkward sleeping arrangements, Merlara came into the cellar early the next morning.

      “We have our things ready to go. I’m going to talk to my friends now. Would you like to watch and listen? I’ll arrange them in the living room so you can stay at the doorway here and see how it goes.”

      “That would be great. Do you think they’ll want to come with us?”

      The herbalist shrugged. “I have no clue. It’s a hard thing to predict. With what happened, with them almost dying, things have been strained between us. They may all want to go or none of them may want to.”

      “Okay. Thank you for going to all this trouble.”

      “It’s no trouble at all, Adam. Thank you for giving me the opportunity to do something that can help people.”

      I gave her a smile as she went to start her discussion. My heart beat as fast as if I were going into battle. It was only four women sitting around talking. Why was I so nervous?

      “Let me know if any of the three needs to be killed,” Glasha said. “We can’t let them turn us in to the Sodality.”

      I blinked at my green warrior. “I’m hoping that won’t be necessary.”

      “Me, too. But I’m ready in case it does.”

      I closed my eyes and rubbed them with one hand. How the hell did my life get to where something like this seemed normal?

      “Okay, Gen, Genny, and Norel,” Merlara said. “There’s something I need to tell you, and to ask you.”

      I adjusted my position so I could see the room. Everyone was visible except Midra. From Merlara’s description, identifying the three friends wasn’t hard.

      Genetel and Genewet Carosan were twin sisters, bird beastkin with feathers instead of hair. Merlara called Genetel Gen, while Genewet went by Genny. It all seemed like it would cause a lot of confusion, but that was how it worked. The third, another deer beastkin like Merlara, was Norel Gandol. She shared the dusky brown hair, small antlers, and stubby little deer tail that Merlara had, and watching their interactions, I could tell how close the two were.

      “I am leaving today. With Ysduil and Midra. Things here are getting too hectic and dangerous and I’ll be joining them.”

      “What do you mean, Lara?” Genny said. “How long have you known these two? Why would you leave your house, your farm? It’s not right.”

      “Are you sure?” Norel asked. “It’s a big decision.”

      “Merlara, does this have anything to do with what happened to us?” Gen asked. Her tone and the genuine sadness in her face had me entirely convinced she cared deeply for Merlara and didn’t want to see her go. “I can understand if it does. Being poisoned by that woman was the scariest thing that ever happened to me. Thank the goddess that Ysduil and Midra chanced by and helped by fetching those herbs for you. We might have died. But to leave your home…?”

      Merlara sat up straighter in her chair. “The truth is, I will be going to help more people than I can achieve here. You’ve heard of the Echo of Yequn?”

      “The Yequnites?” Genny asked. “They’re that group of fanatics who want to fight against the Sodality. You can’t be seriously thinking of joining them.”

      “I am. My life’s work is to heal people, to help them. The best thing I can do is to join people who have the same goal.”

      “Fighting the Sodality is madness. You saw how easily that panther woman could have snuffed our lives out. That was one woman. If you make yourself an enemy of the Sodality, they’ll end your life quickly. Or maybe they’ll prolong it to make you suffer. Like she was doing with us.”

      Norel took Merlara’s hand. “This scares me, Lara. Have you thought about what it might—?”

      “I’ve thought about nothing else for some time. This isn’t a discussion about whether or not I will be going. I will. The discussion is whether you would like to come with me.”

      Stunned silence engulfed the room. Four women looked at each other while Ysduil calmly waited.

      “Go with you,” Genny finally said. “Are you mad? Go and be hunted by the Sodality? Where will you go? How far? Where are these Yequnites?”

      “That is something you will find out if you go with me. Not before. I will ask only this once. In less than an hour, we will be off, with or without you. You are my three closest friends. I wanted to offer you a place with me, but I understand if you can’t go. Or won’t.”

      “I will go with you,” Norel said. “This place holds nothing for me without you here.” She threw an apologetic look to the other two women. “You know what I mean.”

      I focused on the twin bird beastkin, sitting next to each other. Gen’s face was conflicted, her eyes darting from her sister to Merlara.

      “Absolutely not,” Genny said. “It’s ridiculous. You’ll come to your senses. I better get going. I have lots of chores to get done today.” She started to get up.

      “You’re not going anywhere, Genny,” Merlara said in a voice she’d probably developed in dealing with unruly patients. “You will stay here until we leave. Give me trouble and I may lock you in the cellar. You’ll be able to escape, but it’ll take some time.”

      “Merlara!” Gen said.

      “I’m sorry, Gen. I don’t like the glint in your sister’s eyes. I’ve seen it before. Like when she told you Samuel decided he wasn’t interested in you.”

      Gen’s eyes widened and she turned a glare on her sister.

      “Will you come with us, Gen?”

      “I…can’t. She’s my sister. I can’t leave without her. I can keep her here for a while after you leave, though. It’s the least I can do.”

      “Thank you, Gen, though I would much rather have your companionship. I don’t know if I’ll ever come back to this area.”

      Gen nodded sadly. “Keep yourself safe, Merlara. I, for one, won’t forget that you so recently saved my life.”

      With that taken care of, it was only a matter of a handful of minutes until we had everything together and were leaving Merlara’s farmhouse. With my cloak and hood firmly in place—I’d introduce myself to Norel later—I led the group toward the north, alongside DD. Once we were in the woods, we swung around to head south, out of sight of the two women who were undoubtedly watching for us through the farmhouse window.
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      As we headed southwest, aiming for the forests bordering Jackal Moor, I decided it was time to come clean with Merlara’s friend Norel. During a stop to rest about two hours outside of Merlara’s farm, we all introduced ourselves to the deer beastkin woman.

      I thought she might have a heart attack when I took down my hood. She backed up until she bumped into a tree, her eyes frantic.

      “Norel,” Merlara called. “Calm yourself. These are the same people we left my home with. Let us explain.”

      Even after the explanation, the woman’s eyes flicked to me often, as if she was making sure I was still where she could see me. I felt bad for her, but inside I chuckled a little bit. I knew the feeling well. I did the same thing when I saw a spider. It was fine as long as I kept my eye on it, but once it was out of sight, I started to get nervous.

      Despite her anxiety, there was something I needed to know, and she and Merlara were the only ones who could answer my question.

      “Do you think the twins ran right to the Sodality as soon as we left so they could report to them about us?”

      Merlara and Norel glanced at each other knowingly. Merlara answered me.

      “Gen would never do such a thing. I would trust her with my life.”

      “You might have,” I pointed out.

      “Genny, though, she’s a different thing altogether. She’s always been selfish and ambitious. Like with Samuel, who Gen had planned on marrying when we were younger. Genny contrived an elaborate plot to break the two up so she could have him herself. The plan backfired and he wed neither of them. Genny never did come clean to her sister about it. It wouldn’t surprise me at all if she takes my farm and house as her own. She most likely already has. Honestly, if they weren’t sisters—and twins at that—I probably would never spend any time with Genny.”

      “That doesn’t answer my question, though.”

      Norel scrunched up her face, like she was building up courage to do something dangerous. “Genny would have run right to the Sodality guard, no doubt. Gen will have delayed her, though. Maybe physically held her. For a time, anyway. By now? There will be soldiers out looking for you. Us. To the north, though, probably.”

      I grinned at her. “That was the point. Norel, I hope you understand the decision you’ve made.” The smile slipped somewhat. “In choosing to go with us, you’ll be in danger, maybe from the very guards your friend has sent after us.”

      “I know. I knew that when Merlara offered to allow me to come. I won’t lie to you and tell you I’m used to danger or that I will be any help if monsters or something else comes after us, but I’ll help any way that I can. I don’t have rare skills like Merlara, but I’m not afraid to work hard. I’m a fair cook and I’m stronger than I look. I can gather firewood, carry things, whatever you need. I’m not lazy or too good to help out.”

      Ysduil took the older woman’s hands. “You’ll be a great addition not only to us but to Odonasia when we get there. Thank you so much for coming, Norel.”

      I couldn’t help but to notice Ysduil’s eyes flicker toward Evina, who sat nearby, oblivious to the comparison I’m sure everyone was making in their mind at the moment.

      “Yes,” I said. “I love your attitude. We’ll all share in the work and don’t worry. Any fighting that needs to be done will be done by those who have trained for it. You and Merlara won’t be expected to take part.”

      “I thank you…Adam. So strange to talk to a man like he’s a real person. One who thinks and is so polite. It’s been so long since the Sodality changed all that, I can barely remember what it felt like.”

      “We’ll do our best to get back to how things were. No one should have their free will taken from them, no matter which gender or race. We’ll crush the Sodality and make sure that won’t happen anymore.”

      Two days of travel brought us to a place I’d never been to before, but I did recognize the view ahead of us.

      “Are those the ruins outside of Tillerstown?”

      “They are,” DD said. “Tillerstown is on the other side of that plateau.”

      “Yeah, I knew it looked familiar. We were closer when we followed the Sodality soldiers all those weeks ago, but that plateau is hard to miss. We should take the extra hour or two to climb up and say hi to Udhri Exen, the leader of the bandits that live up there.”

      “Bandits?” Merlara said.

      “They’re not bad people. I mean, for murderers and thieves, that is. They have a kind of honor and they were good to us because Udhri’s mother was a priestess of Odona. We may even save time going up and over the plateau rather than going around it. We’ll have to stop for the night anyway, and this way we can have a safe, comfortable place to rest and maybe get any news that’s floating around.”

      “I agree with your reasoning,” DD said.

      No one else had any disagreements, so we headed straight toward the same path we took to descend when we chased after the soldiers.

      “Will they have problems with Evina?” Norel asked and for a moment, I thought she was trying to start a fight. I hadn’t noticed the two of them being irritated with each other since we’d been traveling together, but Evina did have a way of getting under your skin.

      When the cat woman opened her mouth to respond, her eyes already alight with anger, Norel put her hands up.

      “No, I meant no offense personally. I only asked because you have told me that you’re the last of the Isameines. As bandits, will they be wary of authority figures, maybe even dislike you simply because you represent the true rulers of the land?”

      “That’s actually a fair point,” I said. Evina accepted it without balking, so it didn’t look like we’d have a fight. Not over this particular situation.

      The princess shook out her red hair. “I would not expect anyone who is younger than four or five decades to have any feeling at all about my family. True, some of our officials might have been a touch too harsh with certain criminals, but I don’t think it will be a problem.”

      “Who put your family in power, anyway?” Glasha asked. “My understanding is that most of the monster tribes didn’t recognize your authority, though it didn’t seem to come to war or anything.”

      “I wouldn’t expect you to know any of the history of the Isameine Dynasty. So little information has survived. The Sodality made sure, and the Unlearning before that.”

      “You act like you know about it,” Glasha spat. Midra watched the two warily. I didn’t know how much the others told her about the dunim’s and the cat woman’s difficulties with each other, but it was probably clear immediately that they were not friends.

      “Of course I know about it. More than most, at least. One of my counselors and protectors that accompanied me when we fled—”

      “Accompanied you? You were what, three or four years old? Don’t you mean one of the ones who carried, protected, and saved you?”

      Evina waved the question away. “As I was saying before being so rudely interrupted, one of my counselors, named Starosia Isameine—a distant cousin—was a gifted scholar. With what she knew, and the few books she brought along with her—the same ones I carry now—she tutored me in many subjects. One of those was history, such as it was. You are aware of the Unlearning that somehow eliminated the majority of historical knowledge past a certain point? Almost all of what is known is less than eight centuries old.”

      “If you’re so all-knowing, tell us how your family came to power, then. Did they take it by force, conquer the world so they could hand it to unworthy offspring in the future?”

      “You are insufferable,” Evina said. “I will not waste my breath in answering your questions.” She turned her head and raised her chin, following behind Amelie, of all people.

      “Wait a minute,” I said. “If you have that much knowledge, you can’t keep it all to yourself. I’ve got lots of questions. I’m sure…Starosia…?”

      “Yes. We called her Star. It was fitting, since her knowledge enlightened all who listened to her.”

      “Okay. I’m sure Star knew all kinds of things that would be helpful to us. Since you’re her student, then it’s up to you to use that knowledge to help others. If she was a great scholar, I’m sure she would have imparted that attitude to you.”

      Evina sniffed. “Of course. I will help where I can.”

      “Great. How about you tell us how the Isameine family became the rulers of Tenos and remained so for seven or eight centuries.”

      “Very well. I can explain as we hike up this dreadful incline.”

      The trail hadn’t even started to tilt upward, but there was no use in mentioning that. “I’m all ears. Historical information is so hard to find in this world, I’ll enjoy hearing about it.”

      Evina cleared her throat. When she began to speak, her voice took on a lecturing quality, like a history professor.

      “As you may well have recognized, there is surprisingly little history of what has occurred on Tenos over the ages. In fact, other than a few striking exceptions, no record exists of occurrences beyond approximately eight hundred years ago.

      “The major exceptions seem to be epic stories of heroic proportions, such as Aycrish and her battle with Zyoxi the World-Render, and a few accounts surrounding that time. Even those have been met with skepticism, however, since it is such specific information from that time when no other record of any nation or war or personage exists. But that is a debate for others and for other times.

      “What we do know is that at some point eight or more centuries past, something happened. Something that erased or suppressed most of what had been known. There is no other explanation for it. Even historians at the very beginning of our recorded history could not catalog what should have occurred less than a hundred years before them, easily within the life span of common mortals.”

      “Wait,” I said. “Are you saying that all knowledge of what went before suddenly was erased at one point in time? Like everyone’s memory, all written records, everything, was wiped out?”

      “That is what scholars and historians believe. Thus is it called the Unlearning. Primarily I speak of the scholars within my own family, since from the beginning we always maintained the most accurate records. That is not hubris, but fact, as will be clear as I continue to explain.”

      I frowned at the princess, but rolled my hand at the wrist. “Okay, sorry. Go on.”

      The cat woman nodded to me, making it seem like she was magnanimously forgiving me for interrupting her.

      “Case in point: the Crater and the Scar. These are clearly the effects of power beyond what anyone understands, yet there is no recollection, recording, or even petroglyphs or art explaining what happened. For there to be no lore on such things is ridiculous on its face, yet that is where we find ourselves.

      “Approximately seven hundred years ago, the first well-recorded event occurred, though it is still sadly lacking in certain details. It was then that the Isameine Dynasty was first installed as the ruling family of the world.

      “Before you ask, we do not know who installed it. What we do know is that someone, or something, of great power ordained that Zander Isameine, a young warrior with an exceptional mind, was put on the Throne of the Autarch and given the task of rebuilding the structure of the world. Though even Autarch Zander was called an emperor during his life, our rulers have always preferred autarch over emperor as a title.

      “This important account of the start of our history begs many questions. Who had the power to put a man into such a position where others did not question the authority of it? What catastrophe had required the world to be rebuilt? How was one man and his family supposed to nurture the world to their resurgence? What height had civilization reached prior to whatever had essentially destroyed the very structure of humanity?

      “These questions have no clear answers, as far as I, and my tutors, are aware. I have been taught that none of the other races on Tenos have the answers, and the Isameine scholars, my teacher Star foremost among them in contemporary times, had collaborated with the finest scholars from all races all over the world. Before the Sodality assassinated my entire family and plunged the world into ignorance.

      “You must understand that even across the centuries, when magic was still usable—again, before the Sodality ruined that as well—none of the seers, prophets, or diviners of any kind could pierce the veil between us and the knowledge of what the world was, or what happened to it. Not fully, in any case.

      “So that is how my family, the Isameine Dynasty, came to be rulers, and thus are the circumstances of their historical excellence.”

      I found myself speechless. Oh, I had lots of questions, but I literally didn’t know where to start asking them. What the hell could take however many centuries or millennia of history from a world and just make it go away? How could something cause all that information to disappear from books, scrolls, cave drawings, art, verbal stories, and peoples’ memories so thoroughly that within the space of a hundred years, information could not be recalled from even a parent’s lifetime.

      It was obviously some kind of magic, but how? Who or what could be that powerful? If someone could do that, couldn’t they as easily kill everyone in the world, make all people suddenly forget how to eat or breathe?

      I found myself speaking aloud just to fill the silence. “What the fuck could do something like that?”

      Evina cleared her throat again. “That is the perpetual question of every scholar in the world, if phrased more colorfully than normally done.”

      All during Evina’s story, we had been plodding up the trail toward the plateau. As she finished, we neared the edge with a series of switchbacks on the trail. After the final turn, the view opened up to flatter ground with scattered trees, dotted with stone from ancient walls and buildings. We headed toward the east, where we knew the camp to be. The afternoon sun threw our long shadows across the dirt in front of us.

      Standing in front of one of those walls was a human woman in armor, feet wide and her hand on the hilt of a sword on her belt. At least six other women crouched behind cover, their bows and nocked arrows pointing at us.

      “You chose the wrong place to take a hike,” the woman said, a sneer pulling on a large scar on the side of her face. “I hope you didn’t leave any loved ones behind, because they’ll never see you again.”
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      A shift in the archers’ bodies told me that we might not be given the chance to be taken prisoner so we could explain who we were. I opened my mouth to tell them we were friends, but Ysduil beat me to it.

      “Hubine? Is that you?”

      The swordswoman put a hand up. “Hold.” The archers, as one, relaxed their bows, but didn’t lower them. “What did you say?”

      The sun was at our backs, shining into the eyes of the women in front of us. I was sure they could see well enough to shoot us with arrows, but finding details of our faces? Probably not.

      Ysduil stepped up beside me. “Hubine Tsetinga?”

      The woman shaded her eyes with her hand, glaring at the woman who dared to speak her name. “Priestess Ysduil?”

      “Yes, it’s me. See?” Ysduil turned and wagged her fluffy tail toward the bandits.

      The tension broke as others of the bandits recognized my wife. For the first time, the scowling face of Hubine Tsetinga broke into a smile. “Why the hells didn’t you say so to begin with? We couldn’t see you well. I see you now, Adam, wrapped up in your cloak, as well as priestess Delmia, Glasha, and Amelie. Your number has grown since we last saw you.”

      I raised a hand at the bandit. “It has. It’s nice to see you, Hubine. We were in the area and thought we’d stop to say hello.”

      Hubine chuckled. “Next time, maybe announce yourselves.”

      “We’ll definitely remember.”

      “Come, Udhri will be glad to see you. You can introduce us to your other friends when we get to camp.”

      I smiled at my foxgirl, putting my arm around her as we walked. “Good job. I thought I might have to dodge some arrows before they recognized us.”

      She snuggled into me. “We wouldn’t have this problem if I was in my dress.”

      The bandits led us to the familiar camp, where we found their leader, Udhri Exen. Before we even introduced anyone, the deer beastkin spotted Merlara and Norel and jerked her chin in greeting. It was something I’d wondered about since seeing so many different races in this world. Did those of the same race have an affinity? I hadn’t noticed it among the sisters, but their service to Odona connected them more strongly than their race or place of birth. The two older deer women bowed their heads toward the bandit leader.

      Udhri swept Ysduil into a hug, then gave DD the same treatment. Daughter of a priestess herself, she had the utmost respect and affection for Odona’s servants. When she came up to me, her hand went out, then raised like she might salute me, then dropped. I opened my arms wide and stepped forward to give her a hug.

      “Hi, Udhri,” I said. “I hope it’s not inconvenient us stopping by like this.”

      “Nah, it’s fine. Good to see you’re all still alive, even that you’ve added some. We were about to eat. Sit with us and tell us what adventures you’ve been in since you left us.”

      “That would be great. Let me introduce our new friends first.”

      After I presented the two older women and Evina, Udhri took a little while to consider the cat woman. Her gaze lingered on the princess like she was trying to read the cat beastkin’s mind.

      “So, you’re the missing princess. In the flesh.”

      Evina raised her chin and looked down her nose at the bandit leader. “I am.”

      “You’ve been hidden away for twenty years and now you’re out in the open to…what, take back your father’s throne?”

      “We’re not at that point yet,” I said. “Finding her and saving her from the Sodality assassin chasing her was our goal. Now we’ll take her back to the sisters and see if she can help us with the resistance. People knowing she’s alive will help bring more attention to the Echo of Yequn.”

      Udhri’s gaze never wavered as I explained. “Can she fight? I notice those claws at her waist.”

      Evina put her hands on the leather cases attached to her belt. They held the claws she’d taken from Nemaea’s corpse.

      “Those belonged to the assassin who was after her,” I said. “She’s been practicing with them. She’s very good with knives, a sword, and a few other weapons. I don’t doubt she’ll be a terror once she gets used to those.”

      The shadow of a smile flickered onto Evina’s face and her chin lifted a fraction of an inch higher.

      “Sodality assassin?”

      “Yeah, Nemaea Shartuk was after her.”

      “Nemaea. The Black Death?”

      “Adam killed her,” Ysduil said proudly.

      “You did what, now? She’s dead? Nemaea Shartuk is no more?”

      “There are her claws,” I said, pointing at Evina’s new weapons. “Do you think she’d have given them to us as a gift?”

      “That’s the best damn news I’ve heard in years. You took out one of the Sodality’s best weapons, no doubt. You can consider me impressed.”

      I smirked at the bandit leader. “Does that mean you’ll take me up on our offer to become part of the resistance?”

      Udhri laughed and took a big gulp from her cup of ale. “Not yet, I think. Ask me again the next time we meet and who knows?”

      I held my own cup out to her. “Fair enough. I will. We could really use you and your bandits. You could be heroes instead of villains.”

      “True, but where’s the fun in being a hero?”

      We chatted throughout the meal and Udhri set aside some spare pallets for us to sleep on. Even not having to take turns standing watch was a privilege. One I intended to take full advantage of once it came time to get to sleep.

      “Have you seen Ysduil?” I asked Glasha sometime later.

      The dunim pointed toward the northern edge of the plateau. “I think she went that way.”

      “Oh, is she…?”

      Glasha grinned at me. “No, I don’t think so. She said something about stretching her legs. Though who knows with that one? To her, any time seems like a good time for her…daily activities.”

      I kissed my green woman’s smiling face. “I’m going to go find her, but I’d like to spend some time with you tonight. Will you sleep closest to me?”

      “Only if you promise to play with my tits,” she said, then immediately blushed and looked around.

      I put my mouth up to her ear and whispered into it. “It’s a deal. I can’t wait.” I took her lobe into my teeth and nibbled it. As I turned to go find Ysduil, I slid my hand up under her battle skirt to grab a handful of firm ass. She’d sneakily moved her hand into place to give me the same treatment at exactly the same time.

      Damn, I love this woman.

      I found Ysduil looking out over the rapidly darkening lands below the plateau. As I walked up to her, I let my eyes roam across her form. She’d taken her cloak off and wore the clothes we’d picked out for her to wear so as not to stand out so much. They were made of a thin woven material that was about as stretchy as cloth could get in this medieval-level world.

      Her grey-blue pants were like a second skin and her long-sleeved top was just as tight, allowing me to see the definition in her back as she shrugged and rolled her shoulders. When she turned to me, her nipples were standing out under the cloth.

      “Are you cold?” I snuggled up behind her and wrapped my arms around her.

      “A little. Warm me up?”

      I swept her hair over her right shoulder and kissed along the back of her neck, stopping to suck on the little hairs at the nape. “Absolutely. Seeing you has my temperature way up, so I can share some heat with you.”

      “Mmmm. You are such a wonderful husband.”

      I kissed her furry ear. “I love your ears. Do you know that?”

      “Mmmm-hmmm. You’ve told me. See, you already have me hot. Your job is done.”

      “Nope,” I said, sucking on the tip of her ear. “Not even close.”

      My foxy wife giggled and shimmied so her magnificent behind rubbed against the front of my pants. My body instantly responded, grinding my rapidly expanding dick against her.

      “God, you are so, so sexy.” My hands, around her tummy, moved up to drag fingers up both breasts. Ysduil’s sharp inhale sent a vibration through me that tickled me from my balls to the top of my head. The one I think with.

      “Speaking of sexy, DD told me what you did for her.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Mmmm-hmmm. Thank you so much. She was so excited. We’ve talked about it. A lot. That first night, when she and I went out to do our daily requirement together, she gave me all the details. We both climaxed as she explained it. I pictured it in my mind. That’s why I had to take you out into the forest that night.”

      “That was so incredible,” I said, a little breathless remembering how she’d bodily dragged me out of the farmhouse to fuck me—and because she was humming while wiggling her ass against me.

      “Will you do her again?”

      “I…”

      “For me? Maybe even with me? The three of us could have so much fun.”

      “Anything for you, baby.”

      “Just for me?”

      “Well, no. It’s definitely for me, too. She was amazing. Plus, I think it helped her to reduce a lot of the tension she was under. It was good all the way around.”

      Ysduil took one of my hands off her breast, where I’d been idly tweaking her nipple, and put it up to her mouth to kiss and lick it. “She also told me all about how you comforted her and let her tell you about what was bothering her. That means as much to her as the best sex she’s ever had. I’m afraid she’s completely in love with you, Adam.”

      She slipped my index finger into her mouth and sucked on it. Her body pressed against me and my hand still caressed her chest. Her warm, wet mouth closed around my finger. My breath hitched.

      “She’s great. I can see why you love her so much.” I nibbled her neck while thrusting to rub my rock-hard shaft across the base of her tail.

      “Ooooh. You feel so good. I want everyone to experience how good your body feels against them.”

      “I want you to feel how good our bodies are together.”

      “I missed you so much when you were gone.” She moved my hand from her mouth and pressed it below her navel. She swayed her hips provocatively.

      I took her hint and slid my fingers down to her crotch and caressed at her junction.

      “Mmmmm. You know what made it worse?”

      My thrusts gained urgency as I pulled her toward me with the hand stroking between her legs. Hot wetness soaked through the cloth. “What…huh…made it worse?”

      “Midra.”

      I stopped. “Midra? Is she…all right?”

      “Yes, Midra. And no, she’s not all right. She is absolutely astonishing. Do you know how fucking sexy she is?”

      I let out a breath and chuckled, resuming my stroking on her crotch and breast. “I do.”

      “Adam. Will—ooooh, do that some more, please. Uh. Are you going to fuck her?”

      “Ysduil.” I bit a little harder on her neck. “I’m with the sexiest, most beautiful woman in two worlds, one I am completely in love with. I want to make you orgasm so hard right now. Why are you talking about other women?”

      “She watched me a few times. When I was doing my daily requirement.”

      I exhaled forcefully, blowing strands of Ysduil’s hair away from me. Just when I thought I couldn’t be more aroused, she had to go and say that.

      “Did you…?” I asked.

      “No, of course not. She wanted me to, though. I could tell. She is too polite. Too honorable. If it weren’t for you, she would have asked to join me, I know it. But that’s not all.”

      I thrust hard, finding that perfect notch where the lump in my pants slid easily between her incredibly firm cheeks. I squeezed her tit and plunged my other hand down under her pants. The slick, hot juices felt so good as my fingers slid along her freshly shaved lips.

      “Uh-uh-uh. Oh. Does that turn you on?”

      “You turn me on, Ysduil. You know that.”

      “I do. Midra turns you on too.”

      “She does.”

      “She feels lonely, being so far from home. She wants you even more than she wants me. I can see it, and she talks about you, asks questions.”

      I could hardly keep up with the conversation. Her pussy felt so good under my fingers, and the scent of her filled my nose. Her aroma was magnified as her body heated up and my mouth watered as I bit on her shoulder.

      “Fuck, Yssy. I want you so badly.”

      “I’m yours, my love. You can have me anytime you want. I love arousing you. I love the thought of you with those I love. Glasha. Amelie. DD. Nysea. Eydra. Maressa. When I think about you helping all these wonderful women to have children, it makes me happy. And horny.”

      She reached back and put her hand between me and her, rubbing up and down the outline of my shaft on my pants. Pre-cum moistened the inside of my underwear.

      She huffed a breath. “Take my clothes off so I can feel you in the cool night air.”

      I curled a finger up into Ysduil’s wet pussy and sucked on one of her ears, the fur sliding across my tongue like wet velvet. The other hand went up under her shirt, seeking her nipple.

      She moved her hands to the edges of her shirt and started to pull it up, apparently out of patience for me doing it for her. In a flash, it was off, and then she started on her pants. I took my own shirt off so I could feel her smooth skin against mine.

      “Oh, Adam. Rub your skin on me. I want to feel every part of you. Please.”

      Though I hated to break contact for even a second, I stepped back to pull my pants and underwear down. I lunged back forward to slide my skin across hers, my dick effortlessly finding the spot between her cheeks as I smeared the pre-cum on the base of her tail.

      “Uh-uh-uh-uh. Yes.”

      My finger found her slit again and rubbed the length of it, dipping into her canal and tickling her walls. She panted and gasped, putting a hand over mine on her chest.

      “Fuck me, Adam. Put it inside me and let me come all over you.” She adjusted her perfect ass and rubbed it against me.

      I bit down on a mouthful of skin on her back while squatting down a little and lifting her up so I could slip my dick into her slit from behind. It went in smoothly, her dripping juices lubricating our motions.

      “Oh! Yes-yes-yes. More, Adam. I want you all inside me.”

      Instead of thrusting in my awkward position, I rocked my hips, forcing my dick in and out of my foxy wife. The soft slapping noises mingled with her citrusy scent and made me light-headed, like an out of body experience. I shifted my finger up to play with her rigid clit while working her breast.

      “Ysduil. You feel so good. Come for me, baby.”

      “I will. Uh-uh-uh. Your dick feels so perfect in my pussy. Keep—oh! Right there. Do that some more. More-more-more. Yes.”

      Ysduil’s body rocked and slammed into me, pressing on all the right nerves as my dick twitched inside her. I rubbed her clit harder, using the same hand to pull her body into me as I moved my hips, focusing on the spot we’d found. Ysduil’s moans grew louder and her motions more urgent.

      “Oh-oh-oh-ooooh.”

      Just when I thought I might explode, I shifted my hand from her breast to between us. I grabbed the base of her tail as I tilted my hips and rammed my shaft into her.

      “Yes-yes-yes-yes-YES!”

      Ysduil shuddered violently, her internal muscles clamping down on me. It threw me over the threshold, and cum rocketed into my sexy wife. It was hard and powerful but only lasted for a moment before Ysduil’s legs gave out. I held her upright as my dick continued to twitch and spasm.

      I dropped my forehead against my foxgirl’s back and tried to catch my breath.

      “Fuck!” I said. “You are so goddamned sexy. The things you do to me!”

      Ysduil giggled in between her panting. “Even as a priestess of Odona, I never knew there could be so much pleasure as when you take me.”

      I pulled out of her so I could turn her around to face me, still holding her up. I gave a quick suck to her nipple—the one that wasn’t reddened from my hand—and then met her lips and kissed her.

      “My wife. My love.”

      “Mmmmm. My husband.”

      A small sound grabbed my attention and I whirled, still holding Ysduil up. My panic fled, but my heart continued to beat rapidly when I saw what had caused the noise.

      Awwww, fuck!

      Standing a dozen feet away, face frozen in embarrassment, stood Midra.
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      The dark-haired gnoll stood stone still, her eyes wide. Even in the dim light, I could see her fair cheeks darkening. When her gaze shifted from our naked bodies, still pressed up against each other, to my face, her entire body jerked. Liquid from the cup she held sloshed over her hand, but she didn’t seem to notice. Instead, she took a step back. As if we suddenly wouldn’t see her, just because she added a little distance.

      “Midra,” Ysduil said, and Midra’s eyes snapped to Ysduil. “It’s fine. Come on over here.”

      The gnoll glanced down at my dick, still hard enough to defy gravity, but not at my ideal inspection condition. She swallowed and nervously licked her lips.

      “Midra?” Ysduil said.

      I turned, inadvertently slapping my shaft against Ysduil’s abs. She chuckled, then stepped between me and Midra while I started putting my underwear and pants on. More covered, I faced the gnoll, but she still hadn’t moved.

      “Midra,” I said, putting my hand out to her. “Come on. Let’s talk about…whatever the hell this is.”

      Relief washed across her face and she finally noticed her hand was wet from the ale she’d spilled.

      “Come on,” I urged her.

      She finally took a few steps, closing the distance at an excruciatingly slow pace. When she reached us and put her empty hand in mine, I pulled her closer. She didn’t resist. I put an arm around her while Ysduil got her own clothes back on.

      “So,” I said. “Are you all right?”

      Midra took a drink from her half-empty cup. Actually, she downed what was left in one go. “I’m so sorry. I—”

      “It’s fine,” I told her. “It’s not like this is any kind of secret to anyone who travels with us. We’re fine with you seeing us. I don’t like to do this kind of stuff in front of others, but it’s not a problem. I’m more concerned about how you feel.”

      “Hot,” she said, and Ysduil burst out laughing. I wasn’t sure if Midra knew what I’d taught Ysduil and Glasha about my world’s slang.

      “Hot?” I asked.

      “Yes. I…feel like I’m standing next to a fire.”

      “Oh. Do you want me to give you some room?” I loosened my arms to give her space.

      “No! I mean, no. It’s fine. It’s only…”

      “I told him about our talks, Midra,” Ysduil said, kissing the gnoll on her cheek. “He thinks you’re super-sexy, like I do. He thinks he would be lucky and privileged to be able to share with you…well, what he and I just shared.”

      That wasn’t exactly what I’d told her earlier, but she wasn’t wrong. Midra, on the other hand, looked mortified, though about exactly what I wasn’t sure. She stared at her cup, like she was trying to make it fill again by sheer force of will.

      “Let’s just get this out in the open, Midra,” I said. “Ysduil enjoys searching for others she thinks will be fun for me to…um, be with. It’s important to her that she cares for them and that I do, too. We both agree that you are beautiful and sexy and that it would be amazing to get together with you. To have sex with you. I’m sorry if it makes you embarrassed that we talked about you like that.

      “Even aside from all that, the last thing I ever want to do is to shove my sex activities in front of someone else. I’m sorry we weren’t more careful, but you have to understand. Ysduil is so sexy and I wanted her so badly, I had to touch her. We may have gotten carried away.”

      “No. It’s my fault. I should have made more noise. I did speak, hoping you’d hear me, but maybe you didn’t hear. I should have gone back to camp, but I was curious.”

      Ysduil slid her body against Midra’s. “Did you like what you saw?”

      “Ysduil.” I put my palm on my forehead. “Sorry, Midra. You don’t have to answer that.”

      “I did,” Midra said. “Like it. A lot. I loved watching you do your daily requirement, Ysduil, but watching both of you arouses me even more. I’m sorry I—”

      “Don’t be sorry, cutie,” Ysduil said. “We’re flattered and I, for one, am feeling tingles all over me just thinking about it. How about you, Adam? Isn’t it exciting?”

      The familiar question popped into my head: Ysduil, what am I going to do with you?

      “It does turn me on,” I said.

      Midra was still having trouble meeting my eyes. “Can I, maybe, watch you another time? The whole thing? I only caught the last little bit.”

      “Don’t you think that would be a little weird?” I asked. “How about you join us instead?”

      “Yes!” Ysduil said. “That would be even better. You can watch a little, until you feel ready, then you can join us. Then Adam and I can have you at the same time.”

      A slow smile stole onto the gorgeous gnoll’s face. “Really? You wouldn’t mind?”

      I answered by putting my hands on either side of Midra’s face and pulling her into a long kiss. When I was finished, I looked her in the eyes. “Mind? Ysduil spent a lot of the time during what we just did explaining how I should have sex with you. It excited both of us and made our sex so incredible. The thought of actually doing it with you rather than talking about it or thinking about it makes me…well, here.”

      I took Midra’s empty hand and put it down to the lump in my pants that was already rapidly expanding again. Damn, I loved the perks coming to this world had given me. Her eyes went wide.

      “That’s because of you. If you would like to join us, we can make that happen. In fact, we can probably make it happen right now. If you want.”

      Midra’s eyes went unfocused as she rubbed my cock through my pants. I was about to move my hands to give her equal attention when someone clearing their throat behind us broke the mood. No, that’s not true. The mood was still there, but the opportunity had disappeared, it seemed.

      “Later,” I whispered to Midra and gave her a quick kiss on the lips.

      The three of us stepped away from each other as if we hadn’t just been in a huddle rubbing our bodies together. Udhri stood almost where Midra had been when we first spotted her.

      “I was wondering where you’d gotten off…to. I can leave you to it, if you’d like.”

      I casually waved my hand. “No, it’s fine. Just, uh, taking in the view.” My statement was made ridiculous by our general lack of clothing. I lacked a shirt and Ysduil lacked, well, everything.

      “So I see.” The bandit leader laughed. “I’ve got some questions for you, if you’d give me answers.”

      “No problem. Let’s go back to the fire. Ask anything you like.”

      Once we were fully dressed, I took Ysduil’s hand in one of mine and Midra’s in the other and we followed Udhri back to everyone else to answer her questions.

      After the most restful sleep I’d had in some time—Glasha spooned in front of me with my hands placed exactly where they belonged, on her breasts—we rose the next morning and bade the bandits farewell.

      “The next time I see you,” I said to Udhri, “that’s when you’ll join us.”

      “Perhaps. You may need to come up with some kind of incentive. I’m sure you can figure something out.” She winked at me.

      Evina scoffed, but I didn’t mind. Hell, I might be stubborn and hesitant sometimes, but even I had figured out by now that it was worthless to fight simple facts. For whatever reason, whether they were personally attracted to me or because I was the only man available, I was the prize many different women grasped toward. Procreation, a little fun, or if only to do something different, there was a good chance that I could have sex with almost any woman I met. With Ysduil as my one-woman cheering section, not to mention even Glasha and Amelie supporting the idea completely, I was through arguing about it.

      My profession in this new world seemed to be boy toy. I was totally cool with that. I could love my core group of women emotionally while still loving a lot of others physically.

      Besides that, I’d found there really wasn’t a limit to my affection. So many women were worthy of all the love, respect, and appreciation I could give them. Things would be a lot easier—and more interesting—if I embraced my inner gigolo. Or slut. Or whatever.

      Bottom line: I’d be fucking a lot more women in the future, while still holding dear the relationships I had with my best girls.

      I smiled at Evina, hoping the whole thing didn’t cause problems with her. I couldn’t wait to get back to Odonasia to hand her over to the council and let them deal with her.

      “We have another stop before we head for home,” I said. “Nemaea told us that she killed Gesin Wenet and interred her in a cairn. We’re going to go and find the Grand Priestess, if Nemaea was telling the truth, and we’re going to report what we find to the sisters. This deserves to have some closure.”

      With uncharacteristically solemn faces, Ysduil and DD nodded and we departed the bandit camp to the west. Toward the Crater.
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      “You are consorting with brigands and murderers?” Evina asked me as we walked on a little-used road between Tillerstown and Stonecleft.

      “The entire world is run by worse brigands and murderers,” I responded flatly. “Nowadays, you have to choose the lesser evil. Besides, Udhri and her group have honor. They don’t inflict suffering or death on others for fun. At least, most of them don’t. They’re trying to make their way in the world like anyone else.”

      The princess sniffed. I’d found that meant she disagreed and was done with the conversation. At least she didn’t argue her point further, something I had no interest in.

      Since we’d left the bandits at the plateau ruins, the cat woman had stuck to my side like she was glued there. I could understand not wanting to be near Glasha, who was not a big fan of the princess, but others in the group were more neutral. Amelie still had stars in her eyes about Evina, having known the name as she was growing up. Merlara and Norel always treated the princess with respect, and DD didn’t betray any ill feelings about our royal companion. I thought DD probably didn’t like her any more than Glasha, but she hid it well. As did Ysduil, who generally tried to get along with everyone, though Evina’s attitude strained that ability.

      But no, she’d decided she would pester me. The best I could hope for was tense silence, usually coming after a short discussion where we disagreed on something. We disagreed on almost everything.

      I had tried every technique I knew, up to and including keeping my mouth shut about things where we didn’t see eye to eye. I went so far as to mumble and nod my head, hoping she’d see it as agreement. I wasn’t going to come right out and lie to her, telling her I agreed when I didn’t. There were some lines I wouldn’t cross.

      After a bit longer than a week traveling with her, I’d realized that nothing would stop her from thinking she was right about everything, so I might as well state my opinion even if it caused an argument. At least the conflict would buy me some silence as she pouted.

      We swung wide around Stonecleft, using a farm road that circled around the huge rock into which the town was set. Merlara, Norel, and Evina stopped to stare at it once we got to the western side.

      “I’ve heard of Stonecleft, but never had the chance to visit,” Merlara said. “It’s…different.”

      I chuckled at her response. The way the three stared, “different” wouldn’t have been what I expected the herbalist to say. It was striking, the way the gigantic boulder had split and the two sides peeled away from each other, providing a spot for an entire town to nestle between and around it. The name was definitely fitting.

      It wasn’t much more than a mile detour to a small farmhouse where someone who had helped us would appreciate a visit. After knocking on the door and stepping back, my heart fluttered a little bit as I heard slow footsteps creaking on the floorboards. I wasn’t nervous about attack or anything like that. It was more like the anticipation as a loved one opened a wrapped gift you’d given them.

      Vesina Terain’s weathered but still lovely face appeared as the door opened. “Oh. You’re back. Do you have news…?” She stopped speaking—seemingly stopped breathing—when Evina stepped up beside me, taking interest in the older cat beastkin. I hadn’t told her where we were going.

      “Vesina, I would like you to meet—”

      “Evina! Goddess, is that you, girl? After all these years, I recognize the set of that jaw. So stubborn you were…” She shook her head and took a step forward, clasping Evina’s hands and surprising the princess. Then, the old woman dropped to her knees, weeping. “Princess! It is true. You survived. Sveita actually did it. Thank the goddess.”

      “You…knew Sveita?” Evina asked, her eyes darting to me as if expecting me to provide a confirmation.

      “Better than that,” I said. “She knew you. Uh, maybe we could go inside, Vesina? I’d rather not anyone see us…see me. If you don’t mind.”

      The older cat woman got to her feet and wiped at her damp face. “Yes, yes. Of course. My apologies. Come in, please. I am a little—”

      I gave her my best smile. “No problem. We understand. It’s why we had to stop here. Not only did you help us, but we knew it would mean a lot to you.”

      Once inside, I explained, “She knew Sveita, she knew your mother and father, and she knew you. This is your nurse, Evina.”

      “Vesina,” the princess said, trying the name out. “It does sound familiar. You were truly my nurse when I was young?”

      “Yes, Princess. Yours, your sister’s, your brother’s. From the day you escaped your mother the queen’s womb, I cared for you. An energetic and, um, focused child, you were.”

      I laughed. “She means you were a stubborn brat.” I’d heard plenty of parents describe their children in the same way in my world.

      “Nice to know that people don’t change,” Glasha said in a stage whisper. Evina glared at her, while Midra chuckled.

      “Oh, Adam,” Vesina said. “You have gladdened an old woman’s heart. To see my princess after all these years. I can die happy now.” She turned back to Evina. “I’m so sorry about your family. I loved them all as if they were my own. Not knowing all these years…when Adam told me the rumors, I dared not hope, but here you are!”

      Vesina tried to make us tea, but Ysduil wasn’t having any of it. She nudged the older woman into a chair in front of Evina’s and took care of the task herself, Amelie helping her. For more than an hour, the nurse and her former charge talked about the royal family and the few but wonderful years Evina had lived in the castle. It reminded me of something.

      “I completely forgot, Evina, but when we were here last time, Vesina helped us with some information that allowed us to find the clue that really led us to you. Here, I think you should have these.” I took out the thick leather bound books from my pack and handed them to her. “These were two of the diaries kept by your sister. Your obsession with the Tale of the Beautiful Farmgirl is what allowed us to find you.”

      For the first time since I’d met her, Evina showed strong emotion other than anger. Her glistening eyes took in the books, and as she hugged them to her, tears trickled down her cheeks. Then she set the books down on a side table and pulled Vesina into a hug.

      It was beautiful, and it gave me the first glimpse into what the princess was really about. Yes, she was stubborn and arrogant and self-absorbed, but why wouldn’t she be? Her life had been shit from as far back as she could remember. What would that have done to me? It didn’t make everything she said and did all right, but I promised myself to try to cut her a little more slack. We all had our own baggage and our own defense mechanisms.

      “I’m really sorry, Vesina,” I said. “But we have to get going. There’s a long way yet until we get Evina safe with the priestesses.”

      The old nurse took both of my hands and brought them up to kiss them. “I understand. You have made this old woman so happy. The Sodality could come in and kill me right where I stand and I would not regret it, not after seeing my sweet Evina all grown into a beautiful woman.”

      “Yeah, about that. I was wondering if maybe you wanted to come with us?”

      “Come with you where?”

      “To Odonasia. It’s the town we’re building. I’ll tell you what I told Merlara and Norel there. It’s in the Dreadlands and the Sodality is still looking for us to kill us all. We are building a resistance to take the Sodality down, so it’s dangerous. I would understand if you wanted to stay here in relative safety in a place that’s been your home for two decades. If you want to go with us, though, you’re welcome. We expect there to be some…uh, little ones in the next year or two and your experience in raising children would be valuable.”

      “Little ones? Children? But how…oh.” She knocked her fist lightly onto her forehead. “Of course, pardon me. Twenty years of the Sodality and their mindless puppets have my wits addled. You are helping with…?”

      I cleared my throat. “I am. My wife and the priestesses have convinced me to make my services available to help with that.”

      Vesina’s eyes shifted to Evina, to the other women in the room, and back to me. “I see. That could mean more than one or two, goddess willing.”

      “It’s very possible. So, yeah. We’ll be traveling a long distance, but it will mostly be on roads, so it won’t be too rough. I don’t want to pressure you if you like where you live, but you’re welcome to come with us.”

      The cat woman tilted her head and looked up and to her right, adopting an exaggerated voice of self-conversation. “Let me see. The opportunity to spend time with my princess, perhaps help to raise a number of babies into fine youngsters and adults, being surrounded by priestesses of Odona—the most loving and caring people in the entire world—and to be part of something that could eliminate the Sodality from this world forever? Or, staying in a place I fled to after my only real home was destroyed and everyone I loved was killed? What to do, Vesina, what to do?” She looked me in the eye with such a sarcastic expression that I laughed out loud. “Give me ten minutes to gather my things and I’ll race you out the door.”

      Ysduil, giggling like a little girl, put her arms around Vesina and rocked her as they hugged. “Oooh. I can’t wait until you help teach me how to raise my babies.”

      “I’m glad you’ll join us,” I said. “Tell me what you want me to do to help and we’ll be out of here in no time.”

      True to her word, Vesina was ready in a handful of minutes and we left her small house for the last time.

      “I know it’s hard to leave a place you’ve lived for a long time,” I told her as we walked. “I hope you like it in Odonasia, once we build it up a little bit.”

      She patted my shoulder. “It’s not like this was ever really a home. The castle, that was my home. I’ve felt homeless since that horrible day twenty years ago.”

      For a woman of sixty years, Vesina was in fantastic shape. True, we mostly walked on flat ground, but she kept the pace and never complained or needed any extra rest. I wasn’t sure she couldn’t go on longer than most of the rest of us. That was good because once all these women started getting pregnant, she would be one busy nurse. I’d probably have to get her some staff to help.

      Watching Evina and Vesina chatting as we went brought a smile to my face. The princess still stuck by my side, but with the old nurse next to her, she spoke mostly with her rather than to try to argue with me.

      “Is that…?” Evina said, pointing ahead of us. It had only been a few hours since we’d left Vesina’s house. Up ahead, the edge of the ruins that had once been Dunametha spread out across the horizon.

      Vesina nodded. “Yes. That is the capital city. A little farther on and we’ll get to where the castle was, if we leave what was the main road.”

      Evina looked at me expectantly. I, in turn, met eyes with Ysduil and DD, both of whom nodded.

      “We can go check it out. Only an hour or two, though. We’ve still got a lot of traveling ahead of us.”

      It was so close to sundown when we reached the ruins of the castle, it made sense to camp there for the night. Evina was excited enough to hug me, following the lead of the older cat woman who showed her own thanks. With more time, the two women ghosted through the place where Evina had been born and spent the first three years of her life.

      Ysduil snuggled up against me. We watched as the princess listened to stories from her nurse while walking through her historical home.

      “This is going to be very good for her,” my wife said.

      “I think so, too. So much for one person to deal with in her life so far. Let her have a small bit of happiness. It might be in short supply in the near future.”
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      The Crater was as huge and ominous as it had been when we went through the first time. It had taken us almost two days to get to the eastern edge from Dunametha, but this time there was no sign of monsters, beasts, or Sodality.

      It almost felt like the world was holding its breath.

      Amelie slinked up to my left side and slipped under my arm. I looked down at her and pulled her closer.

      “What’s up, my sexy bunny?”

      Her eyes darted around the area ahead of us, especially at the edge where the darkened land dropped into the Crater itself. Bottom lip in her teeth, she swallowed.

      “I don’t like how it feels here.”

      “Are you scared?”

      “No.” As she said it, her head went from shaking to nodding.

      “It’s fine,” I told her. “I can feel it, too. It was the same when we were here before, something ominous and eerie, huh?”

      She nodded, her wilting ears flopping with the movement.

      I kissed the top of her head. “We’ll find the cairn and then we’ll leave. Don’t worry. We’ll protect each other, okay? You with your sticks and me with my sword.”

      She wrapped both arms around me and squeezed. We walked like that for more than an hour until we left the road near the Crater to follow the directions Nemaea had given us.

      “Do you really think she killed the Grand Priestess?” Ysduil asked.

      “Maybe?” I shrugged. “Who knows? She was a Sodality assassin. I wouldn’t normally trust anything she said, which is why we’re here checking it out.”But I had a sinking feeling that the assassin had told us the truth.

      After some scrambling across terrain that DD found faint tracks on, leading off to a small stand of dark, twisted trees, we ended up in a clearing that had clearly been the site of some activity.

      “It must not have rained since they were here,” I said. “Even I can see the scuffs and footprints in the soil. It looks like a fight. Or at least like someone running and another chasing.”

      “I agree,” DD said from up ahead of me. “Oh. Oh, no.”

      I rushed up to her, now holding Amelie’s hand instead of waddling along with her under my arm. I stopped when I spotted what DD had found.

      “Damn it.”

      A pile of stones, the largest not much bigger than my two outstretched hands together, sat beside a tree that, if it hadn’t been for the dark-grey bark, might have been beautiful. Even the twisting trunk and branches would have been elegant in any other setting.

      Beside the rocks, a staff was planted in the ground.

      Ysduil gasped, hand over her mouth. “No. I know that staff.”

      “Yes,” DD said. “I recognize it, too. The staff of office. The Grand Priestess’s staff.”

      My foxgirl stumbled to me and I embraced her. She leaned her forehead into my neck and softly wept.

      “I guess she told us the truth,” I said. “She did actually kill her aunt. If she really was her aunt.”

      DD approached the staff. “I think she was. I’d heard something happened with Gesin’s sister. There aren’t many black panther beastkin—two fewer now—so it seems likely what she said was true. I could see Gesin asking for a quick, clean death rather than to be paraded around by the Sodality and executed publicly.”

      I sighed. “I’m sorry we failed that mission we set for ourselves. We were so close. Just a week or two too late.”

      “It’s not your fault,” Ysduil said. “It had already happened when we rescued Aewen. At least we know for sure now.”

      “Should we…do something? Bury her, make a pyre, something else?”

      “No. Her spirit is gone, with only the shell remaining. Odona doesn’t require elaborate ceremonies for her people. Maybe give us a few moments to think and pray over her? Then we can leave.”

      “Of course.”

      Ysduil kissed me and walked up to join DD at the cairn. I fidgeted, not sure what I should be doing. At least I wasn’t alone. The other women, their heads bowed, shifted from foot to foot and waited silently for the priestesses to pay their respects.

      When they were done, Ysduil and DD held each other and cried silently over their lost leader. Then they came to me, both with reddened eyes and wet cheeks. I put my arms out and both women fell into my embrace.

      “I’m sorry this happened,” I told them, kissing Ysduil’s forehead and then DD’s.

      “It was probably inevitable,” DD said. “Still, Gesin Wenet was one of a kind. We have lost something precious. But that loss will fuel us to fight on, to pursue justice for what happened.”

      “Maybe we’ve already gotten some of that. We killed her killer. Now we need to destroy her killer’s trainers and masters.”

      Ysduil wiped her eyes. “Let’s get back home and report this to the other sisters. I don’t want to be in this place anymore.” She turned to head back to the road, but I didn’t follow her. Not yet.

      I walked to the cairn, looking down on it and bowing my head. The stench of death oozed between the space in the rocks. I hoped no animals would dig the body out and defile it. I’d never met Gesin Wenet, but from what I’d heard, I respected the woman. As a person as well as the leader of the priestesses.

      I reached over and ran my fingers along the staff. Made of dark wood—though it looked lighter in the midst of all the greys of the trees and ground around it—it was smooth to the touch and, if I wasn’t imagining it, warm. The curves and twists that made it up, not carvings but the grain and shape of the wood itself, gave it character. A simple swirling pattern carved into the top moved the eye toward the center of a whirlpool where a yellow gem was embedded in the wood. It looked like the gem had been grown into the wood before it had been cut from the tree it belonged to, visible from both sides and translucent enough that in the sunlight, it would probably cast a soft yellow light through it.

      I wrapped my fist around it and yanked it from the soil. When I turned to the others, I was met by wild eyes. Some held simple surprise, but at least two sets glimmered with anger, or confusion, or offense.

      “I don’t want to be disrespectful or crude, but this is important. Not only will it be proof to the sisters that Gesin Wenet was truly killed, but I’m assuming that a new Grand Priestess will need to be chosen. She should have this staff. It seems…fitting.”

      The short explanation siphoned the disapproving looks off the faces of the others, leaving tired, sad expressions instead of challenging ones. Ysduil managed the flicker of a smile, along with something I thought was relief.

      “Do you want me to carry this, or would one of you like to do the honors?”

      Ysduil, DD, and Amelie all stepped forward before Amelie dropped her eyes to the ground and backed up a step. My foxgirl kissed the bunny girl on the side of the face.

      “We’ll take turns. DD first, then me, then Amelie. We’ll keep swapping off. Gesin would have liked it that way. She always loved our initiates. She told me that they were the most beautiful seeds in the entire world, primed to grow and spread Odona’s love to all who came in contact with them.”

      “I wish I had met her,” I said, handing the staff to DD. “She sounds like she was a great woman.”

      As we left the cairn and headed back toward the road, it felt like something had shifted. Not necessarily in the world, but within me, within the priestesses and initiate of Odona. It somehow made the fight against the Sodality, the evil that they had perpetrated, more real. It stoked the fire within me to crush them totally and irrevocably. We needed to get back to Odonasia. We needed to ramp up our efforts to gain allies. We needed to take the fight to the Sodality and take the world back for people like Gesin Wenet.

      My contemplative, sober mood lasted long enough for Evina to open her mouth.

      “The problem is that no one respects the resistance movement.”

      It had been no more than half an hour since we left the cairn and most of us were still plodding along the road silently, the drop-off at the edge of the Crater on our right side as the path curved around to where we would eventually go south.

      “Excuse me?” I said. She hadn’t been talking to me, but the princess’s voice was loud enough that we all heard her, even though Vesina was her intended recipient.

      “Excuse you for what?” the young cat woman asked.

      “What did you just say?”

      “That your little resistance lacks respect.”

      “What do you know of it?” Her words were like sand, rubbing at a wound that wasn’t quite healed yet.

      “I know that no one will join you if you do not command respect. Why would others risk going against the Sodality, risk their lives, for a small, meaningless group they know nothing about?”

      “Meaningless?”

      “From the viewpoint of others, sure. Some are suffering under the Sodality, but are all people sharing in that? I’m sure there are some who prefer the way things are. Even if they don’t, what would move people who are not completely hopeless, but are surviving, to take the chance?”

      “You’ve been hiding on an island for more than a decade. What do you know about any of that?”

      She sighed. Treating me like an obstinate child would do her no favors. The anger building in me ratcheted up another notch.

      “My words are not meant to insult,” she said. “The simple truth is that you do not have the peoples’ respect. They don’t know you. You must demand their respect. Why else have you searched for me to help you? My very existence requires respect, exudes credibility. You must look them in the eye and demand that they show you the respect your little group has a right to. You will not find your allies—and thus your resources—any other way. Respect.”

      I took a deep breath to prevent myself from saying something I’d regret. “First of all, Princess, you are not owed respect. No one is owed respect. Second, it cannot be demanded, only earned. Yes, we do have a problem with credibility. It is why we traveled so far, faced danger, and rescued you. Saved you from an assassin who was minutes from slitting your pretty throat, I’ll have you remember.

      “We may not have the general respect of the majority of people right now, but trying to demand it, expecting it for any reason other than that we’ve done something to earn it, is ridiculous. If that’s your plan to help, I’m afraid we’ll all be very disappointed.

      “Do us all a favor and keep your opinions to yourself for the time being. We just left the grave of a woman who was truly deserving of respect. Don’t sully her sacrifice by comparing yourself to her. If anything, your words prove that you have a long way to go to earn true respect.”

      The princess huffed, opening her mouth to respond, but Vesina pulled on her arm and whispered something in her ear. I couldn’t hear what it was, but I imagined it was something like “Everyone is mourning, let them grieve without starting an argument.” I was sure Vesina would have put it a lot more diplomatically than that, though. She was a wise woman, used to dealing with strong-willed children. And spoiled brats.

      Glasha showed her teeth to me and I chuckled inside. I’d provided a little entertainment for my sexy warrior. At least something good came out of the exchange. Aside from at least another half hour of pouting silence.
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      Two days later found us nearly to Duskenweald. Memories of not too long before included battles, ambushes, and rescuing another of the priestesses, Gesin Wenet’s companion Aewen Insen. I dreaded telling the priestess what had happened to her friend, the Grand Priestess. She should be waiting for us at Glasha’s village by now.

      Closer to the town, traffic on the road increased. We had to veer onto smaller paths or travel through forested areas to bypass the people. It wasn’t merchants, farmers, or other commoners clogging things up, though. It was soldiers.

      Sodality soldiers.

      “I can go into town and see what’s going on,” DD said as we hid from yet another group of soldiers heading toward Duskenweald.

      “Do you think you can do it safely?” I asked. “I don’t want you taking any risks.”

      “If I get close and I feel in danger, I’ll turn around. Something is obviously going on. Better to find out as soon as we can. We could easily end up surrounded if we blindly go toward Willowbrook.”

      I didn’t like it, but I trusted DD. She’d spent years being a spy for the sisters within Sodality cities, mostly in Eastern Tenos where populations included a higher percentage of devout Sodality adherents.

      “Fine, but turn back if you get any feeling you might be in trouble. Who are you going to take with you?”

      “Merlara?” the elf asked. “Would you like to come? We can stop at an apothecary’s shop and see if there are any herbs you might want.”

      The herbalist started when DD called her name. “Oh. Yes, that would be good. I’ve been picking those I see as we go, but there may be some rare herbs for sale. I have a little money.”

      “Promise me,” I said to DD. “You won’t risk yourself or Merlara. You’re used to fighting your way out of things if necessary. She’s not.”

      She flashed me that mischievous smile that reminded me of a pixie. “I’ve only had to fight my way out of things since I’ve been traveling with you. It was never a problem before, and I don’t think it’ll be a problem with Merlara. She’s got some common sense.”

      “Fair enough.” I chuckled at her.“Seriously, though, be careful. We’ll take it wide and meet you near where we burned down that patrol cabin. Okay?”

      The two women left our hiding place and started down the road, while Glasha and Ysduil led us toward the east. I hoped DD didn’t put herself at risk to find out what was going on. I would much rather she stayed safe and we snuck back to the Dreadlands in ignorance than for her to get captured or killed. With the number of troops we’d seen, I didn’t like our chances in rescuing her from the town.

      She didn’t return until after we’d already set up camp, closer to the destroyed patrol cabin than I liked. I heard Merlara moving through the brush but didn’t detect DD until she appeared in front of me.

      “A little close to the scene of the crime, don’t you think?” she asked with a smirk.

      “Yeah, but I wasn’t sure how far away we could go and still be found by you in the dark. This was a compromise.”

      She laughed. “Good call. We have some things to tell you. Give me a minute to drop my stuff and eat something and we’ll get to it.”

      Norel hugged her friend. She’d been nervous since Merlara had left us, constantly looking back toward the west and wringing her hands as she walked. I chatted with her, trying to distract her from her worry, but she didn’t relax until she saw her friend. Her entire body sagged in the release of tension when Merlara headed toward her.

      “So,” DD said. “Things are bad in Duskenweald. They are effectively under strict martial law. Sodality troops are everywhere, too many to be only from the local outpost. Some probably came from Honor Reach and Paragonia as well.”

      “Do you know why?” I asked.

      “I didn’t want to call attention to us by asking questions, so all I could get was what I saw or heard unsolicited. We didn’t even stop at the apothecary’s shop, just passed through the city and left. From what I gathered, it was what we did on our way through this area last time. Killing soldiers, burning things down, taking their prisoner. That last one was what really got them, I think. They’re looking for priestesses and the Cloak.”

      “Bastards.”

      “It gets worse. They seem to think some in the town know things. They’re torturing people, Adam. Killing some. They took Lisha Denrolian in for questioning.”

      “Lisha? Is she all right?”

      “Who knows? I was afraid to ask. It’s only by chance I heard about it, while passing through the area near the headquarters of her caravan company. They’re looking for us and they’re not being nice about it.”

      “Fuckers.” I ran my fingers through my hair. “Okay, fine. We need to go in there, get Lisha out, and kill as many of those assholes as possible. They want to find us, we’ll give them what they want.”

      “You know we can’t do that.”

      My heart rate increased and I clenched and unclenched my fists. It wasn’t that Lisha was a friend or anything. I mean, she had given us information on Aewen that started us on the road to finding Evina, but we didn’t really owe her anything. She didn’t know anything about where the resistance was or who we were. She was a symbol, though, indicative of how the Sodality dealt with things. They didn’t care about individual people, only their stupid tenets and their organization.

      “Adam?” Ysduil said. “She’s right. You know she is. We can’t fight a whole town full of soldiers.”

      “I know, Yssy, but…we can’t just let them keep doing what they’re doing.”

      “We have to. For now. We’ll stop it, but not here and not now. Trying will only get us all killed.”

      My shoulders slumped and I kicked at the ground. What good were all the powers I’d been developing if I couldn’t save anyone?

      “Come on,” Ysduil said. “Sit down and let DD tell us more about what she saw. We don’t have the opportunity right now, but we will at another time. We have to work toward having more chances in the future. First things first, right? Isn’t that what you always say?”

      “Yeah. First things first.” I glanced at the others around me as I let Ysduil lead me to a stump where I could sit down. So help me, if Evina opened her damn mouth, I would have a shit fit. Luckily, she didn’t. She looked as stunned as the others that the Sodality stooped to torturing and killing just to find us. To find me.

      Motherfuckers. They were going to pay. Sooner or later, I’d make them. But there was nothing I could do about Duskenweald at the moment. That was unfortunately clear.

      The next morning found us on one of the smaller, lesser-used roads heading eastward. My mind churned over what we could do to help the people in Duskenweald, but anything I came up with would make things worse for the citizens and probably result in the deaths of me and my companions. I gritted my teeth and forced my feet to go east. Away from people who were being harmed because of me.

      On much of our journey throughout Western Tenos, I had been doing internal work. The meditation techniques Adrisse had taught me, various methods of communing with and manipulating the energy flows within me, practice using the magic to do things in combat…I’d been working hard to become better. After experiencing the strange energies in Drecor Haunt, I’d developed my ability to constantly cycle a trickle of magic throughout my body—and especially in my mind—at all times, not even really thinking much about it except during meditation.

      As we walked down the road, my background awareness suddenly spiked.

      “Get off the road,” I said, darting into the bushes. A look over my shoulder showed Ysduil, Glasha, Amelie, Midra, and DD immediately following. Evina, Vesina, Norel, and Merlara froze, eyes darting.

      Okay, I guess we need to have a talk about following orders in dangerous situations. After we survive the current one.

      My girls grabbed the arms of the herbalist and the princess, whispering sharply at the others to snap out of it and follow. They’d only wasted a few seconds, thankfully, and then we were all moving away from the road. I led the others far enough that we wouldn’t be spotted and we all sat down or crouched in the bushes.

      Then we waited.

      Ysduil raised an eyebrow at me. I shook my head at her, but smiled. I’d tell them later, if I needed to. A few minutes after, the sound of feet on hard-packed dirt reached us and a small cloud of dust became visible. As we watched, what I’d already known was coming passed where we had left the roadway and continued toward the west.

      A unit of Sodality soldiers, ten sotin and four women, marched silently, heads forward and feet keeping time. The men, at least. The women’s marching wasn’t so precise, nor were their places in the formation.

      After the soldiers had passed, we waited for several minutes to make sure they wouldn’t turn around and that there were no other troops coming. When I stood, a few of the women sighed.

      “I should have mentioned it before,” I said, meeting the eyes of the four newer members of our group. “Especially now, with you joining us, we need to dodge Sodality people. When I or one of the others who have experience in moving through Sodality-infested lands say to do something like get down or leave the road, we all have to do it immediately. We won’t always have as much time as we did with this situation.

      “I’m not scolding you or anything, just telling you what to expect. Unfortunately, traveling with us has made you targets, so rarely are we going to stroll down a road without worrying about being seen. Once we get into the Dreadlands, it’ll be a different kind of danger, but pay attention to our directions and we should all make it to Odonasia safely.”

      The women nodded, even Evina, but not everyone was ready to finish talking about it.

      “Adam,” Ysduil said in the sweet voice she used when she wanted something or was about ready to call me down for something. “How did you know they were coming? Even with my sensitive ears, I couldn’t hear them until they were less than a minute away from us.”

      “I sensed them.”

      “You sensed them.”

      “Yep. I guess it’s a thing I can do now.”

      “Since when?”

      “I don’t know for sure. Since maybe ten or fifteen minutes ago?”

      My foxy wife glared at me. I put my hands up in truce.

      “I don’t really know, Yssy. It suddenly came to me. I have been working on trying to get a better hold on my magic—”

      “You have magic?” Evina asked. “I was told—”

      I cut her off. “I have magic. I’ll explain it later. Anyway, I’ve been working on it and I’ve noticed fluctuations in the magic that’s floating around us. I don’t know if that’s the correct term, but I’ve found that there’s a certain background level, kind of like a mist. The funny thing is that sometimes that background gets affected, swirled around, as it were. Like in Drecor Haunt. The effect is lesser with some people, but when I focus, I can almost see the magic going into and out of people. I think it’s what allows others to use magic, if they have the ability.

      “With the sotin, though, it’s different. They’re like holes in the mist, spaces of emptiness where magic doesn’t go in or come out. Those holes resonate, sort of vibrate? I can’t explain it well, but I can feel those holes, like if I had a hole in my shirt and can feel the wind coming through. So, yeah. That’s how I knew sotin were coming. It’s crude right now, but I think if I practice, I can make it more sensitive. Better. I think it’s related to my ability to sense danger. Like when I killed those glimmerlings.”

      “Wait,” Evina said. “You killed glimmerlings? They don’t exist anymore.”

      I shrugged. “Well, those three certainly don’t.”

      “Three?”

      “We’ll talk about it as we walk, okay? A lot of stuff has happened that we haven’t told you about. Calm down and I’ll try to answer your questions. Everyone’s questions. Is that a good enough explanation of what happened, Yssy?”

      “Yes. Thank you. I didn’t know you could do that.”

      “I didn’t, either. It surprised me.”

      “You always surprise us,” Glasha said. “Why should you be immune?” She laughed and I joined her. The others continued in silence with pensive faces, preoccupied like they were still processing what I’d said.

      “Let’s get moving. I’ll let you know if I sense anything else. I want to get past Willowbrook as quickly as possible. I want to go home.”
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      Willowbrook wasn’t too far from Duskenweald, but it might as well have been a different country. After spending the night in a clearing DD remembered, we approached the last town before we’d reach the Dreadlands. There was no evidence of a large concentration of Sodality troops, and the road was as empty as when we’d passed through on the way out from the Dreadlands at the beginning of our journey. I let out a breath I hadn’t realized I’d been holding when we could get a peek at the town through a break in the trees bordering the small trail we were on. It looked like the same, sleepy community that we’d passed by before.

      “We should probably find out any news and get a few more supplies,” DD said. “Like last time, I think taking Glasha and Midra will be the best bet.”

      “I agree,” I told her. “Be careful, like always. I’ve been thinking about something…maybe you can find what I’m looking for in town.”

      “What is it?”

      I looked at the other women, all searching the land between us and the town a few miles away. “Come over here and I’ll explain it to you.”

      Since the main road passed straight through the center of town, most of us stayed on the small path while DD, Midra, and Glasha crossed through some trees and a field to get to the road. Best if no one saw us skulking around on the woodcutter path. We agreed to meet on the road a few miles on the other side of Willowbrook, where it wasn’t likely anyone would be there to see us.

      We’d already been near the road, off in the trees and watching for the trio when we spotted them coming. Glasha carried a large wooden crate and the other two women both carried sacks. I smiled at Ysduil, apparently too widely.

      “What are you smiling about?” she asked.

      “What’s not to smile for? I’m with my beautiful wife and my friends. My other friends—also stunningly attractive, I might add—are coming back safely from the town, and we’re almost to the Dreadlands, which feels more like home than any of the towns and cities we’ve passed through.”

      She giggled, but then caught herself and narrowed her eyes at me. “You’re trying to distract me. Why are you smiling like that? Really?”

      I pulled her into a kiss and laughed as I nibbled on her ear. “Just wait for them to get back. They’re almost here.”

      Glasha set her crate down carefully on a rock and opened the lid enough to peek in. The childlike glee displayed on the tough warrior’s face sent warmth through my body.

      “Mission accomplished?” I asked.

      DD set her sack down and nodded. “Yessir.” She snapped a salute at me and laughed. It was way too adorable and I had to grab her in a hug.

      “Thanks. You’re the best.” I kissed her cheek.

      “I was the one who carried the damn crate the entire way,” Glasha complained.

      “Only because you wouldn’t let us near it,” Midra said, taking her own look into the crate and making cooing noises.

      Ysduil put her hands on her hips. “Just what is going on here?”

      I swept the foxgirl off her feet and carried her over to the crate. “A little surprise I think you might enjoy.” I peppered her face with kisses, her hands pushing at me and making a halfhearted attempt to block my affection as she giggled. When I set her down, I stepped back and motioned toward the wooden crate, turning it into a low bow. “My fine, sexy lady. The answer to your question.”

      Ysduil looked at me suspiciously, then inspected the crate, and turned to Glasha and Midra who both had the most innocent expressions I’d ever seen on their faces, giving nothing away. I could have kissed them both right there.

      My foxgirl lifted up the lid slowly, like she was expecting springy snakes to jump out of it at her. I watched her face carefully as she peered in.

      “Oh my goddess!” she said. “They’re so adorable. Oh, Adam.” She reached in and pulled out a tiny, fluffy chick. It swayed in her hand and pecked a couple of times at a finger before she smothered it with kisses. “It’s so soft.”

      Soon every woman there, except DD and Evina, was holding a baby chicken and acting like a complete fool. I picked up one of my own, one with dark colored fuzzy feathers, and rubbed it on my cheeks. I mean, Ysduil was correct. They were very soft. Like nearly as soft as Amelie’s ears kind of soft. The bunny girl had one chick in each hand, alternating kissing and holding them to her chest.

      “Awesome job, DD. You, too, Glasha and Midra. You got food for them?”

      “We did,” the elf answered, accepting a chick from Midra. “Some vegetables and greens, mealworms. They should be fine until we get to Odonasia. They’re all chicks. I didn’t think pullets or cockerels were a good choice since we have some traveling to do before we get back.”

      “You’re fantastic. This will be great. Having fresh eggs will really be a treat. If only we could have gotten a cow.”

      DD laughed and planted a kiss on her chick. “I almost bought one. I decided it would be too much to go through the Dreadlands and the tunnels to get her all the way back to home, as much as having fresh milk would have been nice.”

      “We’ll figure it out. In the meantime, we have these little cuties.” I noticed that Glasha also had two chicks in her hands, one of which was a cinnamon color. Taking a closer look at the other one, I realized it wasn’t a chick at all. “Glasha, is that a duckling?”

      The green woman smiled at me and snuggled the little black and yellow fluffy creature. It opened up its rounded beak and huffed, the black stripe across its head making it look like a cute, fuzzy racecar.

      “She had to have them,” DD said. “She got two. The farmer was so entertained by her falling in love with the little monsters, she gave us the ducklings for free. Glasha has already named them.”

      I laughed and watched the tough warrior woman completely melt and babble nonsense at the duckling and chick she held. I only caught the meaning of one thing she said. I should have expected it. “Zartuka.” God, I loved that woman.

      Once we’d settled down, DD gave us her report while the others sat around cuddling their chicks. Even Evina held one. Tentatively like she was afraid to break it.

      “As you can see,” DD said, “we were able to find what you asked for. When they’re able, in three or four months, the females will start making eggs. We’ll have to build a safe place for them, but at first we can probably keep them penned up in a small room in the cave.

      “We got a few more supplies, mainly bread and other food. As you would expect, much of the news was about what’s going on in Duskenweald. The Sodality hasn’t officially said anything to Willowbrook, but neither have they come to visit. No one is sure if they’ll spread out to give the same treatment to them that they’re giving to Duskenweald.

      “Rumors are still flying about the resistance, and about the Cloak. People have made connections between the two. There is one other topic we heard several times about: monster sightings. Reports of unknown monsters attacking livestock, even killing a few people. Some were around Willowbrook, but others were from other towns and villages throughout Western Tenos. I didn’t hear any such reports from Eastern Tenos. There seem to be more nearer the Dreadlands, but not all. Some of the reports came from Duskenweald, before their current problems.

      “Of course, people blame everything from the Cloak to the Sodality moving their troops to Duskenweald to some wild tales about the world coming to an end. None of the reasons make much sense, but it’s clear that the monsters are real enough.

      “That’s all we heard. I gave the rumors a nudge, mentioning that I’d heard from someone that an Isameine was found to be alive, so that will spread now, too.”

      Evina stared at DD for a solid minute when she said that, but the princess didn’t comment and went back to awkwardly petting the chick in her hand.

      “Okay, then,” I said. “Thank you. The monster thing doesn’t surprise me. Erynth and Chiodh both said they thought something was going on with the monsters in the Dreadlands. Of course some might get out and cause trouble. I’m sure it’s not the last we’ll hear of it. What do you say we set up camp, get a good night’s rest, and try to make it to the dunim village the day after tomorrow?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Ten

          

        

      

    

    
      Between our cute new fluffy companions and leaving regular roads and towns behind, the mood of the entire group improved. Most no longer darted looks behind us or flinched at any unusual sound. Birdcalls and vocalizations from squirrels and other small animals filled the air, creating a soothing background that was natural and unthreatening.

      Our route took us north of the Neallir swamp and its ruins that lay mostly submerged in water. Only a few pieces of buildings were visible from our path, but my eyes went to where I knew the heart of the city lay. We’d only partially explored, but somehow I knew a perfectly straight line stretched from my eyes to that submerged room Glasha and I found.

      Ysduil touched my shoulder and my head jerked around. I let out a sharp breath at the surprise.

      “Are you okay?” she asked.

      “Yeah. I’m just…there’s a tugging sensation.”

      “To that place where you think you came into this world?”

      “Yes. I didn’t feel this the last time we were here, but now it’s like some power is trying to pull me there. If I don’t pay attention to where I place my feet, I drift toward that direction.” I pointed to what looked like every other spot in the water and trees.

      “Is it telling you to go there? To try to go home?”

      I shook my head. “I don’t know. I don’t think it’s trying to tell me anything. It pulls at me, that’s all. I don’t know why.”

      “You have a connection with Neallirah?” Evina asked. She was, as always, near me when we traveled.

      “I think I came to this world through there. In the ruins, we found a room that defies natural laws. I don’t know. Have you heard of the ruins? It’s pretty far from where you were, even from the ruins of your capital city.”

      “I know a little. Star was one of the greatest historians in the world, even when the empire was in power. She had a theory about knowledge and how it had disappeared. She said that some things had too much power to be suppressed completely. Aycrish and her sacrifice, along with the immense energy wielded by both her and Zyoxi, and some few legends about others with extreme power. Places with the right magic to resist whatever had eliminated almost all of history. One such place was Neallirah.

      “We know that it was the jewel of the world, a place that everyone on Tenos knew and respected. Venerated, even. A place of heroes, of power. Neallirah existed for one reason: it was the combination and culmination of the most powerful protectors ever assembled. Yet they all paled in comparison to Nealli herself.

      “She it was who brought the powerful together in that place. She trained most of them herself and the city stood as a beacon against all that would do harm to the innocent and good people in the world.

      “The wonders of magic that existed there we can only try to imagine, and we have no idea how long the city stood. Some fragments of stories exist. They point to a disastrous clash with an evil power almost as great as Nealli and the city itself. Only vague references to that power exist, but one thing seems likely: in the end, much like with Aycrish, Nealli and her heroes defeated the evil, but barely. The victory cost them everything and soon after, the heroes, the legends, and the great city itself had fallen. Of course, ‘soon after’ might mean decades, centuries, or millennia.

      “The great mage, before she disappeared, predicted that the city would rise again when it was needed. Metaphorically, I think, not physically. The implication was that it would be needed, and only the power of the city, or of Nealli herself, could protect Tenos a second time. Of course, that might have been historians or storytellers engaging in wishful thinking. We would all like to believe that if the world was ending, there would be something to stand between everyone and the destruction of all we know.

      “I’d like to see the ruins sometime, if we can manage it. I’d always pictured it in my mind a certain way. I’m sure the ruins look nothing like my image, but to stand near it, with all its history. I think it would be something.”

      I looked into Evina’s eyes, which had a faraway quality to them. Like she was looking at her own image. At that moment, I felt more connected to her than I had since I’d met her. She wasn’t playing the spoiled royal brat or the know-it-all. She had shared one of her desires, a dream of seeing a piece of the history she’d been taught. I respected that and agreed with it.

      Of course, her version of the history of the sunken city differed from what we’d been told by Thalosia. It was the difference between a seer’s information and that of a historian. I wondered which was correct. It was probably a combination of both. Historical record is often like that.

      “We might be able to arrange that,” I said. “But not on this trip. We need to get back to Odonasia, with as few detours and distractions as possible.”

      Her eyes gained clarity and they turned hard. She scoffed and drifted a few feet away as we continued to walk. There she was. The brat. She’d returned with a vengeance because I didn’t bow to her wishes. I let out a sigh and resumed my furtive glances toward where I knew the ruins to be.

      Ysduil took my hand in hers and walked beside me silently. After a few minutes, I shared my thoughts with her.

      “I don’t know why I would feel compelled to go back to where I came from. I mean, I’m doing more good in this world than I could ever do in my own. On top of that, I have a new family here, one that I cherish. You, Glasha, Amelie, all our friends. I’m happy and, even though I’d like to see my parents, I don’t think I need to go back. This feeling, though, is another thing. Not only emotions, but this weird thing that’s pulling on me.”

      “It could be magic,” she said, “or it could be part of your emotions deep down that you’re not recognizing. Maybe you have unfinished business with your family or friends?”

      “I don’t know. Why can’t I just accept that I’m happy here with you instead of feeling like there’s something I need to do? It’s aggravating.”

      “Be patient, my love. So much is happening right now, it’s normal to be confused. Maybe when things settle down a little, it’ll all be clearer to you. The ruins will still be there, and we will help you in any way we can to solve the mystery.”

      “I know. I love it that whatever happens, you’ll be with me. You’re probably right about it. I need to stop letting it consume my thoughts and focus on what we’re doing. If it happens that I can go back to clear up things with my family and friends, then we’ll deal with it. If not, maybe this weird thing tugging on me will go away.”

      We reached the edge of the Dreadlands north of the swamp and the ruins, and threaded our way between them and the heavy vegetation that marked the Dreadlands. It curved toward the south and so did we, until the Neallir Fortress came into view. We stopped for a break.

      I hadn’t told our newest members what had happened with the fortress, neither how Ysduil and I originally escaped nor when we’d come back to empty it of soldiers and torch it. Sitting within view of the massive walls, I caught them up on things.

      As we left the sparsely wooded land, I took a long look at the fortress, close enough to see people moving around on the walls and through the gates. The Sodality had rebuilt some of the structures and there were dozens—maybe hundreds—of people wandering about like a colony of ants. It wasn’t in full operation yet, but they were getting there. I wasn’t sure how I felt about that.

      “They’re undoing all our work,” Glasha said, noticing my gaze lingering on the fortress. “Too bad we couldn’t destroy it completely.”

      “Yeah. I hope we don’t regret not finding a way to do that.”

      She clapped a hand on my shoulder. “Maybe one day we’ll finish what we started. It worries me not.”

      I followed the green woman, the last of us disappearing into the undergrowth that marked the edge of the Dreadlands.

      We decided not to push through in the dark to get to the village. Instead, we made camp in an area Glasha knew and spent one of the few nights we’d had with a fire to keep us warm. The dunim village came into sight midway through the next day.

      Shagar was already waiting outside her tent, with four familiar faces surrounding her. Ysduil rushed to Aewen Insen first, hugging the older sister, then repeated her actions with Odrifa Zerus, Asami, and Neasale Rimorus. They were the gnome, fox beastkin, and snake beastkin priestesses we’d found in the far north of Western Tenos, near where the mountains called the Teeth of the Destroyer and the Dreadlands made a wall separating Western Tenos from the rest of the continent.

      After Ysduil greeted the sisters, she called for Amelie to approach. My bunny girl stepped up, solemnly carrying Gesin Wenet’s staff held out horizontally in both arms. She schooled her face, but it twitched now and then as her nervousness shone through.

      Aewen caught sight of Amelie when she had only taken a few steps and the older sister dropped to her knees.

      “Nooooo! Goddess, no. Why do you have her staff? Where is Gesin? Where is our Grand Priestess?”

      Several of the dunim nearby readied their weapons until they realized the loud noises were not from an attack. Shagar stood passively, but her eyes shimmered at the chipmunk beastkin’s anguished outburst.

      Amelie burst into tears and the staff dipped. DD was there to prop her up and to take her burden from her. The other sisters all wore stricken expressions.

      Glasha and I went to Shagar, leaving the sisters to express their grief with each other. Ysduil had already wrapped up the sobbing Aewen in a hug and was talking to her softly, trying to soothe her.

      “That staff belonged to the leader of all the priestesses of Odona,” I told Shagar. “The Grand Priestess Gesin Wenet.”

      “Is Nysea not the leader of the sisters?” the dunim chief asked.

      “No. Gesin was Nysea’s boss. We found the Sodality assassin who killed Gesin and she told us where she had made a cairn for her.”

      “Did you kill her?”

      “We did. She was also after Evina over there. Princess Evina Isameine.”

      “I know this name, Isameine. She is the last survivor of the family? I thought the Sodality killed them all.”

      “Everyone did. She’s been in hiding for twenty years. We barely made it in time. I’ll tell you all about it later. I wanted to explain the sisters’ reactions. Thank you for allowing them to stay here.”

      Shagar smirked at me. “We are allies, Adam. That is what allies do for each other. It was little work. The sisters are fine guests. They even insisted on working for the food we freely gave them. For those who grew up in the soft lands, they are respectful and honorable.”

      “If it’s okay with you, we’ll stay here tonight and then head back to Odonasia tomorrow. We have some things to discuss with you, but that won’t take long.”

      “Of course. It is always a pleasure when you visit and bring back my troublesome Glasha so I can be assured she hasn’t done something stupid and lost a limb yet.” She made a show of looking my green warrior over. “I see nothing missing. Surprising, but pleasant.”

      Glasha barked a laugh. “It is good to see you, too, my chief.”
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      We got the sisters calmed down and made introductions. Merlara was fascinated with the village and with the dunim themselves. She’d grown accustomed to Glasha, but to see an entire village of monster women was apparently a different experience for her. There were not many monster races who regularly mingled near where she had lived.

      Vesina, too, enjoyed speaking with the dunim, especially Shagar. The two hit it off right away, chatting about child-rearing of all things.

      I stole Glasha away as the others relaxed after we’d given Shagar an update on things, especially our capabilities for making tools and weapons in Odonasia. Ysduil spotted me pulling Glasha along by the hand, and she blew a kiss at me and smiled.

      “Is there somewhere we can go where there won’t be a bunch of people around listening to us?” I asked my gorgeous dunim warrior.

      “Yes. I know just the place. A small cave I used to retreat to when I didn’t feel like dealing with others. Come.”

      When we entered the cave, Glasha looked around, a puzzled look on her face.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “It seemed bigger in my memories. It has been some time since I came here.” She pointed toward the back wall. “Someone else has been making use of it, though.” Several rough blankets and a fur hide lay on the floor. It looked as comfortable as any pallet or bedroll I’d seen.

      “Sit with me?” I asked.

      “Of course.”

      We sat on the fur, side-by-side. I turned so I faced her and tugged her hands to guide her to face me.

      “Glasha…” I started.

      Her eyes darted. “Did you bring me here to…talk? Are we going to discuss feelings?”

      I laughed. The woman who would fight a dozen monsters at a time or take on half a dozen Sodality soldiers alone looked petrified of talking about how she felt.

      “No, not really a discussion. It’s more that I wanted to say something. Ask you something. What did you think I wanted to drag you away from the others for?”

      “I thought we were going to have sex.”

      I surprised her with a kiss. “I love you, you know? Of course we’re going to have sex. If you want to. First, though, can I ask you something?”

      She kissed me back. “Yes.”

      “Uh, well…you know how much I love you, and Ysduil too. You stood for us when we got married and you are our family. When I tried to bring it up before, you told me not to, but it’s been a little while and we’ve been through so much. Glasha, I want to marry you. I’ve talked to Shagar about it and she told me what we needed to do. She approves and I love you and would you be my wife?”

      I rushed through it all quickly, in one breath, but the way she looked at me, with her beautiful blue eyes wide and fixed had my heart thudding in my chest.

      “Your wife? Marry you?”

      “Yeah. You know, if you want to. I know you don’t like talking about it, but—”

      Her lips smothered mine as she squeezed every bit of air out of my lungs. I spent a breathless, dizzying couple of minutes fighting with myself over whether to keep kissing her or to try harder to get air into my lungs.

      I chose to keep kissing her.

      When she finally released me, I sucked in a breath like I’d been at the bottom of the ocean. After some more panting, I was able to get some words out.

      “Does that mean…?”

      “Yes.” Tears filled her eyes. “Yes, I will marry you. We will belong to each other officially and everyone will know how much I love you. Without me having to actually tell them.” She wrinkled her nose at that and I chuckled.

      “We’ll do it as soon as we can. Do you want to have a wedding here in the village or in Odonasia? Nothing fancy, unless you want that. I’m thinking the same type of informal thing like with me and Ysduil.”

      “We can discuss that,” she said. “but for the moment, the happy news has me very horny. Would you mind helping me out of these clothes so I can feel you inside me?”

      I grinned at her. “I would not mind that at all. In fact, I would love that.”

      I moved up to her, our faces and bodies only a few inches away, and looked into her beautiful blue eyes. I put a hand up to her smooth cheek and caressed it upward, then tickled her ear and pinched the pointed tip.

      “You are so amazingly gorgeous and sexy,” I whispered as I put my lips on hers. A huff of breath washed over my face, her woodsy, leathery, sweet scent filling my nostrils. I let my lips linger on hers, enjoying the simple feel of hers. So soft.

      We held still for a moment, communing, before my green future wife put her arms around me and pulled me into a more energetic kiss. I dropped my hands to the straps on her armor and worked them loose as I chased her tongue around her mouth with my own.

      I calmly unbuckled the various clasps that held her armor tightly to her magnificent body. Our kisses were soft and slow, and they were all the hotter for it. When I finally got her pauldrons and her breastplate off, I broke our kiss and put myself at arm’s length.

      “What are you doing?” she asked.

      “I want to get a better look at you. I watch you all the time. How your body moves and all the glimpses of your incredible form. It’s nice to be able to do it without worrying about anyone catching me and commenting on it.”

      Her lips curved into a smile and I had the urge to lunge in and take them in my teeth or suck on them. I reached over and worked her leather battle skirt loose, with its multiple buckles and straps. When it dropped to the cave floor, she scooped it up with one foot and lifted it so I could grab it and place it next to her other discarded armor.

      “Turn for me, Glasha. Slowly. Let me inspect every inch of you before I start to taste you.”

      “Taste me? Will you not go inside me?”

      “I will, but we’re not rushed and I want to take my time to enjoy you, and to do what I can that you’ll enjoy.”

      “Mmmmm.” She did as I asked and turned slowly, raising her arms and swaying her hips as she did it.

      I barely knew where to start. She had on only her tiny red crop shirt and her matching thong. As she moved, the way her muscles shifted in the dim light snatched my attention and wouldn’t let go. Her tight, muscular ass was one of the finest I’d ever seen in my life and when she shifted her weight, it created the perfect blend of striated muscle and soft round flesh. My hand twitched, wanting to grab it.

      My eyes shifted up to her back. God, I loved her back. Like the rest of her, it twitched, lines of definition appearing then disappearing like they were teasing me. When her turn brought her around to face me, the lumps in her top were more pronounced than they were before. I licked my lips at the sight of her hard nipples trying to press through the fabric.

      I shifted my gaze upward, and my pulse sped up at her watching me watching her. Her eyes, almost glowing in the diffuse light from outside the cave, locked onto mine. The most delicious smile played across her lips.

      I trailed a finger up the center of her abs, between the impressively cut muscles. She shivered and goosebumps appeared on her shoulders and the top of her chest.

      “Cold?” I asked.

      She shook her head. “Hot.”

      “You can fucking say that again. Zartuka.”

      She leaned in to kiss me, but a hand on her chest stopped her. “Nuh-uhn. There are some things I’ve been meaning to do to you. Slow things.”

      “I want you now,” she whispered.

      “I want you, too. So much. Trust me, though. You’ll like it. Being anxious is part of it.” I picked up one of her hands and brought it to my mouth, kissing her palm. “Okay?” I put her index finger in my mouth and sucked.

      “O-o-okay.”

      I nibbled at her palm and interlaced the fingers of my hand with her unoccupied hand, then sucked on each of her fingers individually. Her breathing became noticeably faster.

      I kissed up her wrist, running my tongue up her forearm, lingering at the hollow of her elbow, and going up to her shoulder. I stopped to softly bite her deltoid, summoning more goosebumps.

      “Your skin is so soft, and I love how you taste.”

      “Rrrrrrr.”

      I smiled into her neck and nipped at it, moving upward to the edge of her jaw and to her lips. We engaged in a soft, passionate kiss that had my body going to twice its normal temperature. I broke it abruptly to kiss up to her ears.

      “So sexy.” The vibrations of my lips on her ear sent her body into another shudder. Her hands, which I’d released, clawed into my back through my shirt. I spent some time nibbling on her earlobe, especially the tip, while my hands roamed along her butt cheeks, feeling the muscles as she shifted.

      “Mmmmmm.” Glasha’s breathing settled into a constant cycle of sighs and deep inhales while I kissed her collarbone and moved down to her chest. I toyed with a nipple with my fingers before pulling her top off to set her breasts free.

      “You have the greatest tits.” I backed up my words by licking around one globe, circling the areola, and flicking her nipple with my tongue. Widening my mouth, I took in as much of her firm flesh as I could, including the entire areola, and sucked hard.

      “Uh.”

      I kissed down to her navel, then kept going until I reached the little triangle of cloth that covered her sex. The red material was darker than normal and when I licked it, I confirmed it was soaking wet, saturated in her unique taste. Like her scent, it had components of forest, leather, a bit of old honey, but also with a slight metallic tang.

      “Can I lick you?” I asked.

      Glasha chuckled.

      “No, I mean, really lick you. I want to do something that I know you’ll like.”

      “Yes.” Her voice had a dreamy quality and I glanced up to see that her eyes were almost completely closed.

      I smiled and pulled off her thong, watching her now opened eyes as they observed me put it to my mouth to suck on it. I held it up to her and she sniffed it, then tentatively flicked her tongue out to taste it.

      “You see how good you taste? Do you want to taste more?”

      “Uh-huhn.”

      “Come here.” I stood and took her hand, dropping her thong off on the pile of armor. When I got to the fur and blankets, I laid down on my back. “Bring that fantastic pussy of yours over here.” I pointed to my mouth.

      I guided the sexy warrior to straddle my face, not in a sixty-nine position, but with her facing over the top of my head. She naturally leaned forward to be on all fours. Her tangy slit was a scant inch or two above my mouth.

      Grabbing her ass, I pulled her down. She widened her knees and sank down onto my face, with my tongue already reaching for her. When it made contact, she moaned and arched her back.

      “Such a pretty pussy,” I said. “Bald and wet and delicious.” I flicked my tongue and she sucked in a breath. Dunim had no hair on their bodies except their heads, so without even trying, Glasha always maintained a slick, smooth surface around her slit. When wet, like right now, it was exceptionally slippery and my tongue glided over her like we’d applied a whole bottle of lubrication.

      I kneaded her fine ass while I licked up her lips in long, slow strokes. Glasha moved her hips, rocking and thrusting to amplify my tongue’s contact. In no time, she was moaning and panting.

      I reached up and tweaked one of her nipples, which hung above my eyes. The muscles in her abdomen clenched and released as her back arched and then rose, her entire body focused on moving her pussy across my tongue.

      “Sit up,” I commanded. She paused in her motions, but then pushed up with her arms and sat up vertically. “Oooh. Good girl.” I rewarded her by plunging my tongue deep into her. Her body twitched.

      “Awwwrrrr.”

      As I licked up her and pressed on her clit with my tongue, I ran my hands up her tight tummy to her breasts and began to rub and massage them. She quickly got into another rhythm with her hips, rocking them to meet my licking and sucking.

      “Uh-uh-uh-uh.”

      One hand cupped her ass while the other took one of her hands and put it on her heaving breasts. Together, we rubbed and played with her nipple as I licked her with a slowness that was almost painful to maintain. I wanted so badly to ram my tongue into her faster, but I forced myself to keep it slow.

      “Faster, Adam. Oh, faster.”

      I spoke into her lips. “Slow is smooth and smooth is fast. Trust me.”

      She sped up her hips, completely disregarding what I’d said. I put both hands on her waist and forced her to slow down to an even slower rate than before.

      “Trust me. Relax and enjoy it.”

      We spent an eternity slowly building up the pressure within us. She wasn’t the only one suffering, wanting to go all out. My dick was harder than diamond, leaking fluid and wanting to dive deep into her. But I stayed the course.

      After several minutes, Glasha’s body started twitching. Jerking. We maintained the slow pace, but her soft moans turned into more urgent ones.

      “Oh, goddess. Adam. It’s…oh! I’ve never…ah! Keep doing that. Yes!”

      She’d finally taken my guidance and started playing with her own tits, freeing my hands to work up along her sensitive side and her even more sensitive ass. Specifically, in between her cheeks and on her hole.

      I fingered her puckered skin, and the sliding across it and occasional direct pressure had her twisting and groaning.

      The slow build to orgasm is a beautiful thing, and over the next few minutes, Glasha experienced it. The dunim warrior whimpered. Moaned. But she maintained the delectable, slow pace we’d kept all along.

      “Uh-huh-uh-huh. Uh-uh-uh. I can’t…I can’t…uh-huh-huh-huh.”

      There’s something incredibly sexy and arousing about bringing someone almost to tears because they’re so overwhelmed by pleasure. Chances were good I would come just by witnessing it.

      When I had her on the edge, with her mumbling and whimpering unintelligibly, I reached as far into her canal as I could with my tongue while pressing my finger up to my first digit in her ass. Adding some suction on her lips finished her off.

      “Awwwrrrrrr!”

      Glasha’s body shuddered and twitched and thrashed. I grabbed hard onto her ass and pulled her to my face. My head and shoulders left the blanket, carried by the force of her backward arch.

      “Uh-uh-uh-uh-uh. Yes. Yes.”

      Her juices flooded into my mouth and over my face as I held on for the ride.

      It took a long time for her to stop twitching, her body occasionally jumping even after I’d licked up all her nectar and released her. She moved back so she could lean down and kiss me hard on the mouth. The pressure of her belly on my dick threatened to make me lose control, but luckily I still had my pants on, so even though I thrust my hips upward, there wasn’t quite enough friction.

      “What do you think?” I asked her.

      She licked my face, then licked her lips. “I do taste good.”

      “You do.”

      “Also, you might have something with this slow is fast thing.”

      “Yeah, I think so, too.”
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      We kissed as Glasha’s hips rotated on top of me. She suddenly stopped and looked me in the eyes.

      “You…I didn’t do anything for you. It was all you pleasuring me.”

      “I love to pleasure you.”

      “But I want to give you pleasure.”

      “Oh, you did.”

      “Did you come?” she asked.

      “No. Almost, but I held it off.”

      “Why?”

      I grabbed her lip in my teeth. “Because we’re not done yet. Remember, we have a little time. Do you think I would waste this opportunity and make you climax only once?”

      “You want to make me do that again?”

      “Many more times, though I don’t know if we have time for too many more.”

      “One. I would like one more. When you do. I don’t think I could withstand more than two like that. My goddess, Adam, do you know how intense that was?”

      “Mmm. I do. I love it.”

      She smothered me with kisses. “I love you. Do all men care so much for their lover’s pleasure?”

      I shrugged. “I don’t know. Not always, from what I’ve heard. I like to think that most do, though. One thing I can say. In this world, I’m definitely the only one.” I bit at her nipple and she pulled away from me laughing.

      “So,” I said. “I’d really like it if you help me off with my pants and then get back in this position.”

      The sexy green woman looked down and noticed that she was straddling my hips, her bald pussy pressing just below the hard lump of my cock, and her lower belly right on top of it. She flashed me an evil grin and rocked her hips.

      “Oh, God. That’s not fair at all.” The light pressure made more pre-cum trickle out of my dick.

      She hopped off me, had my pants off in about three seconds, and sat on her knees, having a staring contest with Willy the One-Eyed Wonder Worm. Her tongue lapped up the escaped fluid.

      “Mmmm. I like how you taste, too. Do you want me to—”

      “If you want to. Glasha, you can basically do anything right now and I’m guaranteed to come. If you want to suck me off, that’s fine. If you want to give me a hand job, that’s great, too. I’ll fuck your tits if you want. But if you are serious about having a baby and want to try for that, well, I love you and would be ecstatic to make you a mother. It’s your choice, my almost-wife.”

      Another tear appeared in Glasha’s eye. That was twice in an hour I’d seen the hardened warrior cry.

      “That is okay with you?”

      “I love you, Glasha Axecrusher. I would do anything for you. I would love to have children with you, either now or later. What I want right now is to make you come and to feel more of your body, whichever part you want me to focus on.”

      She dove onto me and kissed me even more enthusiastically than before. By the time she let me up for air, I saw little flashes of light at the edges of my vision. She leaned up to rub her tits on my face, then settled back, hand on my dick to guide it into her very warm and very wet pussy.

      I managed to bring the sexy dunim to orgasm twice more before I came so hard I knew that peeing would sting the next day. She rolled onto the blankets beside me and we held each other, kissed, and dozed until some internal alarm clock told me we probably needed to get back to the others before they sent out a search party.

      We both sighed and rose from the makeshift bed to get our clothes on. I kissed Glasha’s hand. “I’ll talk to Shagar about a wedding, and Ysduil and Amelie, too, of course. We can figure out a good time to do it.”

      “It’s enough that we have made the commitment,” she said. “The timing doesn’t matter. We can talk to them together, especially Ysduil and Amelie. It doesn’t feel real, that I will get married.”

      “It is kind of great. I’m so glad to have you in my life, Glasha.”

      “And I am glad you decided to help me out when I was fighting those aanem. What would my life have been like without you?”

      “Let’s not find out, okay?”

      When we returned to the village, we found Ysduil and Amelie sitting near the fire where they’d been earlier. The foxgirl gave me a wide smile and the bunny girl looked at me and Glasha, our hands clasped, before her lips formed a smirk.

      “Uh, sorry,” I said.

      “One of the sentries told us where you’d gone,” Shagar said. She took a drink from her cup and raised an eyebrow.

      “Oh, right. Well, we had a little celebrating to do. I asked Glasha to marry me and she said yes. So, we need to figure out when to have the ceremony and I guess we can make a party out of it.”

      Ysduil bounced to her feet and started clapping. “Oooooh. It’s about time. Now we’ll truly be sister-wives. I’m so happy.” She actually left the ground, leaping at Glasha, and the dunim caught her with barely a stumble. The two looked like they were wrestling, each squeezing the other until Glasha’s armor creaked.

      I watched Amelie, afraid that she’d react badly. I hadn’t planned on announcing it without talking to her first, but it kind of got away from me.

      The long-eared knockout met my eyes and gave me a smile big enough that I felt liquid pooling in my eyes. I put my arms out and she rushed into them. As I held her and kissed her ears, I whispered to her.

      “Is it all right, Amelie? I wanted to talk to you beforehand. I’m sorry I didn’t.”

      “It’s good. I love you both.”

      “I love you, too. I want to marry you, too, you know?”

      Silence.

      “Amelie?”

      “You do?”

      “Of course. I was going to wait until you become a priestess, or more importantly, until we find your mother so I can ask her for permission, but I want you to be my wife, too.”

      I heard soft sobs coming from my chest, where she had buried her face.

      “Amelie? I’m sorry. Are you okay?”

      “Yes. Yes. These are happy tears. You do love me?”

      “I do. Can’t live without you.”

      “We’ll wait.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Yes. I like the thought of you asking my mother. It’s romantic.”

      I snorted. “Okay, it’s a deal. Hopefully she won’t tell me no.”

      “She won’t.”

      I tilted her head to kiss her just as Ysduil and Glasha came over.

      “Awww, what’s the matter honey-bunny?”

      “Are you sad because of what we said?” Glasha asked. “We don’t have to get married if—”

      “It’s fine. These are happy tears. I’m so happy for you, Glasha. And Adam just told me he would marry me, too, but we decided to wait.”

      Piercing blue eyes and red-orange eyes both locked onto mine.

      “What?” I said. “I love all three of you. It’s not like we haven’t talked about this.”

      Ysduil shook her head. “Not that. Why are you going to wait?”

      Amelie snuggled into me. “He wants to ask my mother’s permission, when we rescue her.”

      “Ooooooh.” Ysduil literally snatched the bunny girl from beside me and smothered her in another hug. “That is so romantic.”

      I traded looks with Glasha and we both broke out in laughter. I shrugged. “Well, everyone is different.”

      While Ysduil and Amelie talked excitedly, both with “happy” tears in their eyes, Glasha and I spoke with Shagar.

      “I am happy for you, Glasha. Few dunim marriages are more than two, but tradition is not what it used to be. Before, few were between two women, but that has changed as well. The important thing is that you are happy.”

      “I am,” Glasha said. “The marriage ceremony is not what’s important. The commitment and love are. Nothing will change except a public statement.”

      “When do you think we should have the wedding?” I asked.

      “Dunim weddings are not sizable events as they are with some peoples. The party to celebrate afterward is usually a large feast, but it is not necessary to have one. It would be nice for the tribe to have something to celebrate, though.”

      “I know Glasha doesn’t like large gatherings, and I didn’t before, either. By necessity, I’ve gotten used to them. What do you say, Glasha? We don’t have to have a party. We can do a short ceremony with only a few people and call it good.”

      “No. Shagar is correct. The tribe would enjoy a feast, a chance to eat and drink and forget about how tough it is to survive here.”

      “Okay, then. We’re not going to be able to organize something tonight, and we really need to get back to Odonasia. I guess we’ll have to figure something out later, if that’s okay. I’m sure some of the sisters would like to be part of it also. Glasha?”

      “It worries me not. From when we agreed, I became your wife. The ceremony, and party, can come later. There are important things that must be done.”

      “There you have it. We’ll talk to the sisters, but don’t worry. Glasha is one of your tribe and you are most important in planning this. Any of the sisters or our other friends that want to attend will come with us so we can have it here, as it should be.”

      The chief dipped her head at me. “Thank you, Adam. Your honor is a credit to your race, and your gender.”

      “I have to keep the mother-in-law happy.” The confused looks on both women told me I’d used another Earth saying that was unfamiliar. Too bad. It ruined the joke. “Never mind. Thank you for the compliment.”

      We found Ysduil and Amelie chatting with Midra and DD. Evina, Vesina, Merlara, and Norel were also near. They’d stuck together in the unfamiliar village.

      “It’s about time you did that,” DD said. “The marriage, I mean. Not what you spent the last two hours doing. Though I’m interested in that, too…”

      “Down, elf,” Midra said. “Really, though, it’s great news, you two. Congratulations. I know you’ll be happy.”

      “Thanks, doggy,” Glasha said. “Play your cards right and you might be in line.”

      I swung my wide eyes to Glasha.

      “What? You know you think she’s sexy. Just look at her. I’ve seen how you two interact. Don’t tell me there’s nothing there.”

      “Who are you and what did you do with the real Glasha?” I said, trying to laugh it off. I did catch a shy smile on Midra’s lips as my eyes swept past her on the way to Glasha. “No more…uh, what you got earlier. It seems to make you bolder.”

      “Zartuka.”
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      Our group was ready to go as the sun was coming up.

      “Give your mother my greetings,” Shagar told Midra as she walked us to the edge of the village. The two chiefs had become fast friends after I’d introduced them and the gnosta spent some time in the dunim village while we’d attacked the fortress.

      “I will,” Midra said. “She has told me how much she misses talking with you. When we can schedule the wedding, I’m sure she’ll come to visit.”

      I put my arm around Ysduil. It felt good to see that some of what we’d done had brought people closer together. It gave me a little glimpse of what was possible if we could gather more allies to work with us. I’d never thought it was possible to change the world, but the more I saw and did, the more I believed it could happen.

      “Don’t forget what I told you, Adam,” Shagar said. “Some monsters are acting strangely. Be careful.”

      “We will. Thank you for allowing us to stay and for taking in the sisters while they waited for us.” Before bed the night before, I’d talked with the chief about problems in the Dreadlands. Between what she said, what Erynth and Chiodh had told us, and what Crelora had reported, it was clear something was going on. No one had a clue what, but there was no lack of reports of things being wonky with some of the monsters in the Dreadlands.

      That familiar path to Chiodh seemed shorter than ever. The dark-haired dracora was surprised to see us hauling even more people through, but was respectful to the sisters, to the princess, and to the other women with us. After getting to know her as well as I did, she was definitely one of my favorite people. I had a lot of favorites, which made me happier than I’d have ever thought.

      After introductions were done, Chiodh sniffed the air. She swung her head back and forth until her gaze settled on the wooden crate Glasha carried. “You’ve brought me something to eat?”

      Glasha’s eyes grew hard. If she didn’t have both hands on the crate she carried, she would’ve been clutching her sword.

      “Don’t joke about that, Chiodh. Those are chicks.” I took one out and held it out so she could see it.

      “That creature is adorable. I bet it is also delicious, but I won’t steal your pets. Be assured, Glasha.”

      “We’re going to raise them and keep their eggs as food,” I said, then explained how we needed to get back to Odonasia quickly.

      “You’re sure you know the way and will be able to handle whatever you run into?” Chiodh asked. “The dangers you’ve seen are only a fraction of what’s there. Without me or Erynth, you will probably be attacked more.”

      “I think we can handle it,” I said. “I think you’re blowing it out of proportion because you want me to owe you another ‘favor.’”

      The gorgeous dragonkin put her hand to her supremely attractive chest. “Well, I have never heard such a blatant…okay, yes, I would like one of your favors. But I’m being serious. It can be dangerous down there.”

      I stepped up to Chiodh and gave her a deep kiss, then whispered into her ear. “You don’t have to barter with me. You know I’ll do that for you for free. You’ve told me you would like offspring and I will do my best to help you with it. Besides, I love what we do together.”

      “Mmmm. Me, too.”

      I stepped back. “But I do think we can handle it. I appreciate you letting us use your tunnels and I don’t want to keep taking up your time with all the weird things going on in the Dreadlands. Between me and my girls, along with the new sisters, especially our resident badass Odrifa, I think we’ll be fine. Most of the monsters will still be wary of coming too close to the tunnels you and your sister use frequently.”

      The gnome sister wore a look on her face that clearly communicated, yeah, you’re right. I’m a total badass. If it were possible to stand still with a swagger, she was doing it. I jerked my chin at her and she gave me a confident smile.

      The dragon woman sighed. “Fine. I expect you to spend a little time with me the next time you’re here, though.”

      “Absolutely. I find myself saying this and apologizing all the time, but there are so many things going on, I have regrets every day that I wasn’t able to do things. Today’s regret is you.”

      “Oh, get out of here, and take your cute little excuses with you.”

      I wrapped her in a hug and gave her another kiss. Ysduil did the same and, at Glasha’s prompting, so did Midra. Chiodh held onto the gnoll woman longer than the rest of us and brushed her lips across Midra’s. From the moment she’d met—and gotten the scent of—the dark-haired gnoll, it had been painfully obvious she was interested.

      “That was nice,” I whispered to Midra after we left. “She’s really into you.”

      The gnoll blushed prettily. “It’s amazing to me. She’s so beautiful. And sexy. And dragon-y. I didn’t believe Glasha when she told me and teased me about it. I never noticed.”

      I put my arm around her and hugged her to me as we walked. “Everyone else did. If I left you two in a room, I don’t think you’d have a choice. You’d both be naked and what followed would be worth paying to watch.”

      She smirked at me. “Would you watch?”

      “Are you kidding? I’d be first in line with all my money in my hand. If I had any money.”

      “Hmmm. Maybe we can arrange something.”

      I laughed and kissed her on the cheek. “I can totally see why she wants you. You’re too fucking sexy.”

      We weren’t attacked at all on the way back to Odonasia, which actually concerned me more than if we had been. Another sign that things were going crazy. We usually got at least a few smaller monsters. Ones with absolutely no common sense or instinct for self-preservation.

      After finishing up in Erynth’s cave, with more people kissing and hugging her hello and goodbye, we finally tackled the last leg of our trip. We’d been describing Odonasia to the newest members of our group and they were palpably excited to see the caverns for themselves. So, when we reached an obstruction in our path, all conversation stropped. From one forested area to where another started, we ran suddenly into a wall. Or the side of a palisade, to be more accurate.

      “What the hell?”

      A voice rang out. “Who…oh, Adam! Come around to your right. There’s a gate. Everyone, Adam’s back. Open up the door.”

      Ysduil and DD inspected the logs driven into—or buried in—the ground, my foxgirl running her fingers over the bark that remained on the sharpened trees. The wall was a good fifteen to twenty feet tall, lashed together with tree fiber ropes, and they spread out to both sides as far as we could see. The wall curved, but at the wide angle, the area it surrounded must have been huge, probably encompassing the whole hill into which the cave entrances were set.

      Kaylessa Messan stood at a gate of stout logs as thick, or thicker than, those making up the wall. She was a squirrel beastkin who often did work as a scout. A friendly, flirty, light-brown-haired beauty who’d propositioned me more than once. Her eyes were alight with her joy at seeing us.

      “Ysduil, DD, Amelie.” The stress she put on the last word made the bunny girl blush. I wasn’t sure what that was about, but I’d definitely ask later. As her eyes ran over the assembled group, her mouth dropped open. “Aewen Insen? Is that you, sister?”

      Aewen clutched Gesin’s staff. We’d allowed her to carry it since it seemed to offer her a little comfort. She still mourned the Grand Priestess.

      “It is. Kaylessa, was it? I have not seen you since you were much younger.”

      “That’s right. I remember it well. But, sister…what?”

      Ysduil stepped up to Kaylessa. “Please, keep it down for now, Kay. We have news, but it would be better if we spoke with Nysea and the others first. You understand, don’t you?

      “Of-of course.” Despite her rigid posture, her eyes were filling up. “But…”

      “Yes,” Ysduil said, wrapping the scout in a hug. “Yes. Are you on duty? Can you join us, lead us to the caves?”

      Kaylessa squared her shoulders. “Of course.” She called out to another sister in armor. “I will lead them in and explain the changes we’ve made. Can you cover me?”

      The other sister nodded and snapped a salute.

      DD came up and put her arm around Kaylessa, with Ysduil mirroring her on the other side. We all filed in and the gate closed.

      As we headed toward the cave entrance, my eyes couldn’t stop swinging around, checking out everything around us. Some areas had been cleared, stakes set to mark off their dimensions and some ground turned over in one section. The start of fields? Paths—legitimate paths—ran through the space, including under our feet. The underbrush had been trimmed back and the ground smoothed, making our stroll easy and comfortable.

      Then I saw some of the buildings. Only a handful had been completed, but I saw in my mind what it might look like in a month or two, with houses and other structures lining some of the paths. The charcoal kiln—actually kilns—stood off to the left, smoke drifting from them, piles of logs stacked nearby. Near the west entrance to the caves, what looked like the foundation of a castle tower dominated the area, the wavy signature of heat rippling the air above it and an immense bellows rigged up to its side. It seemed that Eydra was running her blast furnace. I wondered what kind of ore she was smelting.

      “This is amazing,” I said. “You’ve done a lot since we’ve been gone.”

      “We have,” Kaylessa said. “Eydra put out tools like a madwoman as soon as she got the forge set up and started smelting metal in the blast furnace. With the right tools, Lumberjill Imra showed she and her wood cutters were monsters to equal the dwarf as they started producing lumber like it…well, like it grew on trees. It all sort of snowballed. Welcome back to Odonasia.”

      Sure, I came up with the name, and it was even sort of my idea to create the village. But the tangible evidence of what we were working for choked me up a little bit.

      “Damn, this is awesome. Well done.”

      Inside the cavern, I noticed more changes. Instead of piles of bedding and belongings with paths winding through them, proper beds and chests and tables abounded. They were rough, admittedly, but they were still furniture. The walkways were straighter and more logical than before. We followed the widest one to the administrative area.

      There, another surprise greeted us. A large conference table, some legitimate chairs, and actual cabinets took up space that used to be filled with stacks of items. Through a door—a door!—I saw another table in the small meeting room. A dark-haired woman with a white dress and bunny ears sat within view, speaking to someone I couldn’t see.

      I walked up to the door and knocked, poking my head in.

      “Am I interrupting? I just wanted to let you kn—”

      A short and very heavy, but pleasantly dense, figure slammed into me. Strong arms I recognized pulled my head down for a kiss. I sank into lips that could only have belonged to my dwarven beauty, Eydra.

      When she let me up for air, I smiled as I held her muscular body. “Hi, Eydra. Fancy seeing you here. How are you? I hear you’ve been busy.”

      “Aye, I have. Have you finally come back for a bit of a kiss and a tickle?”

      “Definitely. But I have official stuff first. You understand.”

      “Fooking official stuff.” Her smile didn’t slip, though. “I’ll get back to work and let you talk with the high priestess. I’ll see you soon, yeah?”

      “Definitely.”

      As the dwarf left, Nysea slinked up and gave me a kiss of her own. The high priestess looked as sexy and delicious as always.

      “Hello to you, too,” I said. “Umm, let’s close the door.”

      While I’d been wrestling with Eydra and greeting Nysea, all the others in my party had entered the room. At my words, Ysduil—still holding Kaylessa’s hand—closed the door.

      “Nysea, I wanted to tell you first and give you a little time before we made an announcement and talked about the other stuff we need to talk about.”

      “Tell me wh—?” She caught sight of Aewen and, more importantly, the staff that had belonged to Gesin Wenet. “Goddess, no. Tell me that is not what…that it doesn’t mean…”

      I put my arms out and the buxom priestess planted her face in my chest and started sobbing. Shit.

      “I’m afraid so. We have some bad news to tell you.”
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      It took some time for Nysea to stop sobbing uncontrollably. What finally snapped her out of it was when I sat next to her and presented her with one of the chicks. The little fluffy yellow animal resulted first in surprise, but then the bunny priestess cooed and kissed the baby chicken repeatedly. By the time she agreed to have the other council members—and the other elder sisters—summoned for a meeting, she had one chick in each hand rubbing them on her cheeks and kissing them alternately. Ysduil sat next to her, the foxgirl’s arm around the high priestess and rubbing her back, whispering into the older woman’s ear.

      “Thank you for your concern and comfort,” Nysea said, though I wasn’t sure if it was for me or Ysduil. “I apologize if I overreacted, but—”

      “You didn’t overreact, Nysea,” I said. “You’ve lost a loved one as well as your mentor and leader. It’s completely understandable. I wish we could make it easier for you.”

      She kissed one of her chicks again and forced a smile. “You have helped me a great deal. Thank you for that, and also for the foresight to obtain these little cuties. It was good thinking. Eggs will be a great addition to our food supply.”

      The room we were in was too small to contain the council, the elder sisters, and the others we’d picked up on our travels. Ysduil left Nysea’s side for a few minutes—replaced by DD—and had some of the sisters set up portable partitions they had made when we were gone. They were basically wooden frames with blankets attached to make a lightweight divider. I’d seen many like that in my world, but hadn’t known they existed in this one. Once again, Eydra and her crafters were heroes. With the partitions, we set up to have the meeting in the larger administrative area instead of the small conference room.

      Speaking of Eydra, the dwarf arrived earlier than most and came straight for me. I grinned as she strode purposefully toward me, stopping mere inches away as we faced each other.

      “Hi,” I said.

      “Hi, yourself.” She pulled me down into a kiss, hungry and urgent. Like she’d been starving and had suddenly been given a feast. “I missed ya.”

      “I missed you, too. It seems like it’s been so long. Maybe half an hour?” I chuckled. “I didn’t have the time earlier, but I have to tell you, you’re amazing.”

      “Awww, I haven’t even done to you what I want to do to you. Yet.”

      I laughed. “That, too. What I was talking about, though, was what you’ve done with the place. The palisade, all those structures, the furnace and forge, these partitions. You’ve been busy.”

      “Aww, psht.” She waved the compliment away. “It’s my workers. They’ve got a fire in them now. I could hardly stop them if I wanted to. They should be rewarded. Maybe you can set up a kissing table or something, show ’em how much you appreciate it?”

      “We’ll come up with something to show them. But don’t be so modest. You’re the one calling all the shots. You can’t tell me all this came together from a dozen or more people doing their own thing. There has to be a plan, and I’m sure your name is all over it.”

      “Aye, there’s a plan. I thank you, but it’s what needs to be done isn’t it? No room for half measures. We have a war to wage and a town to build.”

      “She’s correct,” Ymara Moonglow said, gliding into the room. The pretty elven town administrator looked stunning, as always. “I am pleased with how well everyone is working together, under the direction of the council.”

      I greeted Ymara with kisses on both cheeks, Nichole with a little bit more personal kiss on the mouth, Adrisse with a lot warmer kiss on her sensuous lips, Oghash with a clasping of wrists, and Xanali Ferosin with a hug. The older sister was a favorite of mine; a feisty, funny, and kind woman who sometimes had visions, though not so much since magic had lessened.

      The others filed in as well. Nanami, who wrapped up her daughter Midra in a tight hug before giving me the same treatment; Maressa; Lamari; and a few others. By the time everyone was there—most sitting on chairs around the large table—Nysea had regained her composure and stood up to address everyone. She still held the two chicks, occasionally rubbing one of the soft bodies against her cheek, but she looked dignified and beautiful, even after crying for so long.

      “As you can all see, Adam and those who left with him have returned safely. Not only them, though. He has brought along others, who I will introduce in a moment. He has news, as well, so we will discuss what he has to tell us and we will inform him of what we have done in his absence.

      “I would like to start with the introductions. Many of you know our sisters Aewen Insen, Asami, Neasale Rimorus, and Odrifa Zerus. For those newcomers who don’t know me, I am Nysea Ott, high priestess of Odona and the leader of the sisters here in Odonasia. Adam, if you would introduce your other companions.”

      I stood up. “Yes, thank you Nysea. During our travels, we encountered many people who helped us. Some of them elected to come back with us to help the resistance and the sisters. Here is Merlara Sensit, herbalist and healer. Her friend Norel Gandol sits next to her. Vesina Terain, former nursemaid to the Isameine royal family.” I gestured to each woman as I introduced them. “Finally, Princess Evina Isameine.”

      I’d expected a reaction, which is why I left Evina for last. Whispers broke out and some stood up to get a better look at the cat woman.

      I gestured to Nysea and sat down. She stood again, chicks in hand. Her face, now drawn and pale for what she was about to say, looked on the verge of frowning. Her lips quivered slightly and twitched downward.

      “I do not like to start with bad news, but I feel we must. I have just been informed that…”

      Ysduil stood and put her arm around Nysea. She looked to me and I nodded.

      “Nysea, if I may, I’ll make the announcement?”

      The high priestess nodded, her top lip in her teeth and her eyes going liquid.

      I moved to the side of the room where Gesin’s staff lay on a table. “I am afraid that Gesin Wenet, Grand Priestess of Odona, has been killed. The Sodality assassin Nemaea Shartuk was the one who did it.” I lifted the staff for all to see. “Nemaea confessed to it before we killed her. From her directions, we found the cairn she built for Gesin and retrieved her staff. Any who recognizes it will know the truth of her death. I’m very sorry we were too late to save her.”

      The older sisters took the news in different ways. Xanali stared at the staff, her eyes filling with tears and brimming over onto her face. Adrisse put her face in her hands and softly sobbed. Nichole clenched her jaw as she stood rigidly at attention. Some of the other women, like Ymara, bowed their heads respectfully, not having known the woman personally but understanding the implications of her death.

      Nysea sniffled and wiped tears from her cheek with one of her chicks. The two animals had calmly snuggled themselves in her palms, seeming not to care they were being used as comfort pieces, or handkerchiefs. The one with wetted feathers pecked at Nysea’s fingers, bringing a small sad smile to her face.

      “We will discuss Gesin’s…death later,” Nysea said. “We will comfort each other and remember her fondly. Also, decisions will need to be made.” She paused for a moment to regain her composure. “For now, though, let Adam tell us about his journey.”

      I, with the help of DD and Ysduil, went through the highlights of what we’d been up to. All in attendance were riveted as we told them of the fights and ambushes against the Sodality, finding Evina, the other sisters, and Merlara. We talked about the beginning of the Cloak, Drecor Haunt and my powers increasing, Thalosia, Rivercross and Ghilanna Etorius’s town of pleasure, and the Deathmist Morass. When we finally got to Duskenweald and how it was under martial law and how the citizens were being treated, anger simmered on the faces of everyone present.

      “So we came back through the tunnels,” I said. “Shagar, Chiodh, Erynth, and even Crelora of the harpae roost have spoken with us about how strange things are happening in the Dreadlands. We’re not sure how many towns are suffering like Duskenweald, but it seems like everything is going crazy, inside and out of the Dreadlands. We’ll be talking about what to do a little later, I have no doubt, but that’s the basic summary of what we’ve been doing.

      “Oh, and Eydra, I’m sorry. We thought of bringing some orichalcum back from the mine near Rivercross, but could only carry a few pieces of ore.”

      Eydra didn’t seem put out at all about that. It confused me for a moment, until she told me the reason.

      “We have a lot to tell you, too. I suppose I’ll start with us—Tigrin, really—finding a vein of orichalcum here locally. It’s within the palisade walls and looks to be mostly near the surface. We’ve already been refining it and experimenting with alloys to use for weapons.”

      “Really? That’s fantastic.”

      “Aye. It was going to be a surprise, but I’ve made you a sword. A proper, dwarf-wrought sword. It could probably cut yours in half. I’ll show you later.”

      I smiled at the dwarf and ceded the floor so the council could catch us up on what had been happening in Odonasia when we were gone. With every report, my smile grew wider.

      It looked like we finally had a legitimate community.

      “And so,” Nichole said after giving an update on the military aspects of Odonasia, “besides the brisk trade with the nytis, as Ymara explained, we have been coordinating defense activities.

      “Oghash has been working with them to consolidate any information we have on the glimmerlings. As it turns out, their camouflage abilities help hide them from the nytis’s vision as well. The only thing we’ve found that can help is to set up proper barricades they can’t sneak through and to flood the barricade areas with light so archers can take them out before they can do any damage. We have only encountered two more since the ones you killed, Adam, but I think we’re prepared for them now.

      “More barricades are under construction as we speak. Eydra has assigned one of her craftswomen to the project exclusively until it’s completed.”

      As the meeting ended, after several hours, and some began to filter out of the room, Nysea approached Evina.

      “I’m so glad they were able to find you. I know the Sodality would have loved to have finished the horrible task they started all those years ago. I hope we can work together to undo what they have done.”

      “Of course,” Evina said. “That is the goal, isn’t it? To return us to a golden age when everyone was happy. I find that I am weary from all the excitement. Where are my rooms?”

      Nysea looked to me, but I could only shake my head and cover my eyes.

      “Um, we…don’t have anything prepared. Adam’s return was abrupt and—”

      “Evina,” I said. “You saw the state of the structures outside. Everyone is still living in the caves, with too little space for everyone to have their own place.”

      “Of course. I’m not picky. Some rooms within the caves would be fine. Temporarily.”

      “You’re not listening. There isn’t enough—”

      Nysea put a hand up. With a chick still in her palm, the effect was somewhat diminished. “It’s fine, Adam. We’ll come up with something. Ysduil, can you speak with the sisters? I think the chamber used for storage two openings from the main entrance—the third from your own room—could be cleared out and utilized for the princess.”

      “I’ll take care of it,” my wife said.

      Nysea and the elder sisters went straight to the meeting room, asking Aewen to join them, then closed the door. As for me, I wanted nothing more than to take a nap, but it didn’t seem likely just yet.

      “Do you have time for a bite to eat?” Eydra asked. The way her eyes lit up, I figured there was something else she wanted to talk to me about. Either that or she wasn’t talking about eating food.

      “Sure, we could probably use a meal. Girls?”

      I was referring to Ysduil, Glasha, and Amelie, but most of the other women still with us indicated their agreement, either verbally or through gestures. I guess my generic term “girls” didn’t only mean the close members of my little family anymore. At least, not to everyone else.
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      Eydra led us from the administration area into the communal cavern. When she spotted Glasha picking up the crate to take it with us, she stopped.

      “Glasha, dear, why are you lugging a wooden crate around? We’re going to eat something. Are you afraid someone’ll steal your panties or some such?”

      Glasha chuckled.

      I realized Eydra hadn’t seen where Nysea had gotten those chicks from. “They’re chicks,” I told the dwarf. “Glasha has grown a little bit attached to them.”

      Eydra stepped up to the dunim, who lowered the crate and lifted the lid enough so she could see inside.

      “Are those…baby chickens?”

      “Of course. You haven’t ever seen chicks before?”

      “Not that tiny. I’ve seen little ones running around, but not like these. Do they always look like that?”

      I laughed. “Yeah, other than the colors. All chickens start out as little fluffballs. Pick one up, pet it.”

      When Eydra shrugged her shoulders, I couldn’t help but stare. With her muscular build, a simple shrug was a different sight. Sexy, really.

      She grabbed a little yellow chick and brought it close to her face for a better look. It pecked at her fingers, probably expecting food.

      “Put it up to your cheek,” I told her. “Feel how soft it is.”

      She did and her eyes widened. “Goddess. It’s as soft as obsil p—” She shifted her eyes to take in Merlara, Norel, and Vesina, not to mention Evina, and ended her sentence abruptly. Thankfully. “That is, it’s very soft.”

      Odrifa barked a laugh that would have challenged Glasha’s in loudness.

      “We got them so we could raise them to provide eggs, but they’re so cute at this stage, we can’t help but to pet them. We’re going to need to build a coop to keep them all nice and safe from the elements and from things trying to eat them.”

      Eydra petted the chick a few times, then returned it to the crate. “Aye, I can help with that. I’ll assign Aruta to do it. She’ll have you a fine home for them built in a day. She used to live on a farm, kept animals. She’s also one of my best carpenters.”

      “That would be great, Eydra. Thank you.”

      “’Tis no trouble. You’re right about the eggs. They’ll be welcome.”

      I headed toward where the dining area had been, but Eydra nudged me to follow her instead.

      “Where are we going?” I asked.

      “To the dining hall.”

      “But this is the way to the training room.”

      “Not anymore. We moved that and used the space to make food. Come on, you’ll like what we did.”

      The large chamber attached to the eastern wall of the communal chamber had two openings with short passages about thirty feet apart. All the training and practice had been done there before, but I didn’t see one training dummy or weapon rack. Instead, tables and benches were set out, and the entire back wall consisted of ovens and open fires with a variety of things being cooked either right over the flame or in pots.

      “Wow, that’s impressive.”

      “Aye. This chamber is ideal because air flows through the two passages almost in a circle. It keeps the air from getting smoky or stale. We only just finished it a week ago, but it’s a proper place to sit down and have a bite now.”

      “It is.”

      We took our time in getting food and sat down at a long table that could hold us all. I ended up next to Amelie and Glasha on one side of me, with Lamari next to me on the other and Maressa beside her.

      “Hey, there, Lamari,” I said to the mousekin. She had stolen one of the chicks from Glasha’s crate and was feeding it little bits of bread and cheese, even a few pieces of meat. “How have you been? Done anything exciting lately?”

      The mouse girl planted a kiss on the chick and smiled up at me. “The king allowed me to be part of a search party, looking for places where monsters might get into the kingdom. I was with the one that found one of the glimmerlings. It hurt a bunch of people, but I gave it a few good cuts. We killed it and brought it back for study. Like you did.”

      “Oh, that’s impressive. You didn’t get hurt, did you?”

      “Pshaw. Of course not. I’m too fast, even for an invisible monster.”

      “Nice. That must have been exciting.”

      “Yeah, I guess. Not as exciting as when you’re going to take me out to explore the surface. The king keeps telling me no. He said only when you return and take me can I go outside.”

      “Well, then, we better figure out when we’ll do that, huh?”

      “Immediately would be my preference, thank you very much.” She primly nibbled on some of her food.

      “It’s at the top of my list,” I said. Along with twenty other things.

      Maressa smiled at her friend. It seemed that the two had really become close.

      “They didn’t mention it much during the meeting,” Maressa said, “but trade with the nytis is going really well. So well, in fact, that we’re thinking of creating currency. We’re producing enough things that they like to trade for that they’re running out of things for them to trade. With some kind of money, it’ll be easier for us to save up and buy things from them later on.”

      “That’s a good problem to have. For us, anyway.”

      Nichole, several seats down, jumped into the conversation. “We’ve also had a few overtures from some of the other monster tribes. A representative of the lamia came here, looking for you. When we told her you were not here, she said that while she was in the area, we might as well talk about trade. They’re interested in some of the medicines and cloth goods we make, as well as weapons.

      “A small party of local dunim came to us as well, asking who we were and what were our intentions. They had no authority, but promised to relay our information to their chief. They wouldn’t tell us where their tribe is, but we think we have an idea.”

      We chatted for a while before Ysduil joined us.

      “I have secured your room, Evina. Notice I said room and not rooms. No one has more than one, not even Nysea or Nanami. In fact, the gnosta chief shares a chamber with her entire tribe and even Adam, who is our elected leader, shares his room with three other people.”

      “Of course,” Evina said. “I understand conditions here are primitive.”

      “We’ll show you where it is as soon as we’re finished eating,” I said. “That way you can…rest.”

      “And get out of our hair,” Glasha added. So much for being diplomatic.

      We split up, with a sister taking care of Merlara, Norel, and the three sisters we’d found near Sorin’s Thicket. My girls, Eydra, and I led Evina and Vesina to their new accommodations. The others went back to whatever they needed to do.

      After leaving Evina to her own devices, Eydra continued to walk with us toward our room. I raised an eyebrow at her.

      “There’s something I’d like to talk to you about, to show you.”

      “Okay,” I said. “We were heading to our room. Where do you want us to go?”

      “Your room is fine.”

      With a shrug, I kept going where I’d been headed. When we passed through the little tunnel into our room, I figured Eydra just wanted to spend some time with me, but I realized what the deal was as soon as I got into the room.

      In the middle of the floor was a huge bed. I mean, huge. It was at least one and a half times the size of a king-sized bed, maybe twice the size, built of thick wood and—of all things—an actual mattress that looked to be stuffed with something like cotton or wool. That wasn’t all, though. Four chairs were tucked neatly under a sturdy table and four chests lined one wall.

      Eydra beamed at the oohs and ahs from myself and the girls. “We wanted to do something special for you. You know, being the leader and all, and with everything you four have done for us. So I helped to make it. I hope it’s comfortable for you. The bed, it’s very strong. I’d gladly demonstrate by running it through its paces with you.” She looked at me hopefully.

      I chuckled and darted a glance at Ysduil, who was nodding as vigorously as Amelie usually did.

      “That sounds great, Eydra. We’ll take you up on it, but maybe not right now?”

      “Aye, it’s no problem. The offer is there.” She took a few steps and launched herself onto the bed, twisting before she landed to touch down on her back. Her tunic flapped up, flashing where her undergarments should have been, if she’d been wearing any. The bed didn’t move an inch.

      “That’s…impressive,” I said, then added with a smirk, “the bed, too.”

      “Ah. Ha ha. Okay, so now you know what waits for you. I’ll leave you be. Lots o’ work to do, you know.”

      I helped the dwarf up from the bed, taking the opportunity to give her a kiss. “Thanks, Eydra. This is fantastic. I feel bad that we have such luxury when others don’t.”

      “Don’t let Princess Pussycat see this bed,” Glasha said. “She’ll want one twice its size.”

      Ysduil gave Eydra a long kiss as well, whispering something into her ear I couldn’t hear. I hoped it was a thank you and not a promise. I was going to have to start writing up a schedule as it was. The dwarf left and it was just me and my three girls. Finally.
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      As much as I would have liked to have tested out the stability and strength of the bed that evening, the four of us were so tired from the traveling, the meeting, and being swept up in the sisters’ emotional turmoil over the loss of Gesin Wenet, we didn’t. Even Ysduil stayed where she was, face-to-face with me, and carried on her daily ritual inches from my body in an expedient, efficient manner.

      Though watching her, listening to her panting, and smelling the scents she gave off as she fingered herself to completion had me rock hard, I failed miserably in doing anything about it. I petted her perky tits and tweaked a nipple, even kissed her while she was moaning into my mouth and finishing, but even she didn’t make a move to strip off our clothes.

      “I love you,” I told her as she sighed and relaxed in my arms. The other two women, Amelie’s full chest smashed into my back, had already fallen asleep, their breathing deep and regular.

      “I love you, Adam,” Ysduil said. “When we’re not exhausted, we will make up for this.”

      I laughed and kissed her, but that was the last thing I knew. It was possible I fell asleep in mid-kiss. With how unbelievably sexy my foxy wife was, I hadn’t thought that possible.

      When we woke, we did make up for it. So vigorously, in fact, that Amelie and then Glasha joined in for a quick but intense good morning that made me feel a whole lot better about the night before.

      Over the next week, we got back into the habit of being around a lot of people. I spent time with our new friends—and Evina—and learned more of the specifics about what everyone had accomplished while we were running around the Western Tenos countryside. I even spent a couple of hours talking with King Iwanosin. I mean, His High Majesty, Iwanosin, King of the Grand Seluthiem Kingdom of the Vilosin Underdark.

      Aruta Sinson, the skilled carpenter that Eydra set to the task of making our chicken coop, turned out to be an obsil priestess. She was even shorter than Amelie, with a chest that may have been a bit bigger, and a tight little face that was so adorable I got the urge to grab both her ears and pull her to me and smother her face in kisses. She was delightful, and a beast when it came to work. The priestess had a natural talent for carpentry and so had spent a lot of her time building things for the sisters throughout her young life. As Eydra had told us, she’d also lived on a farm and knew exactly how to build a coop for the chickens.

      It took a bit longer than the day Eydra had said, but the chicken coop she built was so spectacular, I would have probably traded my room for it. The little chicks took to it right away. As if they needed to. With almost two hundred women in residence, the little cuties didn’t spend much time in their coop. Not that I didn’t spend my share of time carrying around the little black and grey speckled chick I’d grown fond of. Her name was Checkles.

      Crelora showed up on the fourth day after we’d gotten back, landing at the gate to the palisade before getting the go-ahead to fly over toward the cave entrance. She was a common enough sight of an uncommon form that most of the sisters who did guard duty had already seen her. Whether with me or in the visits she’d made while I was gone.

      “I have good news,” the harpae told me as we walked on one of the paths of the village. She had on the same little bikini bottom as before, with the same magnificent bare chest. She mostly didn’t notice when my eyes lingered there of their own will, but when she did, she smiled and thrust them out or shook them for me.

      “What is it?”

      “The elders have decided it is worthwhile to open relations with Odonasia. Because I have already formed a friendship with you, they assigned me as the official ambassador between us.”

      “Ooooh,” Ysduil said from next to me. “That’s great. We can spend more time with you.” She did her typical Ysduil thing and hugged the bird woman, who wrapped her arms—and thus her wings—around my foxgirl.

      “Yes. I am authorized to open trade and I can visit as often and as long as I like. I would like to stay around here to get to know you better.”

      “That sounds nice,” I said. “I think some of the buildings are going to be complete soon. Maybe we can get you a place you can have so you can stay overnight whenever you want. Having an ambassador living here part time will make our groups closer.”

      “I would like that.”

      I helped out where I could around Odonasia, especially in the outdoors projects, lifting things, even learning more about construction than I already knew. I had a good understanding of a lot of the construction trade anyway, and shared some techniques from my world that made things easier, so it worked out well for everyone. I also helped out with the barricades within the tunnels and a little more of the tunnel exploration. But all of that reminded me that there were still dangers and concerns we had to deal with. I longed for a plan, for some actions that would help to move us forward.

      I settled on helping to scout out or patrol some of the areas outside.

      While Nysea and the council tried to work on something with Evina, a way to safely let others know she was alive so that we’d get some credibility without getting the princess killed by the Sodality, I joined DD and a few others outside the palisade walls.

      DD had been gone just as long as I had, but she’d already been to most of the areas where scouts were still exploring. It only took some discussion before she was up to date and working in her capacity of chief scout again.

      She stood up in front of our little group. Ysduil was beside me, as were Glasha, Amelie, and Midra. Maressa stood next to Lamari, the little mouse girl bouncing with excitement for her first time outside of the caves in her entire life. During my long talk with her uncle the king, he gave me permission to take her with me if I promised to watch over her. It was an easy decision. She was a skilled fighter, I had already promised her the same thing long ago, and I enjoyed every moment with the cute little nytis.

      “Here’s what I have planned for today,” DD said. “To the southwest, just beyond the palisade, is an area we haven’t scouted much. Up until now, there were the tracks of large monsters we weren’t sure about. Some of them are from the trillon, as I know now, but the others are from beasts we’ve never seen. Very large creatures.

      “Recently, things have changed. No new tracks are being laid down and we think with all the strange behavior of monsters we’ve heard about, maybe the big ones have gone somewhere else. It’s a good opportunity to explore, maybe even prepare in case the monsters come back. It should be relatively safe, but we could be surprised by something, so we’ll have to stay vigilant and be ready for anything.”

      Lamari made a chittering sound that I realized after a few seconds was her saying something under her breath as she hopped in her excitement. Maressa put an arm on her shoulder and I gave the mouse girl a thumbs-up. Which she enthusiastically returned.

      We left the palisade and the gate slammed shut behind us.

      “Let’s see what we can find,” DD said, padding down a trail she looked like she was born to walk.

      “I haven’t seen you much lately,” I said to Ysduil as we walked.

      “I’m sorry. I’ve been doing a lot of things for Nysea. She has been leaning on me to help her with administrative things. It feels strange. Do you know that—” We passed by two sentries and as Ysduil passed, they snapped to attention and saluted. She saluted back. “That’s what I was going to say. Did you know that all of Nichole’s soldiers salute me every time they see me? Even she saluted me the other day, though we both blushed in embarrassment about it.”

      “That’s great, I guess. I mean, you’re good at handling things. I’ve noticed you take charge a few times with groups of sisters. You’re a natural.”

      “Really?”

      “Absolutely. As long as you don’t dislike it or feel like you’re being forced to do it, I think it’s good.”

      “I do enjoy it. I want to help the sisters and Odonasia in any way I can. The same with the resistance.”

      “Good. I’m glad you’re happy. I’m proud of you. Before too long, you’ll be taking my job as leader.”

      She swatted at my arm and kissed my cheek. “Never.”

      We started off going toward Erynth’s cave, but soon angled more toward the southwest. After more than two hours out from the palisade, I thought I recognized a few places, but with the variety of terrain in the area, I couldn’t be sure.

      As if reading my mind, DD said, “We covered some of the same ground when we went to talk to the wustol. They’re farther south, though, so I don’t think we’re going to be encroaching on their territory.”

      “That’s a relief,” I said. “I don’t see the need to be threatened with being eaten again.”

      DD laughed. “We’ll be reaching the edge of where our scouts have covered soon, then into the areas where some large monsters used to roam.”

      When we reached the place she was talking about, it was evident. Large tracks that I immediately recognized as those of the trillon we encountered—or at least a trillon—crossed a grassy field. The weight of the monster left imprints that could hardly be missed, deep and huge and wolf-like.

      I put my hand on the hilt of my new sword—the one Eydra had gifted me. Most of the others did likewise with their weapons.

      “The tracks are old,” DD pointed out. “See how the plants are rebounding, even a few shoots growing in the deeper parts of the depression? I’d say it’s been at least a week or two since these were laid down. Also, no fresh droppings.”

      That made me feel a little better, but any comfort I found disappeared minutes later when other tracks joined the trillon’s. What I thought were massive cat tracks made spotty appearances, as did another type I couldn’t identify.

      “Can you see the difference between the cat tracks and these other ones?” DD asked. She excitedly pointed from one set of tracks to the other, watching our faces and adopting a voice I could only describe as “tour guide-ish.” That was cool with me. I loved learning about this shit. “The cat’s have four ‘toes’ also, the smaller pads above the wide pad. Also, no claws in most of them.” I could picture a cat walking along, padding nearly silently in the wildlands, only occasionally extending its claws when stretching or tensing to sprint or pounce.

      “These other ones,” she continued, “have four claws that are always out, and its weight sits farther back on its paw. See how it makes a longer and more pronounced impression of the sole? I would expect this is the genosh that Crelora told us about. That porcupine thing with the humanoid torso and arms. The size looks about right.”

      “I don’t think I want to see whatever left those tracks,” Ysduil said. “The trillon was scary enough.”

      I nodded, still scanning around us for any sign of a monster. As if the ones that left those tracks could hide in the grass. “I agree.”

      “Don’t worry,” DD said. “All these tracks are also old. None of these monsters have been here for a while. Let’s head over to those trees and see what we can find. Keep your eyes open. There are dangers in the Dreadlands that aren’t gigantic like the ones whose tracks we’ve seen.”

      We spent several hours scoping out new territory. DD jotted down some notes, which she said she’d turn into a clearer map when we got back. We didn’t encounter anything too dangerous. Only a single fleshreaver—those huge badger creatures—and a group of what I thought were aanem, though they had different coloring than the ones we’d encountered before.

      Just before DD turned us around to head back home, something pinged my senses. It wasn’t the danger sense that had helped me so often. Less urgent, but an ominous, warning kind of feeling.

      “Hold on,” I said. I stopped, closed my eyes, and concentrated, trying to figure out where the sensation came from and what it was. “Something is around here…”

      “Is it a—” Midra started, but I held up a hand and she stopped speaking.

      “Give me a minute.” I turned in a circle, hoping it would give me a direction, but nothing changed. I took a few steps straight ahead, then swung to the left and took a few more. The feeling got stronger. “Follow me, but keep an eye out. I’m going to be focusing on the feeling, so I’m relying on you to spot anything that might jump out at us.”

      It took twenty minutes for me to zoom in on the source of whatever it was that caused the sensation. Another cave, one that was almost entirely covered over by vegetation. A root as thick as my leg had snaked its way in front of it.

      “There’s something in there,” I said. “I don’t know what. It doesn’t feel like a direct threat so much as a potential one. I can’t explain it and don’t understand it. I think it’s important, though. Maybe it has something to do with what we’re actually looking for.”

      “We’re looking for what’s making the monsters act strangely,” Glasha said.

      “Yes.”

      DD looked to the sky. “We’ve only got maybe three or four hours of daylight left. If we go exploring the cave, it might mean us going back to Odonasia in the dark, or having to camp out here. It could be a shallow cave or it could go on for some distance.”

      “We didn’t bring torches, either,” Ysduil added.

      I tapped my temple and thought about it for a moment. “Yeah. I think we need to be better prepared. How about we head back home, then we gear up and come back to check it out tomorrow? It feels important.”

      All the women agreed. As we left, I cast another glance back at the sliver of darkness that was the cave opening. An involuntary shiver racked my body. "Tomorrow,” I whispered. “Tomorrow, we’ll unravel your secrets.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seventeen

          

        

      

    

    
      Erynth twirled some of her red hair around a finger as she listened to me, yellow eyes glowing like two candles in a darkened room. We had stopped to talk to the dracora on the way back to Odonasia, since it wasn’t too far out of our way.

      “So that’s how it felt,” I said. “It has components of when I sense danger, but isn’t the same. I haven’t felt anything exactly like it. But to be fair, my magic has increased by leaps and bounds the last several weeks, so a lot of what I experience now is new.”

      “I don’t know the cave you’re talking about. I haven’t spent a lot of time in that area because several sizable monsters—like your friend the trillon—have a strong presence there. It intrigues me. I might have to explore it.”

      “We plan on going back tomorrow and doing just that. You can come with us, if you want. Do it together.”

      “I would like to, but I’m afraid I can’t. I have to help Chiodh with something. We’ll be meeting tomorrow at another location. You have only just caught me before I left.”

      It would have been nice to have the dragon woman with us, but I understood. “No worries. Tell Chiodh hello for me. We’ll check back on you in a few days and tell you what we’ve found. Is everything all right?”

      “It’s a little project my sister is working on. Not anything dangerous. I’ll give her your greeting and tell her what you’ve told me. I hope your exploration will give us more information about the change in these monsters’ routines. Be careful. Anything that can affect such powerful creatures is bound to be dangerous.”

      “We will, thanks.” I embraced the sexy dragonkin and gave her a kiss. “Oh, here. Pass this on to Chiodh for me.” I pressed my lips against hers again and gave her another long kiss. “Tell her…I don’t know, that I miss her?”

      Erynth’s lips curved up into a smile. “She’ll like that. Such a charmer, you are.”

      I shrugged and chuckled. “So many of you gorgeous and incredible women around, how could I not have affection for all of you?”

      “I will see you soon, Adam. Be safe.”

      “You too.”

      When we got back to Odonasia, I gave a brief update to Nysea and asked her to let the others on the council know. Our scouting party went to eat dinner, and joined Evina, Vesina, and Crelora on the way to the dining hall. After a few minutes of silently listening to our conversations, Evina turned in her seat to face me. She’d wrangled the spot next to me, as was typical.

      “Adam. You are going out tomorrow to explore this cave you found?”

      “Yes. We are going to gather the gear we need and we’ll start off just as the sun is coming up.”

      “I will go with you.”

      I sighed inwardly. Not because I didn’t want her along. She’d been practicing with the claws she took from Nemaea and was proving to be a skilled warrior. It was just the way she approached everything. I pondered whether I should call her out for essentially demanding to go.

      “If it wouldn’t be an inconvenience, Adam, I would like to accompany you as well,” Crelora said.

      It surprised me for a moment, but meeting eyes with the ravishing bird woman, I gave her a smile. Pointing to her, and hoping Evina understood I was making the comparison between the two ways of ‘asking’ to go, I answered.

      “See, that’s how you ask to be included.” Okay, so maybe I employed a bit more than hope to bring my point home. “Crelora, it would be a pleasure to have you come along with us. Just know that we’ll be going through caves, so you probably won’t be able to fly much.”

      “That’s fine. I look forward to the adventure.”

      Evina waited, looking at me expectantly.

      “Well?” she said in a huff.

      “Well, what?”

      “You have no answer for me?”

      “Did you ask me a question?”

      I noticed Vesina hiding a small smile and everyone noticed Glasha with a huge grin on her face. Her loud chortle might have helped with that.

      “I…ahem. Adam, may I accompany you in your exploration of the caverns you spoke of?”

      “Oh. Why, Evina, that’s a great idea. By all means, join us. Your…uh, skills with your new weapons will definitely be a welcome addition.”

      She glared at me for a moment, then went back to eating. I winked at Vesina. The woman loved Evina like a daughter, but she knew as well as we did that Evina could be a pain in the ass. The older cat woman had made comments before, when she didn’t think I could hear them, counseling the princess to basically chill the fuck out. I had a lot of respect for the old nursemaid.

      The next morning, we set out with full packs and all the gear we thought we might need. The group had grown by two and now stood at nine. Other than Eydra, Nysea, and the dragon sisters, possibly Nichole, it consisted of all the women I was closest to. I smiled as we left the gate in the palisade. Not only was I accompanied by some of the most beautiful women I’d ever met, but each of them was a badass in their own way. I couldn’t think of too many people I’d rather have around me if we got into anything dangerous.

      Sometimes, life just seemed good.

      Going straight to the cave, instead of wandering around exploring, only took about three hours. Once there, I took out the woodcutting axe I brought and made short work of the large root covering the cave opening. After clearing out some of the other vegetation, a hole about ten feet wide and not quite six feet high yawned in front of us.

      I lit a torch and used it to light several lamps, then stepped into what might end up being a mere impression or might be the gateway to an entirely new tunnel system. Erynth had said she knew of no connections to her own tunnels to the area, so I was confident it was isolated from places I’d been before. But who knew? With all the twisty caverns around, it might go somewhere.

      “Are you going to stand there posing like you’re a great thinker all day long, or are you going to move your ass so we can find out what this feeling of yours is about?” Midra said.

      I chuckled at the gnoll woman and her charming ways. “Ah, fuck you raw.”

      Evina gasped, still surprised by some ways the banter went in our group. Midra laughed.

      “You should be so lucky. If you’re scared to go in, I’ll take the lead. It might be interesting to have someone with more than three brain cells to rub together lead us for a change.”

      I wondered how she’d come up with something so similar to a saying from Earth. I mean, how did she even know what cells were? Instead of commenting, though, I did as she suggested and stepped forward. As a second thought, I had one more thing to say.

      “I don’t want this to end in disaster, even if I would enjoy watching your ass for a while. I’ll go ahead and go first, though.”

      Both Midra and Glasha barked laughs while I caught Evina shaking her head before I turned completely.

      It was evident right away that this was no shallow, solitary cave. At the back of it, the opening of a dark tunnel loomed. I held up my torch, splashing light ten or so feet ahead of me. Where the globe of illumination ended, the blackness took over again, threatening to go on forever.

      “Let’s get to it.”

      At first, the tunnel continued wide and tall enough that we could go through two at a time. My torch burned out pretty quickly and Ysduil joined me with a lamp in her hand. Evina had managed to get into the second row, right behind me, and kindly held up her lamp so DD could jot down a rough sketch as we continued.

      When the tunnel started branching, I always chose the path where the tingling sensation in me was the strongest. By prior agreement, Lamari marked the intersections with numbers and arrows so we could find our way out again. It was already proving to be as complex a passageway system as our own caves.

      Our first contact happened as we entered a wider cavern. I still considered it a tunnel rather than a chamber, but it was at least three times wider than what we’d been in, about twenty-five feet wide and seven or eight feet high. No sooner than we’d spread out a little bit than a scuffling noise made me swing my head toward the right.

      Only after the lamplight revealed a small shape did my danger sense flare. I’d been paying so much attention to the feeling I was following, I had ignored the more familiar sensation.

      An ugly face on a body barely half the size of mine hissed and split into a grimace. The grey color, the pointed ears, and the horribly rough skin left no doubt as to what we’d found.

      “Pyglins,” I said as the creature leaped at me with a crude stone dagger in its hand.

      I juked left while drawing my sword, but I didn’t need to. Evina, still holding the lamp in one hand, slashed out with her cat claws in the other and tore the belly of the little monster open. It screamed as it landed awkwardly, trying to scramble to its feet. Glasha’s sword plunged into its head, and she used the weapon to fling it off into the darkness.

      It wasn’t the only one, though. Several screeches sounded from the darkness in front of us, and the shuffle of leathery feet on the stone warned they were coming at us.

      I took the moment I had to snap my mind to a task and a second later, my powerful aura—promising death and pain—spread out ahead of me. I’d been practicing with it, not only to try to make it more powerful, but to direct it better. I could picture it in my mind, sort of like highlighting something on the computer, excluding those behind me and applying more fully to those in front.

      This time, it worked like a charm.

      The pyglins, only a few of which I could see at the edges of the lamplight, cried and gnashed their teeth. But they also turned and ran. Not one of them got to us, though a couple seemed better able to fight their fear and stopped, even turned to attack. They couldn’t overpower their terror, though, and in the end, all the little monsters fled from us.

      “That’s handy,” Maressa said.

      “Yeah,” Midra agreed. “When it works.”

      I knew she was joking, but I answered seriously. “She’s right. Sometimes it doesn’t. I tried it with a group of Sodality soldiers. The sotin don’t feel it at all, I think, and those who are strong-willed or intelligent seem to be able to push through it. What I’m saying is don’t expect me to be able to handle all our enemies like that. Hell, I don’t even know if it’ll wear off after a couple dozen feet and then they’ll turn around and attack again.”

      “We should probably move,” DD said. “I don’t like the idea of following them until they forget what they’re running from. There’s a branch up here. Can we go that way, Adam?”

      I closed my eyes and searched my surroundings. “Yes. I can feel the pyglins. They’re still running. The other feeling is indistinct, but I think going down that branch is as good as going straight.”

      We didn’t see the pyglins again, but we did run into a group of the dread spiderlings. They looked exactly like those we’d faced in Erynth’s tunnels the first time we went through to Chiodh. They also didn’t react as well to my aura trick. The most it did was to confuse a few of them, causing them to scramble around in a circle until it wore off a handful of seconds later.

      Still, we managed to kill all twelve of the monsters without anyone being bitten, which was a plus. Adrisse and Merlara had given us some universal poison antidote that would help with many types of toxins, but even they weren’t sure if it would work with everything we might encounter. Better not to get poisoned to begin with.

      More searching, mapping, and marking the stone, and we ended up at a large cavern, bigger than anything we’d seen so far in the cave system.

      It extended well beyond our light’s ability to illuminate. Big chambers presented a special problem for us. Without knowing how big it was or what was in it, the best we could do was to chip away at exploring it. If hazards were present—things like deadfalls, precarious stones or stalagmites, or dangerous or poisonous liquids or gases—we were vulnerable until we had a fuller picture of what the chamber contained.

      That wasn’t even mentioning more…organic hazards.

      Skimming along the wall to the left, we found the cave floor to be without any pits or other danger. In thirty feet or so, we found two smaller tunnels going off into the rock. They were flattish, maybe six feet wide and possibly five tall. Just after passing the second one, a large protrusion along the wall forced us to swing in more toward the center.

      As the light unfurled the darkness in front of me, it appeared at first that the wall had bulged out again. I thought it might be the end of the chamber, that we’d reached another wall and would start coming back around.

      The new bump expanded.

      I put my hand up for everyone to stop.

      “What does that mean?” Evina said in a voice that, in the silence, sounded like a rockfall.

      The large—no, I’m going to go ahead and call it ginormous—object in front of me expanded again, then shook. I snatched the lamp from Ysduil and held it up toward what I finally recognized was not a rock at all. One end of it swinging around to point at me was my first clue.

      The second was when the end of what resolved itself into a huge cylindrical shape more than fifteen feet in diameter split into three lobes, all with teeth that were as big as my legs.

      “Shit! Run. RUN!”

      Once, when I was a kid, I was leading two of my friends—actually, it was Colin and Greg—on a narrow trail through heavy vegetation. I’d come upon a timber rattler, coiled up a couple feet in front of me. I said something similar to what I’d just yelled, then freaked the fuck out as I had to push on Greg who was pushing on Colin, before I could run away from the snake. I just knew that at any second, the damn thing was going to strike, cross the distance, and latch onto me with its fangs.

      It didn’t, but that same fear I’d had that day so long ago was with me now. I pushed on Evina and DD, angling myself to let Ysduil slip in front of me, and all while that big motherfucker of a monster that could scoop me up and eat me whole felt like it was two inches from my back. I finally resorted to pouring magic into my limbs to increase my strength, opening my arms up wide, and then plowing everyone in front of me toward the tunnel we’d passed a few minutes before.

      My actions caused them to stumble as the monster roared at us, but I was able to push everyone into the smaller tunnel. I took a look over my shoulder and saw nothing but darkness. Not the darkness of the cave, but of the monster’s gullet. The tubular monstrosity backed up, allowing me to see the three-lobed mouth and the teeth, then it rammed forward.

      “Go, go, go!” I yelled. I admit that I wasn’t nearly as calm as I would have liked. In fact, if I were to describe it accurately, I believe I would use the words “lost my shit.” Regardless, we got lucky. Though glimpses told me it was an armored worm—or wyrm, with a Y—forty or so feet long and with the same freaky unfolding mouth the jackal wyrms had, I wasn’t sure if it could get to us in the smaller tunnel.

      I wasn’t going to stick around to find out if it could squeeze its bulk into a passage that was less than a quarter of its diameter, but I hoped to hell it couldn’t.

      We pumped our legs to their limit, barely paying attention to where we went. After a final narrowing of the tunnel, so much so that we had to slow down to crawl through, we ended up in the open air, diffuse sunlight raining down on us from above through the heavy boughs of the thick trees surrounding us.

      I bent over, hands on my knees, and panted, darting glances back at the dark tunnel. Waiting to see a huge monster shooting out of it. After a couple of minutes. I let out a long, loud sigh and counted my companions. All of us were present.

      “Sonofabitch, that was close,” I said. “Did you hear that thing roar? There you go, Maressa. Now you’ve seen a jackal wyrm. That roar didn’t sound like the smaller monsters’ cackling and chittering, but the rest was the same. Just a lot bigger. I don’t think it can squeeze through.”

      Before any of the girls responded, a gurgling, growling sound slipped out from a section of undergrowth nearby. I turned to face some other kind of creature. Sort of canine, big long teeth and claws, glowing red eyes, horns curving forward from the top of its head. Yeah, and what looked like fire bubbling inside it, pressing an eerie red light outside its skin into the air surrounding it.

      “Oh. Fuck!”
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      The fire dog monster thing leaped at me. In midair, bony spikes protruded from its back, making it look almost like a skinned porcupine. I blurred to the side, drew my sword, and slashed out, scoring a cut along the side of its torso.

      The scream that emanated from the creature was hateful and angry and so eerie, it raised my hair. It had a gurgling, echoing quality, what I thought it might sound like to listen to a river of lava as it rushed from a volcano.

      Glasha was there, suddenly, cutting into the monster with her sword as it turned around to charge me again. She nearly took the thing’s ugly head off and its body dropped. She must have cut through its spinal cord.

      The rest of the party gathered around the carcass as it twitched its last movements.

      “Have you ever seen anything like that?” I asked, mainly directing my question to Glasha.

      “No. Nothing.”

      DD also shook her head, as did Midra.

      I looked more closely at the monster. Though it had the form of a dog—of a size with a mastiff—that was where the similarity ended. It was furless, wrinkled, and thick red skin stretched over its form. The eyes, one of which was still open, matched the crimson color of its hide. That glowing, fiery effect had dimmed and gone out when it died, but the spikes remained outside its skin, coving a good portion of its back. The pointed ears on its thick head resembled those of a goblin, but angled out more to the side than upward. The claws on the end of its legs looked sharper than a dog’s, somewhere between canine and feline, and in its mouth were more teeth than I’d ever seen in one place. The ones inside looked like a shark’s mouth, but there were also external fangs going both up and down and overlapping when the monster’s mouth was closed. All in all, it was a horrifying and disgusting creature.

      “I sure hope there are no more of—” Another gurgling growl sounded from behind me. Then another from the far right, and one from off to my left. “Get ready. I think we’re about to have company.”

      Instead of the expected leaps of more of the fire dogs, a new sound drew my attention. A scuttling noise that put my danger sense on high alert.

      “Uh, Adam?” Midra said, pointing her spear at an opening in the brush twenty feet away.

      My eyes followed to where she pointed and I blew out a frustrated gust of breath. “You’ve got to be fucking kidding me.”

      A swarm of monsters, beetles of some kind with opalescent purple and green shells, darted toward us at about the speed a normal human could run. The chittering and clicking noises they made only made it more terrifying. I dropped my pack to the ground and prepared for the assault.

      “Scarabs!” Glasha yelled. She leaped forward to greet them. “Watch out if you see ones that have a rainbow color. Those have venom.”

      I blurred up near the green woman and started hacking at the insects. It was freaky, standing in front of a tidal wave of scarabs the size of housecats, but I wasn’t too concerned. In real life, beetles didn’t have much in the way of attacks that could hurt bigger creatures, regardless of what those mummy movies showed.

      One of the scarabs zipped under my guard as I battered three of its companions. Up my leg it scurried to drag its hard, chitinous legs across my side. As intense pain assailed me, I noticed the monster’s legs had sharp barbs on them. One had cut through one of the thinner sections in my leather armor and right into my skin.

      It wasn’t done, though. It brought its mandibles up and started to tear at me. I caught a glimpse of its mouth, not at all as harmless as beetles should be.

      “What are you doing, Adam?” Glasha asked, smashing into the bugs on both sides of her. “Don’t let them crawl on you. They’ll eat a hole right through you.”

      Right. These are not the bugs we have on Earth. I grabbed hold of one of the monster’s legs and tore it off me, taking some of my skin with it. I threw it down and stomped on it while cutting all around me with my sword.

      Unless I used my magic to enhance my strength, my sword couldn’t cut through the scarab shells in one swipe. The best I could do was to batter them with my blade, trying to keep them off me.

      Ysduil charged in, barely evading my sword as she smashed into the beetles with her staff. Amelie joined Glasha, doing more damage with her sticks than we were with our swords. With every crack and thump, the two women broke shells and sent the bugs flying.

      A flash of red drew my eye as one of the fire dogs joined the fray.

      “I’ll take the dogs,” I shouted. “You keep bashing those scarabs.”

      I blurred toward the bigger monster, only to find that two of its buddies were there waiting for me, closing in on me from the sides. These seemed to have learned a lesson from watching me kill the one that had attacked earlier, because they clawed at me and swung their horns to draw my attention, but darted back out of range when I slashed out at them. The three displayed a pack tactic, cooperating to maneuver me into a position where one could do some damage.

      Evina landed next to me, having leaped from somewhere. I almost lashed out at her in my surprise. She jerked her chin at me and turned so we could get back-to-back.

      The small clearing around us was soon full of monsters. Scarabs skittered everywhere, swarming their targets in handfuls, while the fire dogs—six of them—chose individuals to corner. We were fighting for our lives, and doing so in the worst way possible: individuals or couples trying to keep from being overwhelmed.

      Evina moved like the wind, gyrating her flexible body to evade horns, claws, and teeth while she slashed with her claws. I still wasn’t sure if they were orichalcum like I suspected or something else. Whatever metal they were made of held a very sharp edge. She sheared off some of the spikes on one of the dog’s backs and followed up with a quick strike that tore through the monster’s face and shredded its eye.

      The move cost her, though, because another of the creatures scored a glancing blow with its horns. Evina cried out and leaped back out of the way. A trickle of blood appeared high on her leg.

      Worse, three more of the dogs had Lamari and Maressa trapped between them. The elf’s spear lay nearby. Her sword and the mousekin’s knives had blood on them, but so did the women.

      “Evina,” I shouted. “We need to move toward Maressa and Lamari. Four of us in a group will give us better defense.”

      The cat woman nodded at me and we surged forward, cutting at the same dog monster and gaining a few feet toward the other women. The dogs fell back, snapping and pawing at us. It took several tries before we finally broke into the circle where Maressa and Lamari were. I’d gotten a new bruise from it—a dog’s paw slammed into my breastplate but didn’t cut through it—and Evina got another shallow cut from a fire dog’s horns.

      The four of us together were better able to fend off the six dogs around us. We even managed to kill one by targeting it together. We were still in bad shape, though.

      One of the dogs let out a coughing sound. It opened its mouth and its body lurched, similar to how a cat looks when it’s about to throw up a hairball. After several jerking gyrations, a blob of goo came out of its mouth toward Lamari. I didn’t like the way it glowed.

      I blurred the few feet between us and picked up Lamari to carry her over toward Maressa. The glowing blob landed on the ground where the mousegirl had been and immediately caught the trampled grass on fire.

      “You have got to be fucking kidding me.” I yelled, “The dogs can spit out fireballs.” I didn’t want to know what happened when they shat.

      I set Lamari down and scanned the battle scene. More of the dogs had come and were choosing their targets. A truckload of the scarabs were chittering and skittering around, swarming the others. Midra was using her spear as a staff, and having good luck with bashing the bugs like Ysduil and Amelie were, but overall, we were not doing well. Even Crelora’s method of flying above the enemies and swooping in to tear with her talons could only take out one enemy at a time. There were just too many of them.

      “Try to get together to make a stand,” I shouted, turning to Evina, Lamari, and Maressa as I dodged out of the way of more claws and laid down a long cut on one of the dog’s legs. “Move slowly toward the wall near the cave opening. Let’s go. Maressa, Lamari, you first. Evina and I will hold them back as we move.”

      It was a matter of two steps toward the wall and one back as the dogs, who seemed to understand what we were doing, tried to head us off. My other companions weren’t having much better luck.

      Another slash of a claw made it through to my left leg, leaving a fiery pain in its wake. I shuddered, my balance upset, and barely cut at another of the dogs that had been right there, ready to pounce on me. They were too smart, too numerous, and just plain too tough.

      I rallied, sending out a flurry of strikes with a little boost of strength and speed, and gathered myself mentally. In the second I gave myself with my attacks, I threw my aura out in all directions, trying to cause fear like I had with the goblin tribe. I’d have to rely on my friends being able to withstand the distraction, and hope it had the effect on the enemies I was looking for.

      The scarabs didn’t react at all. Maybe their primitive nervous systems weren’t susceptible. The fire dogs, though, that was another thing altogether.

      As one, the dogs snapped their heads toward me. A few winced in pain, but most glared, their fiery eyes flashing. Like I’d just said something about their mothers. The bitches.

      Oh. Shit.

      Mindlessly, the monsters charged me, ignoring everyone else around them.

      Shit-shit-shit.

      There was only one thing I could do to keep from being torn apart.

      “Down,” I yelled out. “Brace yourselves.”

      I didn’t wait for anyone to respond. I’d have to hope they acted quickly. I gathered my power and pushed it out as hard as I could in all directions.

      The result was better than with my aura.

      Waves of force slammed into dog and scarab alike, throwing them aside. I didn’t inflict a lot of damage, but it definitely shuffled the field. I blinked at the cleared space around me. No, not totally clear. My friends had dropped to the ground and were even now hopping to their feet.

      “The wall. It’s our only chance. Get in ranks.”

      I picked up Lamari and sprinted toward the side of the hill into which the cave was set. The others joined me, though not as quickly as I would have liked. In a moment, we were standing in a half circle, preparing to meet the charge of the monsters recovering and coming at us at full speed.

      The use of my power had drained me. Fatigue dragged at my limbs as I slashed at the enemies slower than I liked. I was glad to see that my latest move had apparently made the dogs forget how much they hated me because they attacked whoever was closest to them, but it was small consolation. Bleeding, tired, and severely outnumbered, my friends and I fought for our lives.

      Time stretched and though we killed more of the monsters together than we had before gathering as one group, I didn’t think it would be good enough. All we could do was try, though. It was either that or death.

      Another dog got a piece of me, slashing at my lower leg with a paw while I was kicking one of the scarabs away. I managed to keep from going to a knee, but just barely. I moved my sword as a barrier to a repeat strike and saw—too late—another dog leaping at me.

      This might be it.

      The dog suddenly veered to the side, like it had a rope tied to it and it was pulled off to the left. The other dog, the one that had gashed me, huffed as a dark shape slammed into its belly.

      “Rrrrrrraaaaah?” sounded in the space in front of me. I blinked, trying to figure out what had happened.

      A brown and green shape materialized in the midst of the monsters in front of me, thick tail slamming into the creatures and claws slashing. Taken by surprise, three of the fire dogs went down or were interrupted. Another few swipes of the tail and half a dozen scarabs flew off to smash into the wall or nearby trees.

      “Zeerah?” My mind tried to catch up with what was happening.

      “Zeeee. Rrrrraaaah,” the lizard-cat called as she laid about all around her with tail and claw. She even bit into one of the dogs, but spat and hissed, then used her claws on the monster.

      With the confusion as a rallying point, we destroyed several of the threats before the monsters regained their equilibrium. By then, it was too late for them. We rode a second wind and fought like demons, each monster death tilting the odds more in our favor.

      It still took some time—several minutes, which in battle is an eternity—but we whittled the numbers down until only a few of our attackers remained. Surprisingly, they didn’t turn and flee, but fought until the very last dog and scarab lay dead on the ground.

      In the midst of a pile of carcasses, I slumped, leaning against the wall to catch my breath. A shadow passed over me and I looked up to find the snouted and scaled face of the lizard-cat I never thought I’d see again. Her mouth showed more than a few teeth. Was she…smiling?

      “Zeerah,” I said. “Thank you so much. How are you here?”

      The scaled woman made a careful nod. “Zeeeeerrrrrraaah.”

      I laughed. “Oh, that’s how it is? You want some food?”

      “Rrrrrraaaaaahh.”

      I fished into my pocket and pulled out some of the wrapped jerky I carried when traveling. I’d have to find my pack in all the carcasses to get more. I held it out to the lizard-cat.

      At first, she looked at it like she didn’t know what I was doing. I watched her soft blue eyes and noted the moment it all clicked. So she hadn’t done it only for food. Interesting.

      She carefully took the wrapped morsel, unwrapped it with a dexterity I hadn’t expected, sniffed the jerky, then bit into it.

      “Rrrrrrrraaaaaahhh,” she purred.
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      Ysduil stepped over to us as Zeerah was eating her food. She gave me a quick hug and turned to the cat-lizard.

      “Zeerah! It’s wonderful to see you. Thank you so much for helping us. You saved our lives.”

      “Zeeeeee.”

      “Can I…hug you?”

      “Rrrraaaah?”

      “Like this.” Ysduil hugged me again, keeping eye contact with the scaled woman as she stepped away from me.

      “Rrrraaaah.” Zeerah moved closer and put her arms around me, mimicking what Ysduil had done. I put my arms around her tentatively. It was so strange to see her fight mostly on all fours but to stand up and hug like a human.

      Ysduil giggled. “Not exactly what I meant, but you have the gist of it.” She put her arms out and Zeerah happily gave my foxy wife a hug as well.

      I was at a loss. I wanted to know how Zeerah happened to be where we needed her most, and I wanted her to understand how much we appreciated what she’d done. There were so many things I wished I could talk to the lizard-cat about, but I wasn’t even sure she had a language she spoke, let alone one I could understand. And we were also in dangerous territory.

      I turned to the others. “We should probably get out of the area. There’s no telling if more of these things are around.” It finally registered that everyone was staring at me, and at Zeerah. “Ah. Yeah. For those of you who don’t know, this is Zeerah. Apparently we’re friends. We can talk about that later. For now, try not to make any sudden movements that might scare her.”

      “Scare her?” Evina said.

      Lamari came up to us, much too close to Zeerah for my taste. I still wasn’t sure how she’d react to others. The little mouse girl looked up at the lizard-cat.

      “You’re beautiful,” she said. “Different from anyone I’ve ever seen. I’m Lamari.” The nytis woman put her hand out toward Zeerah.

      “Rrrrrrreeeee?”

      “Lamari.”

      “Aaaaaarrrrrreeeee?”

      Lamari giggled. “That’s close enough. You can call me Ari if you want. It’ll be a name between just us two.” She waggled her hand.

      “Like this, Zeerah,” I said, taking Lamari’s hand and shaking it.

      Zeerah watched, then tilted her head. “Aaaarrreeee.” She put her arms around the mousegirl and hugged her.

      “Hee-hee. That’s even better. I think we’re going to be good friends, Zeerah.”

      “Zeeeeerrrraaaaah. Aaarrrreeee.”

      Ysduil watched with her hands together in front of her chest and her eyes glimmering. It warmed my heart, but we had other things to deal with.

      “Okay. Let’s get our gear and get out of here.” I found my pack under one of the dogs and a few of the beetles. When I moved the dog carcass, I considered the monster and mumbled my thoughts. “No, not ‘fire dog.’ These things are demon dogs.”

      “What’s that?” DD asked, extracting her own pack a few feet away.

      “Oh, I’d been calling these things fire dogs in my mind, because of the whole glowing insides and hacking up those fireballs. I think a better name is demon dog. It seems to fit better.”

      “There are fictional stories of demons of different types,” she said. “I’d say that name fits. I wonder if anyone has ever seen anything like these.”

      “We can ask Oghash and the others when we get back to Odonasia. Let’s head back into the cave and see if we can find a way out that doesn’t bring us to that huge jackal wyrm thing.”

      I headed toward the cave, but Zeerah zipped around in front of me and stopped, blocking me.

      “Zeerah? What’s up?”

      “Rrrraaaahh.”

      “We have to go back home. It’s this way. You can come with us, if you want.”

      “Zeeee.”

      She carefully took my hand with her paws and started walking out toward the heavy forest, on two legs. I met eyes with DD.

      “Do you know where we are, DD? Do you think there’s a way back home without going back through those caves?”

      “I have no idea. I wasn’t able to map the section we ran through when we were fleeing that monster wyrm. We can probably find our way out, but it might be advantageous to explore a little more. This could be a totally isolated area that’s only accessible through the caves or it could lead out into someplace we recognize. I don’t know. How much do you trust her?” She pointed toward Zeerah.

      Now that the lizard-cat wasn’t scared and tied up, like the last time I’d seen her, she seemed a lot calmer. More human, even. Her face seemed more expressive and she wasn’t as fidgety and nervous. If she’d been living here for the two months since Erynth dropped her off, she probably knew the place well. Plus, she had just saved all our lives. She could have easily ignored us and left us to our fate.

      “I trust her,” I said.

      Ysduil put her arm in mine and smiled at me.

      “Okay, then,” the elf said. “I’m sure she knows more about where we are than we do. Let’s take a chance that she’s trying to help us.”

      I looked over at the lizard-cat, still holding my hand. “We’re in your hands—ah, paws—Zeerah. Show us where to go.”

      “Rrrrraaaaahh.”

      She released my hand and started off, the rest of us following. If nothing else, it would be interesting. I just hoped she wasn’t going to lead us into something more dangerous than the demon dogs and scarabs.

      Zeerah padded along, sometimes on all fours and sometimes standing straight up. She purred and trilled as we went and she checked back on us every once in a while to make sure we were still following. I couldn’t get over how content she seemed. True, I’d trapped her and tied her up the first time we’d met, so it wasn’t the best situation to compare, but she seemed like an entirely different person.

      Person. I wondered if she was a person. It was clear that she thought, but to what extent, I wasn’t sure. Her vocal skills were limited, unless she spoke a language that was extremely complex and inflectional with only a few phonemes. It wasn’t out of the realm of possibility that a language could consist of only a few sounds but with more emphasis on length, inflection, and tone.

      “What’re you thinking about?” Ysduil asked.

      “Zeerah. I wonder what she thinks, where she’s been, what’s best for her. She’s a lot calmer now, but would she like it in Odonasia? I wish we could communicate. She seems happy to have found us, and she did save us back there, but it might be too much to be with all those people. Or even more in Odonasia.”

      “You’re a good man, Adam, and I love you. You care about people, even those who are as different as Zeerah.”

      “Ha. You’re one to talk. I’ve never known anyone to care more about others than you. I mean, you taught her how to hug.”

      “And you’re the first one she tried it with. It was unexpected, but I love that it happened like that.”

      “You’re amazing, Yssy. I’m so glad I found you.”

      We wended our way through the forest for more than an hour. The trees were too dense for me to be able to tell if we were in some kind of bowl surrounded completely by cliffs and caves like DD had wondered or if we’d gone through the caverns to the other side of a group of hills and were in the wide-open spaces of the Dreadlands. I was also horribly lost, not even sure which direction we were facing.

      I’d said I trusted Zeerah and now I had to prove it. DD might be able to find a way out of this, but for the most part, we were completely dependent upon the lizard-cat woman.

      A familiar sensation tickled my mind and I stopped to look around. I’d left off from focusing on the entire reason we’d gone into the caves to begin with. With all the excitement and distraction, I hadn’t been paying attention to the low-level feelings of wrongness we’d been chasing earlier. It suddenly made itself known, spiking into my awareness.

      Zeerah stopped when she noticed I had. It took a couple of minutes, but I was finally able to pinpoint where the perceptions were coming from. It was ahead of us, where Zeerah was already taking us, but not exactly. If she continued straight, we’d diverge from whatever I was sensing, which was off to the left.

      “Rrrrraaaahhh?”

      “It’s nothing,” I told our guide. “Sorry. Let’s keep going.”

      “Rrraaahh.”

      Twenty minutes later, it was clear Zeerah wasn’t taking us where I wanted to go. The feeling was stronger than it had been and I thought there was a good chance that I could find the source. But we had to change our direction to do it.

      “Zeerah, I need to go this way.” I pointed to the left.

      “Rrraaah. Zeeee. Rrrrrrrrah.”

      “I wish I could understand you, or to make you understand. I need to go there.” I pointed to myself first, then in the direction of whatever had triggered my magic.

      She stared at me for a moment. Her eyes, such a beautiful blue color, were still alien because of the vertical pupils within them. There was definitely some intelligence there. I could almost see little gears whirring behind them as she considered me.

      Zeerah finally came back to where I was and stood there, patiently waiting for me to do…something.

      “Okay.” I started walking toward where we needed to go. She dropped to all fours and stalked beside me. At least, for a little while.

      As we went farther, she started to show signs of agitation. Her tail flicked and her eyes darted around like she was searching for enemies she knew were there. When she started making soft keening noises, I stopped.

      “Zeerah, are you all right?”

      “Zeeee.”

      “Are there dangers around?”

      “Zeeee. Rrrraah.”

      “I’m sorry if it’s scary. I need to check on this. I think what we’ve been looking for is up there.”

      “Rrrrrrah?”

      “Yes, I need to go. You don’t have to go if you don’t want to, though. You can wait here and we’ll come back after we find what we’re looking for.”

      “Rrrrahhhhhhhhh.” She stood up next to me, eyes locked on the forest ahead.

      “You’re a brave girl and a good friend,” I told her.

      “Zeeee. Rrrraaah!”

      I smiled. “Absolutely.”

      The others watched the exchange, Evina with her mouth hanging open.

      “That thing I’ve been sensing, it’s over here. The feeling is getting stronger. While we’re in the area, it’s best that we check it out now before we go where Zeerah wants to take us. Sorry, I should have explained this all and consulted everyone. I’ve been focusing on finding it.”

      “We’re with you, Adam,” Midra said. “We go where you go. Let’s find what this wrongness is and see if we can’t fix it. Then Zeerah can show us what she wants us to see.”

      I got a round of nods—and a thumbs-up from Glasha. I smiled at that. It was great having such good friends. Especially fierce ones who could be counted on in a dangerous situation.

      Though Zeerah’s reluctance and tension made me wince every time I heard a sound in the foliage, we weren’t attacked by any more scarabs or demon dogs. I finally led us to, of all things, another cave mouth. This one was not covered up like the last one we’d found. If anything, it looked like the rocky soil in front of it got some traffic, though I couldn’t spot any distinct footprints.

      I pointed into the darkness. “In there.”

      We took out our lamps and lit them. DD and I went in first, with Zeerah and Ysduil right behind us. We’d barely cleared the first section—a wide and long tunnel-like cavern—when movement in the next chamber set off warning bells in my mind.

      Light flared at the end of the large space, thirty or more feet away from us. In the glow of what looked like a ball of raw flame, several small figures—about the size of goblins—spread out in a line. Some were on the cave floor, but others flew a few feet off the ground on bat-like wings. If the canine monsters we faced earlier were demon dogs, then these must be imps.

      Their companion only confirmed my assumption. Standing in the middle of them was a woman, her arm upraised. In her hand sat the globe of fire, illuminating a slender face with delicate horns curving up from the top sides of her head. She ran her eyes over our group and a sultry smile appeared on her lips.

      “Get them, my pets.”
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      For a moment, all I could do was stare. The woman was striking enough, her sinuous body dark in the dim light of the globe of flame she held. At first, she reminded me of Chiodh, with slender horns rising upward from the sides of the top of her head with two shallow bends, but one look at her legs told me this wasn’t a dracora but something else.

      I didn’t have time to take in her minimal clothing or the glowing violet eyes and her long black hair. The little figures around her started moving forward, four of them generating their own balls of flame. Surprised by the wings the majority of them used to fly at us, I barely noticed that among the wingless variety of ugly little monsters were other familiar shapes. At least four of the demon dogs, creating light of their own with the fires glowing inside them, hunched down to stalk their prey: us.

      No time for analysis. The woman threw the flame in her hand toward me as my companions and I shrugged off our packs and set our lamps on the ground. As the light around the woman dimmed because she had cast her fireball away, the little monsters and the dogs reached the edge of our illumination.

      I twisted and dodged the thrown flame, traveling about the speed of a lobbed baseball. I hoped the shout behind me didn’t mean it struck anyone else, but I didn’t have time to look. My eyes met the woman’s violet orbs and another fireball appeared in her palm. Her face showed surprise as she paused to stare at me.

      I’d stopped wearing my cloak and hood when I got back to Odonasia, so I was in full view. I wondered if being faced with a man was what had caused the woman’s reaction.

      More fireballs—these from the little monsters—shot out at my friends. They seemed to be more concentrated, brighter and faster than the woman’s. Ysduil and Midra dodged them smoothly. Glasha had a different response; she cut into the one coming at her like she was trying to slash a tossed apple out of the air. The fireball split and spattered, but some of the pieces of it landed on the dunim’s arms and shoulder and she growled in pain. Zeerah actually leaped toward the one coming at her, slapping it with her tail to scatter it. Again, the remnants splattered and the lizard-cat hissed as parts of her scales sizzled.

      All four of the demon dogs shot straight for Lamari and Maressa for some reason. The two women readied their weapons to meet the charge. Meanwhile, DD and Ysduil began to launch arrows into the oncoming enemies. Two of the flying imps who had cast fireballs were quickly taken out of the space above as arrows punched into their faces. Another arrow, a heartbeat later, took another flying monster in the throat. That one had a peculiar tail. Unlike the other little creatures’ appendages, which were similar to rat tails, the one Ysduil just killed had a tail more like a scorpion. Venomous?

      Two of the wingless imps, slightly bigger than their flying friends, a little over three feet in height, went after Crelora, and the harpae woman lifted into the air. Just far enough to be out of the range of their short swords. She slashed out with the talons on her feet and turned their faces into a mess of cuts. It didn’t kill the little monsters, but it definitely affected their ability to see the woman they had decided to attack.

      Zeerah bounded and launched herself through the air, right into the midst of the ground imps, scattering them with her tail and claws. The little fuckers scrambled to their feet and tried to bring their weapons to bear, but the lizard-cat was too fast to be cut by their attempts.

      Glasha’s huge sword carved arcs in the air, but the diminutive fliers dodged and weaved in the air. She caught a piece of a couple of them without landing the killing blows she was accustomed to. One of the winged imps with a scorpion tail dove in to attack her while she was occupied with its companions.

      “Glasha, the scorpion-tailed one is probably venomous. Watch out.”

      As the dunim turned toward me, an arrow came out of nowhere and skewered the monster’s head. It froze for a moment, wings slowing down, then it dropped to the ground where Glasha stomped on its face while jerking her chin at Ysduil in thanks. My foxgirl lifted the bow in salute and nocked another arrow.

      Near Glasha, Midra layed about with her spear to take some of the pressure off the dunim. She hunted down another of the scorpion-tailed imps, stalking it as it buzzed around searching for a target. The creature’s ugly little face twisted into a sneer and it bobbed up and down, teasing the gnoll woman. It flew toward her, lashed out with both tail and the sword it carried, then retreated toward the ceiling before Midra could counterattack.

      The gnoll woman was crafty, though. She shifted her grip on her spear and struck out, establishing a false range, even going so far as to curse as the imp darted out of the way. After a few cycles of it dodging her attacks, Midra exploded into action, quickly shifting her grip again and extending her whole body. Stretched out so she stood on one foot, the gnoll’s body elongated as she pistoned the spear out, holding onto the very end of the shaft.

      With her reached extended, the spear point rammed straight through the imp’s body and out the other side. Its mouth went wide, as did its eyes, and it let out a groan. Midra angled the spear and forced the monster down. When she grabbed the shaft with her other hand, she flung the little bastard to the ground, then pulled her spear out, only to ram it through the imp’s head once again.

      Off to the side, Crelora engaged in an impressive aerial dogfight with two of the flying imps. They twisted and darted as she lashed out with her knives and claws, all the more impressive because her wings were on her arms. When one swung its sword at her and she parried it with apparent ease, her arm shot out and slammed into the torso of the little monster, sending it rocketing into the wall. She chased it down and finished it off before snatching a ground imp with her talons, flying into the air, and tossing it toward Glasha.

      “Heads-up, Glasha,” she called, and the dunim, without even breaking her flowing movements, cut the thing in half as it fell. The two halves landed on either side of Glasha, the bottom part slamming into another imp.

      The battle seemed to be going well with the imps, so I left my friends to it. I blurred over to the demon dogs, which were harassing Lamari and Maressa. Coming from the side, I surprised one of the monsters and cut deeply into its side. No sooner had I taken my place near the women than Lamari pounced on the injured dog, savagely slashed its throat with both knives, and then flitted away. We left it there to drop to the ground to bleed out. With three of us and three dogs, I felt better about the mousegirl’s safety.

      DD had to drop her bow and draw her sword as several of the ground imps got to her. Another wingless imp threw a fireball at me. I probably could have dodged it, but with everyone in such close quarters, I wasn’t sure if it would hit someone else behind me. Instead, I sent out a force ball, changing its trajectory so it shot up at the ceiling and spattered against the stone.

      At the same time I took care of the fireball, the imp that had shot it at me found an arrow in its shoulder. The little monster spun around from the force of it and another shaft took it in the center of the chest. The shock on the little fucker’s ugly face made me want to laugh, but instead I raised my sword to Ysduil and faced the dogs confronting us again.

      Amelie, a blur of honey hair and ears, bounced off to my right, dodging the fireball of the last of the magical imps. She leaped over two ground imps and landed next to the wingless monster who’d been trying to burn her. With four lightning-fast strikes, Amelie bashed the imp’s misshapen skull into the floor. It didn’t get back up.

      Crelora kept up her swooping and diving fights with flying imps while Evina danced with two of the ground imps, easily parrying their attacks and cutting into them with her claws. Zeerah, the perfect picture of a cat snatching a bird out of the air, flew like a rocket and powerfully batted one of the flying imps toward the ground. Amelie lunged in to beat it senseless, only for Zeerah to growl and tear into it at the same time.

      Maressa finished off one of the dogs, leaving only two. With the numbers of the monsters decimated, I turned my attention to the woman commanding the monsters, who hadn’t moved from where she stood when the battle started. Her eyes met mine and she opened her mouth.

      “Aaaaiiiiiieeeee.”

      I didn’t know if it was a battle cry or some other language or what, but after a short pause, I decided it didn’t matter. Just as I was about to go and confront her, three more demon dogs came charging in from the darkness and bowled into Ysduil and Midra.

      I blurred to the dogs, slashing out at them, giving my girls the chance to get to their feet. Zeerah, like she’d dropped from the sky, tore into them as well, tail thrashing and claws cutting. When Midra and Ysduil were on their feet again, I turned back toward the woman, then blurred to reach her.

      I got a better look at her this time, my eyes having adjusted to the dim light more fully. She was just as beautiful as I had thought from afar, her body elegant and sexy, even at rest. She uncoiled a whip in her right hand and focused her glowing eyes on me. Her lips curved into a wry smile and she pursed them at me.

      Then she started singing.

      I blinked at her. Singing? What the fuck was that about?

      I couldn’t understand the words, but the melody was haunting. As beautiful as she was. My eyes started to close on their own and the weight of my head decreased by at least ten. My thoughts, airy and light, couldn’t seem to take root, but flew around within my brain without me really understanding them.

      Something deep within me rose up, pressing against…something. I shook my head—or did I? I wasn’t sure if the signals to my body were being carried out. What was going on? Who was the woman in front of me? My friend? My love? Why was I trying to fight with her? A constant buzzing in my ears kept me from understanding, and also kept me from hearing anything else that was going on. Wasn’t I in the middle of something?

      The buzzing broke briefly, enough for me to hear a voice. “Adam? What’s wrong? Why are you standing there like that?”

      My eyes snapped open and got immediately lost in a set of pale, glowing violet eyes in front of me. They threatened to drown me. Again. I had just enough lucidity to force myself to do one thing.

      Digging through the morass in my mind to get to the center of my power was as difficult as picking up and throwing my own body. The physics of it didn’t seem to work. Time and distance and force didn’t make sense. The more I stretched for it, the farther away it seemed. Finally, I grasped a bit of my magic, by a fingernail, and I threw it out as fast as I could.

      A force ball slammed into the woman, rocking her back a few paces. The pressure on my mind eased enough for me to blur toward her just as she was swinging her whip out to lash at me. I twisted to dodge, stepped to the side, and punched her on the side of her head.

      She crumpled and fell to the floor. I wasn’t too far behind, weakened from my mental fight. Only then did I notice that I had dropped my sword back where I was when she started singing to me.

      With a tired sigh, I checked the pulse on the woman’s neck, finding her still alive. However long I had been out of it, it was enough that all the girls had finished off the other monsters.

      “Someone grab my pack, will you,” I said. “Let’s tie this one up and gag her before she wakes up. I don’t want to go through that again.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      “Suck your what?” Midra asked when I tried to explain what I thought was happening.

      “Succubus,” I said. I had a blazing headache and wasn’t really in the mood for jokes. The only reason I didn’t scold the gnoll woman then and there was because I wasn’t sure if she was joking. “Does this world have stories about different types of demons?”

      Evina answered me. “There are fictional stories of demonic creatures, but nothing like that, as far as I know.”

      “Imps?”

      “Yes, there are tales of that type of monster.”

      I pointed to the more than two dozen bodies of the little creatures we’d fought. “I’m pretty sure that’s what they are. It looks to me like there are fliers and wingless ones, with some of the fliers having venomous tails and a few of both types able to throw fireballs. Classic low-level demon stuff.”

      “Low level?” DD asked.

      “Yeah. The woman here, I think she’s a succubus. Legends are that they seduce people—men mostly—and then eat them, suck out their souls, or drink their blood. There are different stories. When I froze up, it’s because she sang to me and suddenly, I couldn’t act. I remember thinking that she was my friend, or my lover, and I couldn’t understand why I was fighting with her. Ysduil’s voice, and my magic I think, broke me out of it enough so I could use my power against her. It was scary as hell. I think she could have made me fight all of you if she’d gotten me completely under her power.”

      Glasha growled at the unconscious woman, hand going to her sword.

      “Hold on, Glasha. She can speak our language, judging by her telling her monsters to get us. I want to ask her some questions when she wakes up.” I heaved a breath. Damn, I felt like I’d had the shit beaten out of me. After another drink from my waterskin, I looked around at all the women. “Is anyone seriously hurt?”

      Luckily, we weren’t. Glasha and Zeerah had some burns, but they weren’t too bad. Everyone had some kind of injury, whether a nick from a blade, cuts from a claw, or bruises from being body slammed by the demon dogs.

      “Did you see what she did there, at the end?” Ysduil asked. “She called out and more of those dogs came. If there were more within the range of her voice, do you think they would have all come and overwhelmed us?”

      I nodded, then decided not to do that anymore. Headache. “I was thinking the same thing. I hope we can get her to talk, because I’d like to know more about that.”

      “Ungh.”

      The demon woman stirred and all eyes went to her. She blinked her eyes rapidly to focus and when she realized she was surrounded by enemy faces, her body jerked and she sat up. At least, she tried to sit up. With the ropes binding her, it wasn’t that easy a proposition. Not knowing how strong she was, we’d tied her hands and feet tightly and then strung several lengths of rope through those bindings to pull her arms behind her and down toward her legs. The best she could do was to come awkwardly to her knees and balance precariously.

      “Whhht? Whhhhthhhhfffkkkk…”

      It took her a few seconds to realize she had a gag in her mouth. I waited calmly for her attempts at speech to fade away.

      “Even though you tried to kill us, I’m sorry we have to resort to tying and gagging you,” I said. “I’d like to have an exchange of information, and by that I mean I want you to answer my questions. If you cooperate, we’ll let you live. If not, we’ll slit your throat and leave you with all your dead monsters here. So, what do you say? Wanna cooperate with us?”

      The demoness’s glowing violet eyes locked onto mine, hatred oozing out of them. I kept eye contact and waited. Nothing in my expression betrayed what I was thinking or feeling.

      Finally, after a long, silent wait, she nodded.

      “Good. Now I want you to listen carefully. I will remove your gag. I’m taking a chance that you can’t use your magic and charm all of us at the same time, especially considering you couldn’t even handle me alone. If you so much as hum a note or try to sing, I will personally take your head from your body. The ropes will stay. Cooperate and we don’t have to put the gag back on and we may even tie you into a more comfortable position. Do you understand this? There’s no second chance. Try to attack or escape, you die. Immediately.”

      She nodded.

      “Okay. Here we go.” I took the gag from her, noting how it had pressed deep lines into the corners of her mouth. I almost felt bad about that. Almost. “Who are you? What are you?”

      She coughed and worked her lips. They looked dry, almost chapped. I rolled my eyes and held the waterskin up.

      “Water?”

      She nodded again and I dribbled some water into her mouth. I gave her three swallows, then lowered the skin.

      “I am Nymyxiah, a monster trainer.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “I train monsters. My job is…you have stolen a tesra? How did you…”

      I turned to see where she was looking. Right at Zeerah.

      “You mean Zeerah here? She’s our friend. Just answer the question.”

      “I don’t understand. How did you come upon one of the experiments? How is she alive and free?”

      “Experiments? What are you talking about?”

      “That creature there—”

      “Be very careful what you say next,” I growled. “Zeerah is our friend. You are not. You will refer to her as Zeerah or as she, not as ‘creature.’”

      “My… my apologies. I…she is one of the experiments that are being carried on. Foul projects that attempt to modify living things to turn them into weapons.”

      “You’re a fucking demon. How do you have such strong feelings toward your friends’ work like that?”

      “They’re not my friends. I am a trainer. I don’t believe in torturing or modifying living things. I do my job because it’s my job.”

      I let out a sigh. “Fine. I’ll ask you about these ‘tesra’ experiments later. For now, tell me about your job.”

      “I train monsters—mostly other types of demons—for use in combat. These around us, they are some of my pets. Were.”

      DD edged her way up beside me. “Why do you need to train them for combat? Who are you training them for?”

      “There is an entire hierarchy. My superior is an alarcus type of demon. His name is Ulvag. I don’t know who his superior is. They only tell me the bare minimum I need to know to do my job. Obviously, someone is gearing up for a war or an attack of some kind. Seeing that I am in this world, I also assume that it will be some kind of invasion.”

      “Are there other demons near, either the monster types or humanoid types like you and your boss?” I asked.

      “Most don’t come this close to the cave openings. I like to feel the wind.”

      I let out a breath. “Fine. I guess that’s enough for now. We need to leave. Can I trust you without the gag or do I need to put it back on?”

      “Leave where?”

      “No questions. The gag, or you keep silent unless asked a question. If you try to escape or attack anyone, you’re dead. Those are the terms. So, what will it be?”

      “I will stay silent.”

      “Good enough. Let’s get out of this cave. Glasha, Midra, can you keep track of Nymyxiah?”

      “Of course,” Glasha said, stroking her sword hilt.

      When we reached the cave entrance, I swept my arm out in front of me. “Zeerah, can you show us now what you were leading us to before?”

      The lizard-cat focused on my eyes and mouth while I spoke. As soon as I finished, she nodded and headed out toward where we’d come from

      We’d only gone maybe half a mile before I called a halt.

      “We’re far enough away where we can stop and treat our wounds. Let’s get everyone bandaged up before we continue.”

      Everyone broke up into groups of two or three. I went to Zeerah, and Ysduil joined me.

      “Zeerah, you have some burns from those fireballs. They must hurt.”

      “Rrrrrrraaahhh.”

      “Can I put some medicine on them? It will dull the pain and help them to heal. It will make you feel better.”

      “Zeeeee.”

      “Okay, great. Here’s what it looks like.” I took a small jar of salve that Adrisse and her healers had made. I dipped a finger in and held it up to the lizard-cat to sniff. It was a habit I’d gotten into when I’d had cats back in my own world. They always wanted to check things out by sniffing them.

      She was no exception. The reptilian slits in her nose flared and she sniffed at the pasty medicine. Her face twisted into a grimace, which was actually pretty cute with her hybrid appearance.

      “I know, it doesn’t smell great, but it’ll help. Here, I’ll show you.” I smeared some of the medicine on a dime-sized burn on her scales, just below her ribs on her left side. She let out a gurgling purr. “See, it feels good, right?”

      She nodded. I think she was really getting the hang of the communication thing. Nodding wasn’t just for food anymore. It did remind me, though, that we hadn’t eaten for a while.

      “You want some food while we put more medicine on your burns?” Another nod, this one sharper than before. I laughed. “Okay, no worries. Thank you for helping us back there, again. I’m sorry you got injured.”

      Zeerah purred an answer as I handed her some more food from my pack. This time, it wasn’t just meat, but some fruit as well. She happily munched it all as I slathered medicine on all the burns I could find. There were more than a dozen, but none too serious.

      “You’re all set.” I put the medicine away, and Ysduil and I helped each other clean up the few cuts we’d gotten, none of which needed to be bandaged. Mine had already scabbed up and Ysduil’s injuries were mainly bruises from when the demon dogs had slammed into her.

      When I turned to see what everyone else was doing, I found Nymyxiah staring at me, a confused look on her face.

      “Are you hurt?” I asked. “I know I hit you in the head pretty hard, but since what you did gave me a headache, I think that’s fair. Any cuts that need tending?”

      She shook her head, but continued to look at me like I was one of her demon dogs that had just broken out in song. I figured it was another sotin-khresha thing. I didn’t feel like getting into it and, honestly, she didn’t deserve any kind of explanation.

      Once we started moving again I realized that I didn’t feel the tugging sensation anymore. Instead, it was replaced by a slight feeling similar to my danger sense. Centered precisely on Nymyxiah.

      “Huh.”

      “What?” Ysduil asked.

      “The feeling I was chasing all morning went away. I don’t know if it was because of the imps and dogs being killed or if it was because we found Nymyxiah. Now I can sense her, but in a different way. I think maybe my magic was leading me to her. Is that weird?”

      “No stranger than anything else we’ve experienced with your magic.”

      “Oh, yeah. You’re probably right. I can’t wait to get her back to Odonasia where we can question her fully.”

      Ysduil glanced back at the demoness, shuffling awkwardly between Glasha and Midra. My “tender heart,” as Glasha put it, would probably get me in trouble, but I stopped the group anyway and rearranged the ropes. Nymyxiah arms were still bound, but her legs could move more freely. I gave her a few more swallows of water and took my place at the front, just behind Zeerah, to continue our trek.

      The lizard-cat led us to yet another cave opening. I’d gotten so used to being in tunnels, I didn’t even think twice as she plunged into the darkness. We took a moment to light our lamps, then headed in after her.

      Several hours into the cave system, we stopped to rest. Zeerah had kept us at a comfortable pace, choosing tunnels at each intersection without a pause. I started to worry that we were so far from the surface that if she ended up not knowing exactly where she was going, there would be a good chance we would run out of food before finding our way back out. We’d brought enough for a week, but I’d seen how extensive the caves were in the Dreadlands.

      I asked Nymyxiah a few more questions, but didn’t really get into the real questioning. I needed to think about the order in which I’d ask and try to include little traps in my queries to see if she was giving us false information. To do that, I needed to plan what—and how—I would ask. I’d wait until we were back in Odonasia before we really started to press her.

      The succubus was no trouble, either in traveling or when we stopped. Her eyes constantly seemed to be on me, always looking right at me when I turned to confirm the feeling of being observed. True to her promise, though, she didn’t ask any questions, didn’t do more than squirm to get more comfortable in her ropes, and answered quickly and succinctly whenever someone addressed her.

      We couldn’t have asked for a better-behaved prisoner. But suspicion still tickled the back of my mind. Was she watching us so carefully because she thought she could escape and take our secrets to the enemy? Whoever the hell that was.

      After sleeping for an indeterminate number of hours, Zeerah led us through a number of other tunnels until we neared an area that prickled my senses. A familiar feeling washed over me, but I couldn’t quite place it.

      Not until a burst of flame exploded into yellow-red light in front of us.

      “What in the abyss are you doing in these tunnels?” Erynth said, looming over Zeerah. The lizard-cat had hunched down, nearly prostrating herself in front of the dracora.

      “Erynth? What are you doing here?”

      “I live here, Adam. It’s not a good idea to sneak around in my home, not to mention it’s rude. And why have you brought her back here?”

      I laughed and stepped up to hug the dragon woman. Then I pulled Zeerah to her feet as well, giving her a hug.

      “Zeerah, you’re amazing. You knew how to get back here the whole time, didn’t you?”

      “Rrrrraaaahhhh.”

      “I’m sorry, Erynth, for not letting you know we were close. I didn’t realize Zeerah was bringing us here. Can we go and sit down somewhere? I’ll tell you all about it. I think you’re going to enjoy this story.”
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      The beautiful dragon woman swept her fire-red hair back over her shoulder.

      “Grub,” she said.

      I thought she was talking about food. “Come again?”

      “Grub. That large creature that chased you, the one that looked like a jackal wyrm, but bigger, and that roared instead of cackled, it’s called a grub.”

      “Oh. Okay, thanks. Grub.”

      “You picked up a demon as well,” she said. “I didn’t even know they really existed. I find it interesting that every stray you add to your collection is female. All of them attractive.”

      I laughed. “Yeah, well, I’ve found that this world has a lot more females than males. Is it my fault everyone in the world is good-looking?” I glanced over at Zeerah. I wasn’t sure if Erynth was including the lizard-cat, but her exotic looks were growing on me more as time went on. She was very cute, in a ferocious sort of way.

      Nymyxiah’s eyes had doubled in size when she first saw the dracora. Maybe she sensed Erynth’s magic, or maybe it was the experience of coming face-to-face with an apex predator. In any case, she was as quiet and even more still than she’d been during our trip through the tunnels.

      As I told Erynth about our adventures, most everyone else sat and listened, only DD and Ysduil throwing in comments now and then. Midra shifted her gaze from me to the demoness sitting passively near the wall of the cave to Erynth. When the gnoll’s eyes fell upon the dracora, her face formed a quizzical look. I wondered if it had anything to do with Erynth’s sister and her blatant flirting with the gnosta woman.

      Zeerah curled up on the floor near my feet, seeming content to let us chatter away while she took a nap. It wasn’t lost on me that my life in this world had gotten stranger and stranger with every passing day. Beastkin, monster girls, girl monsters, and now a succubus all within a few steps of me. I could only shake my head at it all.

      “What will you do with your new captive?” Erynth asked after we’d caught her up on our day.

      “You should demand that she tell you everything she knows,” Evina answered, though the question was directed at me. “She needs to realize that you are in command and she is subservient. Striking her repeatedly would be a good start.” The princess had quickly gotten over her awe at the dragon woman and her imperious attitude was shining through once more. It didn’t seem to occur to her that the woman she spoke of was sitting right there. More likely she just didn’t care.

      I let out a little sigh and Ysduil rubbed my back with one hand. “Evina, first of all, Nymyxiah is right here. Try not to be so rude. For another thing, even if she’s our captive, we’re not going to be mistreating her.”

      I shifted my body to face Erynth more squarely. “As for your question, we’ll take her back to Odonasia and see what she can tell us of whatever it is she’s involved in. She already said that she doesn’t know the overall plan. I believe her. I’m sure she can give us information about her people in general and the specifics about her job.”

      “Her job.”

      “Yeah, like we said, she told us she trains monsters, getting them ready for combat.”

      “Yes. How does that work, anyway?”

      “I don’t know. We were going to wait until we got back home to get into it. Nymyxiah?”

      The demoness had been watching me the entire time, but now she sat up a little straighter, her eyes opening a little wider. Like she was ready to jump at whatever I commanded her to do.

      “Can you explain to us a little more about your monster training?”

      “Yes. I am a succubus.”

      I gave her a confused look. What did that have to do with anything? “Yeah, I know that.”

      “I will explain. I believe you know more about my…unique talents than your companions. As a succubus, my magic lies in the area of compulsion, maybe coercion, though that last may be too strong a word. I can connect with others, reach into their minds and hearts, create an affinity. You know this, have experienced one aspect of my power. My song.”

      “I have. I’m not sure how it works, though.”

      “My magic affects how you perceive me. It subtly grabs hold of you and convinces you that you have strong feelings for me. Love, or at the very least infatuation. The magic urges the ones I use it on to do anything to please me. Anything. Had you not somehow resisted, you would have been enslaved to my will as long as I maintained the magical connection. If I ordered you to take your own life, you would have done so happily.”

      I shivered at the thought. “Does it only work on men? I mean, with how you look…”

      “Natural physical attraction can make the process easier. It will work as well on women, even more powerfully if they are sexually attracted to me. But attraction and desire are not required. That is largely provided by the magic itself.”

      “This is all very interesting,” Evina huffed. “But what does that have to do with the question asked of you.”

      I glared at the cat woman. “Evina, calm down. It’s useful information, something we didn’t know before. Did you know all of what she just told us?” I took her silence and her frown as enough of an answer. “I didn’t think so. Please, be patient. We’ll leave soon to go back home. Myxi, please continue.”

      “Myxi?” Nymyxiah and Evina said it at the same time.

      Oh, shit. “Sorry. Nymyxiah. I’ve been calling you that in my head because it’s shorter. I didn’t mean any disrespect for your name.”

      “It’s…fine. I was called that, at one time. A good friend who…” She shook her head, her eyes narrowing. “What magic do you have?”

      That question surprised me. “I don’t think that’s relevant right now. Please continue.”

      “Of course. My magic. As I said, it is meant to form connections. I am reckoned to be very skilled with it, more so than other succubi or incubi I know of. My range is greater and my fine control better. When I was young, I found I could apply it not only to intelligent people and creatures, but also to those who didn’t have complex thoughts and feelings. Over the years, I learned to use it to commune with all types of creatures, to form bonds of trust that others could not easily achieve.

      “My skills were recognized, and I was assigned to train monsters and beasts to do whatever my superiors required. Most often, that consisted of combat. So part of what I can do is my knowledge and experience, but a large part is also the way I can use my power. It’s not like the love I can cause other people to feel for me—which has complex components possibly including sexual attraction—but it allows me to utilize my trained creatures more effectively than any other means can achieve because they care for me rather than fear me.”

      I scratched my chin. “That’s interesting. Does it allow you to speak to these creatures?” I glanced down at Zeerah, wondering if the demoness could translate the lizard-cat’s speech.

      “No, not as such. I can communicate through emotions and understand more what they feel, but it does not allow me to speak a language or to allow them to understand my language, not any more than through the normal means of repetition and learning.” She bit her lower lip—a very human thing to do—before she continued. “May I ask why you posed that question to me?”

      Evina’s frown deepened and even Glasha stirred. I was standing on a slippery slope. I’d told Nymyxiah she couldn’t ask questions. I wanted to build some trust with her so she’d cooperate more fully, but I didn’t want her to think we were friends or equals. She was our prisoner.

      “I told you no questions, but you’ve been cooperative in giving us information freely, even some that I didn’t specifically ask for. You need to remember that this isn’t a conversation, but a mechanism for us to find out what you know.” The demoness nodded and lowered her head. “That being said, I’m not going to be an asshole about a question now and then. I asked because I want to be able to talk to Zeerah.”

      “The tesra?” she said, but then her eyes got wide. “I mean, her?” She jerked her chin at the napping lizard-cat.

      “Yes. You mentioned her before, called her that name. Tesra. What is that about?”

      “It is a term in a very old language. One of the researchers uses it to describe the experiments he conducts. I’m not sure exactly what it means. They take live specimens and…do things to them. Sometimes it involves the organism as a whole, but other times it’s a mixture of many things. Portions of things. Your…Zeerah appears to be one of the hatchlings. Through magic and alchemy, monsters are created. From looking at her, I assume beastkin were used instead of the base animals. A cat beastkin and some type of reptilian beastkin. Once hatched, she would have been allowed to grow for several years before being sent to me for training.”

      “You’ve trained others like her?”

      “Not many. The experiments don’t often work well. The subjects may die or they may be malformed or inefficient in some way. Some go insane. Most are put down. She must have escaped somehow. I cannot see the effects of any preliminary training. It’s fascinating, really. She seems to have learned social interactions, even affection. She seems to have fixated on you.”

      I didn’t like how that sounded. “I showed her some kindness, even though I captured her. I gave her food, had Erynth here take her somewhere else so she wouldn’t try to kill my friends. I think she understood and appreciated it. She saved our lives when we were fighting a mob of scarabs and those demon dogs.”

      “Klezzan. The canines are called klezzan.”

      “Klezzan. These experiments, do they speak?”

      “No. Does she?”

      “Kind of. From the sounds she always makes, we called her Zeerah.” The lizard-cat lifted her head at her name, blinking her eyes. I absentmindedly scratched her furry cat ears and the ruff of hair between them. She settled back down to sleep, purring loudly.

      “Perhaps ‘zeerah’ was her attempt at saying ‘tesra.’”

      I tilted my head at the demoness. “Yeah, actually. That makes sense. She’s tried to say other words but can’t quite form the sounds completely. She seems to understand a lot more than she can convey. We’ll have to keep working with her.”

      “You will keep her around?”

      “Of course. Why wouldn’t we? She’s already proven she’s a friend. We may have to figure out how to ensure she’s not scared with too many people around, but we’ll figure it out. We already pushed her away once. That’s not happening again.”

      Nymyxiah stared at me for a moment. I thought she’d ask another question, but she waited silently for me to question her further.

      “That was all interesting,” I finally said. “Thank you.” I stood up, and Zeerah was suddenly alert, eyes darting around the chamber. “Well, we should probably get going. Thanks for letting us sit around your home for a while, Erynth. It was as enjoyable as ever. One of these days I’ll stop by to visit without having any troubles to tell you about.”

      The dragon woman gave me a quick kiss. “It’s part of your charm. Problems or not, you’re welcome to visit any time. Make sure you tell me what you find out about those tunnels you found the demon in. I don’t know of a cave system near there, except for the one I used to drop off your lizard-cat.”

      Ysduil gave Erynth a hug and a kiss and Amelie went up to the taller woman, too, eyes down and her body fidgeting nervously. Erynth laughed and swept the bunny girl up in a hug and kissed her on the mouth, too. Amelie’s bright red cheeks crinkled with her huge smile as she scurried over to me and put her arms around me. I gave Erynth a wink and led our group out of her cave.

      “What a day,” I said as we walked the familiar path toward the palisade. “Anyone else ready to get home?”

      Smiles broke out.

      “Zartuka!” Glasha said, punching the air.

      Zeerah, scrutinizing the dunim woman, let loose with a little chirp before opening her mouth. “Zaaaaarrrrrrr-kaaaaah.”
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      The palisade gate swung open for us, and our tired and ragged group shuffled in. The guard—Eghis Furen, the pretty shonet woman—stared at us with wide eyes when first Zeerah, then Nymyxiah walked by.

      “Adam!”

      I turned to see Nichole speaking with another of the guards at the little guardhouse next to the gate. The human commander of the martial forces of Odonasia walked briskly to us. When she spotted Zeerah, her eyebrows shot up her forehead. When her eyes fell on Nymyxiah, her mouth dropped fully open.

      “Ummm…”

      I chuckled and put my hands up. “It’s okay. You remember Zeerah?”

      “Rrrrrraaaaahh,” the lizard-cat trilled.

      “Yes, I remember. I remember Erynth taking her somewhere…”

      “Yeah, she did. Turns out, Zeerah knew how to get back the entire time. She found us being attacked by…well, we can talk about that later. Suffice it to say, she’s going to be around for a while. This is Nymyxiah. Can you go ahead of us and gather the council? We have a lot to talk about.”

      “Of course.” She snapped a salute to me, then to Ysduil, and headed for the caves.

      “Zeerah, Nymyxiah,” I said. “There are going to be a lot of people when we go into the cave. I’m sorry if it will be tense. We’ll try to get you through to where there are fewer people as soon as we can.”

      “Zeeeee.”

      The demoness nodded, but couldn’t help her mouth from twisting like she had spoiled food in her mouth.

      As expected, our group garnered a lot of attention as we passed through the large communal cavern. Sisters, gnolls, and other women stopped what they were doing and gawked. Nymyxiah kept her head down and walked straight ahead, while Zeerah dropped to all fours and stayed near my feet, as if she was there to protect me.

      Nichole must have run because more than half the council was already in the smaller meeting room when we got there. Nysea hugged me, then Ysduil, and turned her attention to the two newcomers. Her eyes danced when she ran them over Zeerah, but her brows drew down when she noted not only Nymyxiah’s strange form—with her exotic skin color, her horns, the wings, and the hooves—but also that her arms were bound.

      “I’ll explain when everyone’s here.” I sat the demoness down at the table and Ysduil took the seat next to her. I stood behind my foxgirl, rubbing her shoulders while we waited.

      Once everyone arrived, I explained in detail what we’d done this day and the day before. I felt sorry for Nymyxiah, with all those eyes on her the whole time, but there wasn’t anything to be done about it.

      When I finished with the summary, I got right to the point.

      “I’ll be asking Nymyxiah questions about her work and her people and about the tunnels we found her in. We’re going to need to find a place where she can stay. It doesn’t necessarily have to be a cell, but she’ll be guarded at all times. She has promised not to use her magic or try to escape, so we won’t keep her tied up and gagged at all times, but we won’t be letting her wander freely either.”

      Ymara never took her eyes off the demoness, but spoke up to me. “I think we can put her in the smaller chamber near where yours is, just on the other side of the tunnel going to the west entrance. It’s being used for storage right now, but we’ve just finished a few structures outside and one can be used to store the items instead.”

      “That’ll be great. We’ve had a rough couple of days, so the sooner we can get that set up, the better. I won’t push Nymyxiah too much for answers until she’s had a chance to rest. I also need to figure out where Zeerah is going to stay. I’m not sure if she’ll be up to being around so many people. For now, I’ll take her to our room so she can get used to the sounds and smells of the caverns.”

      Within an hour, we had one of the pallets that were slowly being replaced by beds as Eydra’s crafters built the furniture. I helped to move it into the small chamber Nymyxiah would be living in for the near future. Nichole had already assigned a rotation of two guards to be with the demoness at all times. The current pair were Barbanee Veruli and Yukaru. I was well familiar with the dog beastkin and the foxgirl and liked them both.

      “Here you go,” I told the horned woman. It was only me, her, the two guards, and Zeerah, who refused to leave my side. Everyone else had split up until we’d all meet for dinner. “It’s not much, but at least it’ll be more comfortable than sitting on the floor. I’ll see if I can get a small table and a chair or two.”

      “You are kind.”

      “It’s not kindness to not treat people badly. It’s the bare minimum anyone should do.”

      “You are the leader here? The chief of everything?”

      “Ha. ‘Chief of Everything.’ That sounds a lot like what a tyrant would call themself.” She didn’t crack a smile. “But yeah, I guess I’m the leader.”

      “Everyone has great affection for you. I don’t even need my magic to see it.”

      “We’ve been through a lot together. It brought us all closer. Everyone here is a good person and we all try to do what we can to help each other.”

      “I haven’t experienced a leader like you.”

      “I’m sorry about that. Is your culture military in nature?”

      The demoness took in a deep breath. “It could be described like that, I suppose. It goes further, though.” She twisted and half-rolled her shoulders.

      “Oh. Hold on.” I put a hand on her shoulder and turned her. Part of one wing almost hit me in the face and I shifted to not get a mouthful of leathery membrane. Pulling out my knife, I cut the ropes tying her arms. “I’m going to trust the promise you gave. Don’t disappoint me. Any hostile action, including using your power in any way, and your guards are ordered to kill you on the spot. Even if you get by them, you’ll never get out of the palisade alive. Archers are stationed around that can shoot you out of the sky if you fly. Uh, can you fly?”

      She stretched her wings out and reached out her arms, letting out little groans. “I can. I won’t, though. You have been kind, like I said. I will not repay you with betrayal, even if your people and mine are enemies.”

      “I appreciate that. So, your culture being military?”

      “Yes. It is more militaristic than what I have observed of yours, but it goes deeper. Ambition, greed, arrogance. Demons as a race are self-centered and selfish. There are some who are not so bad, but most are. I like to believe that I am less so, even if only because with my magic I have experienced the emotions of others. Even other succubi do not generally have compassion. I think it’s because of my work with simpler creatures, whose emotions are not as confused.

      “I don’t like the constant warfare. If I had a choice, I would train my monsters to do something else useful. To work with us instead of to kill our enemies. Even the larger monsters I and the other trainers have been working with in this new place.”

      “Wait, larger monsters? How big are we talking?”

      “Very.”

      “Like, as tall as the palisade wall? That big?”

      “Yes. There are several specimens I have been gradually getting under control. Many freely wander in this place. Most are not within the caves, but some are. I have traveled through the trees to find others. With the big ones, we often cycle them through several trainers. I am not currently training them, as they have been passed onto another.”

      I immediately thought of the trillon and the other powerful monsters that had been acting strangely. “The others that train the big monsters, they use the same techniques you do?”

      “No. Most use different methods. Harsher. Some monsters don’t survive the training process.”

      Holy shit. My magic senses hadn’t let me down. This was the key to what was happening in the Dreadlands.

      “We’re going to be talking a lot about that in the future, I think. For now, though, will you tell me more about your society?”

      “I am not the best to tell you about that. Because of my unique skills, I’ve always been outside of the main part of society.”

      “How do you mean?”

      The demoness gave me a wary look. “To those I have worked with, I am but a tool. I have never been treated as a person. My superiors have many means of impressing upon me the importance of what they want done. Most often, it involves simple things: withholding food, beating me, taking the blankets I sleep on so I must slumber on the cold stone. Those are fine and to be expected. Because of my unique qualities, however, all of my superiors have used other, less tolerable actions to keep me motivated.”

      The simple and expected things were beatings, starvation, lack of blankets, and sleeping on bare stone? Shit. “What other things?”

      “You must understand that as a succubus, I am a very sensual creature. Working with lesser creatures can be rewarding, but it does not provide for true intimacy. Physical intimacy. Most succubi engage in pleasure with the people they charm. They keep pets and have favorites. Some choose to procreate, whether with their thralls or with independent and willing partners. Child-bearing is the ultimate act of intimacy and my type find extreme joy in creating offspring.

      “My masters not only withhold the opportunity to procreate, but they hold out any kind of sensual pleasure with others as a reward for achieving extraordinary results. I have done more than any other trainer I have ever heard of, but still they will not let me go near any other person for the purpose of pleasure. They believe withholding it will motivate me, but it only weighs on my thoughts and saddens me, making me less efficient.”

      “So your type of demon thrives on intimacy and physical pleasure, and they use that as a weapon to keep you in line?”

      “Yes. Thus am I surprised by your relationship with the others. I can taste the intimacy between you and some—most—of those I have observed. Do you use pleasure as a weapon as well, giving it as a reward rather than wielding it as a punishment?”

      I snorted. “No. I don’t believe in doing that. I hate to tell you, Nymyxiah—”

      “Pardon me, but you can call me Myxi if you like. I taste kind feelings when you say it.”

      “Oh. Well, I guess I can see that. Nicknames are a way of interacting with people, promoting friendly feelings. They can endear one to another. If you don’t mind, it’ll be easier to use the shortened name. Thanks. Like I was saying, though, I don’t like that I have to break this to you, but it’s going to be difficult around here for you. Most of these women are priestesses of Odona. They are all about physical pleasure. In fact, one of the requirements of their service is to get pleasure every day. They may do it themselves, but a lot of them do it with others.”

      “They…”

      Coincidentally, a few moans sounded from the main cavern. “Yeah, they either pleasure themselves or they have sex with others. It might be as bad as what you’re used to. Worse, with you knowing what’s happening around you.”

      Myxi closed her eyes and lifted her chin. The background noise, which I hardly even noticed anymore, consisted of several rather vocal priestesses. A rapturous look crossed the succubus’s face.

      “No. I can feel the emotions, the bliss. This is…aaaah. I have not felt so content in longer than I can remember. It’s always like this?”

      “No. They haven’t even gotten started. It gets more intense.”

      “I will tell you everything you wish to know. Not only because of your kindness and because you have opened my eyes to what is possible, but because of the opportunity to experience this. I will swear any oath you would like, but please allow me to continue feeling this.”

      Myxi crossed her legs as she stood, rubbing her upper thighs together. Her hands clenched and unclenched, moving toward her legs, then stopping and moving toward her chest, only to drop to her sides again. I watched with fascination, but then realized I’d better make myself scarce before any more stimulation occurred.

      “Okay. Thank you for the information. I’ll leave you to, uh, rest. I can have food brought for you or you can go with us when I meet with the others for dinner. As long as you cooperate, we won’t keep you bound or put you in a cell. I think we can work together so I can protect my friends.”

      “I will do anything you ask. Being a prisoner here is already proving to be better than doing my job with my people. I would appreciate eating a meal with you and…Zeerah.”

      “Great. I’ll see you later.”

      I met eyes with the two guards as I left, their eyes wide at the demon woman trying her hardest to keep her hands from roaming all over her body, and failing.

      I patted Barbanee on her pauldron. “Good luck.”
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      Ysduil and I went to Nymyxiah’s room shortly before dinner to fetch her. As we entered the room, my foxgirl spotted the two guards and let loose a little squeal of glee.

      “Yukaru! I haven’t seen you in forever.” Ysduil threw herself at the other fox beastkin and wrapped her arms around her. “It’s wonderful to run into you. Have you gotten together with your cousin?”

      Yukaru squeezed my wife and when they separated, gave Yssy a little bow. “I have. Thank you for finding her and bringing her back here. I am always so worried about her safety. It is wonderful that she has joined us, and it brings me joy to see you as well.”

      Half a turn of her body, and Ysduil plowed into Barbanee as well. The tacanem happily traded hugs and greetings with my foxgirl.

      I stood back, a small smile on my face. The priestesses in general were a close-knit group, but with Ysduil, it was like many of them were part of her family. I loved to watch her face light up with joy when seeing another sister she hadn’t seen recently or that she thought might have been caught and executed.

      Nymyxiah watched the interactions closely.

      “Hey, Myxi. Are you ready to go get something to eat?”

      Her eyes widened and locked onto me, then she dropped them to her hands. “I am. Thank you for…thank you.”

      “No worries. Come on.” I almost put a hand out to her, but then remembered we were kind of enemies. At least for now. Hopefully we could build trust and then, eventually, become friends, but that was a long way from now.

      “Do you want us to follow you and stand guard while you eat?” Barbanee asked.

      “What? No way. You’re going to eat with us. You can call it guard duty if you like, but there’s no way you’re going to stand around at attention while we laze around and eat. Let’s go. I haven’t had a chance to talk to you since we fought those glimmerlings.”

      Barbanee scrunched up her face. “We didn’t fight them. You killed those monsters by yourself.”

      “Oh, right. Well, we can talk about that if you want. Or something else. Have you met the others who came back with us and Yukaru’s cousin? I’ll introduce you.”

      Our group was big enough to fill one of the long tables in the dining area. When we sat down, with Ysduil on my right, as always, Nymyxiah took the seat on my left. Evina frowned at the arrangement. Since we first brought her to Odonasia, she normally placed herself next to me when we ate.

      “Myxi?” Ysduil whispered to me as everyone found their places. Glasha smirked at me from across the table, Amelie on one side of her and Crelora on the other.

      “Hmmm? Oh, yeah. I asked her if I could call her that. It’s a lot easier to say than ‘Nymyxiah.’”

      The demoness turned her head at hearing her name. I shook my head at her.

      “Is it a term of endearment?” Yssy pressed.

      I barked a laugh. “No. It’s for simplicity’s sake. You have nothing to worry about.”

      Ysduil kissed me on the cheek. “I know. She is very exotic, and sexy.”

      “That’s enough of that.” I raised my voice to overcome the drone of conversation in the room. “How are you, Crelora? How are things going with your new house?”

      “It’s wonderful. I appreciate it so much. Now I can come and go and not have to worry about leaving before it gets dark.”

      “That’s great. When are we going to meet some of the others in your roost? Maybe we can visit it soon?”

      “Some of our elders are keen to meet with you, and the council. We should discuss when might be an opportune time.”

      “Sure. Let’s figure something out. I’m glad you like your home. Is it a house by itself or is it part of one of the combination buildings?” Eydra and her crew had been building at a rapid pace. I suggested dormitory style buildings to save on space and more efficiently use the builders’ time and materials. I hadn’t seen any of the finished product yet, but had heard good things from many different people, including my girls.

      “It is a separate little cabin. I would like to show you, when you have time.”

      “Yeah, that would be great.”

      I usually didn’t care for crowds, but with all my closest friends sitting around the table and eating, I found myself smiling and feeling pretty hyped up about it. Not only were my girls, Crelora, Evina, and Myxi there, but Maressa, Lamari, DD, Vesina, Merlara, and Norel joined us as well. Halfway through, Nichole even stopped by. As she eyed Barbanee and Yukaru eating and chatting with Ysduil, I called her over to me.

      “Hey, I hope I didn’t overstep, but I told those two to join us. They can guard Nymyxiah just as well while they’re eating in the group. Plus, she’s right here next to me, so I don’t see an issue with her being unsupervised or anything.”

      “You know you’re my boss, right?” Nichole said with a wry smile.

      “Nah. We’re coworkers. I’d never try to undermine your authority with your troops.”

      She leaned in to put her lips against my ear so we didn’t have to raise our voices. “You can do whatever you want with me, but thank you for being so respectful. I’m glad you invited them to eat. They both have the biggest crushes on you.” She kissed my earlobe. “They’re not the only ones.”

      She straightened up and found a spot to wedge into farther down the table.

      I still wasn’t quite used to all the attention I got, but I wasn’t going to complain about it. Thinking back to the last time Ysduil had brought up Nichole and how I should get together with her—two days ago—I laughed when I saw my wife giving me a knowing smile.

      After dinner, I relinquished Myxi to her two guards and they led her back to her room. I noted that Evina had been very quiet during dinner and as she started weaving her way through people to leave, I went to head her off. It was about time we had a little talk anyway, so asking her what was wrong seemed like a good opening.

      Crelora was suddenly in front of me, bare breasts immediately grabbing my attention.

      “Adam, I would like to show you my home, if you have the time right now.”

      “Oh, Crelora. I’d love to, but I have to do something real quick. Could I get back to you in maybe half an hour or so?”

      “Of course. I will just—”

      Ysduil slinked up to the bird woman and put her arm around Crelora. “I’ll keep her occupied. I’ve been wanting to chat anyway. I have questions about your roost and about the Dreadlands. If that’s okay with you?”

      The bird woman’s sharp face broke into a smile. “Yes. I would love that.”

      “Come find us when you’re done, my love,” Ysduil said to me, jerking her head toward Evina and then giving me a kiss. The woman was a marvel. She was so observant and seemed to always know what I was thinking.

      “Will do. See you two in a little while.” I squirmed my way through the cramped doorway of the dining hall and spotted Evina. Speeding up my steps, I closed the distance.

      “Evina. Hey, Evina.”

      The princess turned to me. At first, she started to smile, but then her lips dropped into a straight line.

      Uh-oh. That didn’t bode well.

      “You have a few minutes to talk?”

      “I suppose.”

      It felt like the temperature dropped twenty degrees. I gestured ahead and she walked toward her room. When we got there and passed through the narrow tunnel into the square chamber, it surprised me how the sound from outside dropped off when we took a left and stopped at a little table and a couple of chairs.

      “Where’s Vesina?” I asked.

      “She has been talking a lot with Nysea about her experience with child-rearing. She probably went to discuss more after dinner. The priestess seems to be expecting that there will be children soon.”

      “Oh, that’s good. I’m glad she’s getting along well with everyone.” I looked around the room. She’d gotten hold of some of the nicer furniture, even a legitimate bed. It was easy to see which of the two was hers. Vesina’s was smaller and more primitive, but it was still better than a lot of others had at this point in Odonasia. “So, we haven’t had a chance to talk much. I noticed you were quiet during dinner. Is everything okay?”

      Her eyes drilled into me. The bright green color clashed so violently with her red hair—in a good way—it almost took my breath away. Energy crackled within them, though it didn’t feel like positive energy at the moment. She sighed and dropped into one of the chairs, absently gesturing toward the other one. I took the cue and sat.

      “People don’t like me.”

      I blinked. “Uh, what? Why would you say that?”

      “Because it’s true. I can see how they look at me, how they roll their eyes when they think I can’t see them. No one talks to me unless they have to.”

      “That’s not true. If you’re talking about during dinner, it was loud and chaotic and sometimes you have to be a little bit assertive to get in a conversation.” I almost winced at telling her to be assertive. I think she picked up on it. Her frown grew.

      “Everyone wants to talk to you. You don’t have to push your way into conversations.”

      I didn’t really have an answer to that. I tried another approach. “Evina, you have been with the same five people—six if you include Sveita—for your entire life. You all knew each other, how to interact, what each person’s preferences were. Now you’re mixed in with almost two hundred others. Of course it’s going to be awkward. I’ve been with most of these women for months now. They’re my friends. We’ve been through a lot. Give it some time.”

      “You haven’t known the demoness for more than two days, but you’re already calling her by a pet name.”

      Ouch. Okay, she had me there. “It’s not a pet name. It’s just a shortened name. Are you really going to tell me that saying Nymyxiah all the time is easier than saying Myxi.”

      “No, but…you’ve known me for longer than her.”

      “I have, and I’m trying to get to know you better. Our trip back here was stressful and difficult. I wanted to talk to you not only because it seems like you’re a little down right now, but so I could learn more about you. I’d really like us to be friends, but…”

      “But what?”

      Shit. This wasn’t going how I wanted it to go. For better or worse, though, I’d take the opportunity.

      “Well, you’re a bit difficult to deal with sometimes. I think maybe you’re wound a little tight, take too many things seriously. I think if you loosened up some, didn’t always have your defenses so strong around you, you might be happier. Some people might be intimidated at your intensity.”

      She looked at me, her mouth moving, almost like she was chewing on what I said.

      “I have a certain decorum to maintain. A reputation to uphold. I am a princess, the rightful ruler of the entire empire.”

      “An empire that doesn’t exist anymore.” I gave her a consoling look. “Evina, I know you were raised and trained to act like royalty. I understand your ideas on respect—though I disagree with them—but as long as you act like you’re above others, they’ll never feel comfortable with you.”

      “You would have me play the fool, a joker, to endear others to me?”

      “No, that’s not what I’m saying. Do you think I play the fool?”

      “Of course not,” she said. “You are a leader. Unrefined, but still somehow regal.”

      “Okay. Well, thanks. My point is, I think the best way to get other people to like you is to not look down on them. I know you’re a caring person inside, but most of the time she’s hiding behind an authority figure.”

      “If I do not present a strong image, others will not respect me.”

      “I don’t think that’s true. I think if you show them they can interact with you without being made to feel like they’re inferior, you can earn their respect.”

      “But they are—”

      “Please don’t say they are inferior. It’s just not true. No one person is inherently better than another. It’s what we do, how we act, that proves what kind of people we are. Every single person here has qualities that I can’t ever hope to match. I, on the other hand, have some that are maybe better suited for a particular task. I may be stronger than someone, but if that person has skill that I don’t, who’s better? It all depends on the situation.

      “You are amazing with those claw weapons—so incredible even after using them for such a short time that I sometimes stare in awe when you use them. But you can’t—and I don’t mean this as an insult—you can’t cook dinner worth a shit. And that’s when you’re forced to do it, because honestly, you see yourself as being above doing work like that. Those things turn people off.”

      I saw in her eyes that she wanted to argue but held back for some reason. Good. That looked like progress to me.

      “We need you, Evina. Just your name will help give the resistance some credibility. But it’s not enough. We can’t beat people into supporting us. They have to learn to respect us, to love us. There’s no other way we’ll be able to take down the Sodality. I would really like us to be friends. Can you think about it and try to interact with other people a little better? Try not to look down on them and expect them to kneel at your feet? Give it a try. I’ll help in any way I can.”

      “I-I’ll think upon it.”

      “That’s all I can ask. Is there anything I can do to make you feel better, to show you I’m on your side in all this?”

      “You can call me by a pet name.”

      I barked a laugh. “I told you, calling her Myxi isn’t a pet name. It’s just shorter and easier.”

      “Very well, then call me a shortened name.”

      “You bet. I don’t know if you remember, but in your sister’s diary, she called you Evy. Could I use that name for you?”

      For the first time during the conversation, a whisper of a smile graced her lips. “I would like that.”

      “Great.” I stood up. “From now on, I will think of you as Evy, even if I only use it in more informal settings. I wouldn’t want to be too familiar during official meetings or anything. Would that work for you, Evy?”

      She gracefully rose from her chair. “It would. Thank you, Adam. For talking to me, and for the name.”

      “It’s my pleasure.” Mostly without thinking, I opened my arms up to her. Her eyes widened, then she glided the few steps to me and allowed me to put them around her. I held her loosely for a moment and she returned a delicate hug. “Talk to me when you’re feeling tense or sad, okay. We have a lot of work to do together and I would rather that we lean on each other. I want you to be happy, Evy. I know your life has been difficult so far, but we can make tomorrow anything we want to make it.”

      “Thank you,” she said. “I’ll try.”
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      I found my sexy foxgirl wife and Crelora sitting in our room, chatting.

      “Hey,” I said as I entered the room and looked around. “Where are Glasha and Amelie?”

      Ysduil shrugged. How I loved how her dress moved when she did that. “They took off after dinner, not sure where. Did you have a nice talk with Evina?”

      “Yeah, I think so. She’s a little bit down because she thinks people don’t like her.”

      My foxgirl gave me a look that said, maybe because it’s the truth?

      “I told her to loosen up a little bit, to try not looking down on everyone from on high. I also said that I wanted us to be friends and that we’d be working together a lot, so if she needs someone to talk to, I’ll be there for her.”

      “You’re so sweet. She’s lucky to have you on her side.”

      “We need her,” I said. “Besides, she’s had a pretty rough life. I mean, most of you have, but I do feel sorry for her. She literally doesn’t have anyone else, except maybe Vesina.”

      Ysduil nodded. “I try my hardest to be nice, but sometimes I feel like I want to strangle that woman.”

      I laughed and bent over to give my wife a hug and a kiss while she was still sitting in the chair. “I know. I think she’ll settle in eventually. For now, I’ll make sure she knows I’ll help her in any way I can. So, are you ready to go see Crelora’s house?”

      My foxgirl’s eyes darted to Crelora, and her eyebrows raised fractionally. “I need to go track down Nysea to talk to her about some things. Go ahead. I’ll have to see it another time. I’m sorry, Crelora.”

      “It’s fine. You can visit anytime. It’s not very big, though I do love it. I will be spending a lot of time here.”

      Ysduil popped up out of her chair, gave the bird woman a hug, gave me a long kiss, and waved as she headed out of the room. “Goodnight. I’ll see you later, my love.”

      I threw her a kiss and addressed Crelora. “Ready when you are.”

      We made our way through the cavern at a leisurely pace, then headed out the main entrance. Despite the palisade and the guards outside, two other sisters guarded the tunnel opening. They both snapped salutes to me and I waved back at them. I still felt silly saluting. It was uncomfortable enough with them saluting me.

      “I have enjoyed being allowed to accompany you on your expeditions,” Crelora said as we walked.

      “You’re a great help. I feel bad about putting you in danger, though.”

      “It was exciting. I have done more in the last two days than I have done in the last ten otherwise. Monsters, demons, caverns, and dracora. It’s invigorating.”

      The night was chilly outside the constant temperature in the cave. I glanced at the bird woman’s chest and found her nipples standing straight out. She didn’t seem to notice, or to mind.

      “You’re welcome to come along whenever we go exploring again. There’s a lot more of the area we haven’t been through. Your skill at combat is welcome and your ability to fly could help, too. You know, as long as we’re not going through caves.”

      Her sincere laugh sent happy vibrations through me. “My home is just over here. Eydra gave me my choice of several. She is very kind. I enjoy the…colorful way she speaks.”

      “Yeah. She’s got some interesting ways of expressing herself.”

      We walked up to a cute little cabin. A small planter had been built into the front of it and several types of flowers seemed to be doing well in the soil. I hadn’t seen any other of the buildings with that feature, but I also hadn’t walked through all the construction that was going on.

      Crelora noticed me looking at the planter. “Eydra made that especially for me. She said that she knew dwarves who made little gardens like that at their homes and that it would bring some color to my house. She also told me with a wink that if I got so drunk I couldn’t figure out which house was mine, the planter would help me so I didn’t walk into someone else’s home.”

      I snorted. “Yeah, that sounds like Eydra.”

      We entered and Crelora lit a lamp to light the place up as I shut the door. A small living room, dominated by a fireplace, with a kitchen area and a separate room I assumed was the bedroom. I helped her start a fire and she walked me around to show me the place.

      “This is very cute. It looks comfortable and homey.”

      “I love it. I think I am more comfortable here than at my home in the roost.”

      We sat down near the fire after she’d made tea for us.

      “So,” I said. “How are things going at the roost? Are all the elders on board with us being allies, or are some still skeptical? I know you told me the majority voted to have a relationship with us, but how do you think things are working out?”

      Crelora took a sip of her tea. “There are two that speak disparagingly of our alliance, but I think they are coming around. To be honest, those two especially usually fixate on what you can do for us.”

      “That’s natural. It’s the difference between allies and friends. Allies look at what they can get out of it, while real friends are concerned what they can give. I hope we all become friends rather than just allies.”

      The bird woman nodded at my words. “I have never thought of it that way. I think it’s true.” She sipped her tea and stared into the fire. “I have to be honest with you, Adam, one of the biggest concerns that comes up in their discussions with each other, according to my mentor, is you.”

      “Me?”

      “Yes, when I said that they focus on what you can do for us, I meant just that. Not ‘you’ as in Odonasia, but ‘you,’ you.”

      “Ah.”

      “Yes. They ask me every time I report if there is a time frame for when you will help us with…your own special ability.”

      “Pregnancy,” I said.

      Crelora dipped her head. “Yes. I’m sorry, I—”

      “No. No worries. I get it. It’s important. It’s been twenty years since anyone but the privileged Sodality people have had a chance to have children. At first, it was difficult for me to get my head around, but I understand it. I hear the same things from people here. When am I going to start spreading seed around, when am I going to use the leverage I could apply to get more allies and better items in trade? I’m not insulted. I’m not really flattered, though, knowing that if it were any other man, it would be the same thing.”

      “No, that’s not true,” she said. “Not for everyone. All of your close friends and many of the sisters I have spoken with, they are all enamored of you. If it were any other man, they would still want to be impregnated, but with you, the talk goes…other ways.”

      “Other ways? What do you mean?”

      “They don’t just want your seed. They want you. My roost’s elders have never met you, so to them you are a faceless means to an end. Those who know you and associate with you want to enjoy you and, more importantly, want you to enjoy them. I have heard priestesses say that they would forgo becoming pregnant—or even achieving their own orgasms—just to become intimate with you.”

      “Oh. Uh, that’s pretty cool. I mean, I guess I do feel a little flattered now. As far as with your roost, though, let them know that I intend to help out as many as I can, especially our allies, but even more so my friends. There hasn’t been a lot of time for that with all the problems we’ve been facing, though. Just between me and you, the little time I have for things like that, I intend to use for those who I want relationships with.

      “I know it’ll get to the point where I’m working like a machine to help women get pregnant, but for right now, I want to take my time and give what I can to those closer to me.”

      “That’s one of the reasons I am so fond of you, Adam. You care about people, and for those you deem worthy you expend great effort to make them happy.”

      “It’s the way I think it should be, Crelora. You are one of those people. The ones I want to be around and to help out. I’m so happy you flew into our lives. Besides the alliance with the roost, I like being around you.”

      We slipped into silence and continued drinking our tea and basking in the warmth of the fire.

      “I had never really thought of that before,” she said.

      “Thought of what?”

      “Of having children. The Sodality has always been around in my lifetime and it is very clear that no sotin will be utilized for a small monster tribe in the Dreadlands. There are others in my roost, ones near my age, of whom I am fond. I have engaged in intimacy with some, even with one of the older women who has been with men.” She took another drink of her tea. “Some of the priestesses have asked me if I would share their bed.”

      I chuckled at that. “I’m not surprised at all. They are priestesses of the sex goddess. Besides, look at you. Your gorgeous and sexy. Did you accept any of their propositions?”

      “No.”

      “Why not?”

      “I don’t know. Everything is so new and changes all the time. Maybe I haven’t had the time?” She laughed. “Not to steal your excuse. Maybe I was just waiting for something better.”

      “Hmmm. I get that. Well, there will always be sisters around to oblige you if you decide to change your mind. Hell, even Ysduil would probably tell you yes in a second if you gave her the chance. She thinks you’re sexy as hell.”

      Crelora’s fair cheeks colored. “She is very beautiful, your wife.”

      “She is. All my girls are. In fact, so many of the women in this world are drop-dead gorgeous, it makes my mind spin.”

      “With all those, you must be very busy.”

      “I’m busy, but mostly with other things. I’m still selective about who I spend time with when I’m not working hard to try to grow the resistance or protect Odonasia.”

      Her blush deepened. “Thank you. For spending time with me when you could be, umm, doing other things.”

      “I love hanging out with you, Crelora. You’re in my group of favorite people. Anything I can do for you, you let me know.”

      “Well, there is one thing…”

      I broke into a grin and my eyes inadvertently slipped down to her breasts. Hey, I couldn’t help it. I mean, she didn’t wear anything covering them. Ever. How was that fair?

      She threw her shoulders back a little, pushing her chest out. “I said I hadn’t thought about those things. Since I met you, though, I have. About impregnating and children.”

      “Crelora, do you want me to help you out with that? Do you want to get pregnant?”

      “I do, though I find myself feeling like those other sisters I’ve talked to. I want your seed, but even more, I just want to feel you.”

      I put my tea on the table and moved closer to her. “I want to feel you, too. Can I kiss you?”

      She set her tea on the table next to mine. “I would love that.”
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      I looked into the mustard-yellow eyes of the harpae woman as I leaned in closer to her. Her pupils contracted, narrowing in on me like a predator spotting a nice meal. When our lips touched, her entire body relaxed and she let out a breath.

      For as sharp and angular as her features were, her lips were plump and sank into mine like they were made of clouds. We held them there, applying pressure but moving very little. The tingle between us, like low-voltage electricity, dragged a soft moan from deep in my chest. I put my hand to her smooth cheek and reveled in how soft her skin was.

      I pursed my lips, increasing the pressure and changing the angle of contact, and Crelora followed my lead. It was the simplest of kisses. Not much movement, no tongue, only delicious contact and the sexual tension building up between us. I dared to take a bit of her bottom lip between mine and the huffed groan from the bird woman sent heat through my body that contrasted the cool skin of her face.

      After several slow-burning minutes, I broke the kiss. Looking into her eyes, I smiled and was rewarded by one of her own.

      “If you can do what you did to me with that simple a kiss, I’m almost scared what will happen when we do more.”

      “Mmmm,” she said. “I do love soft, tender kisses. I have only ever encountered one person who gave them to me. You feel so much better than she did.”

      I kissed her neck softly. “I’m glad. Let’s find out what else I can do that you’ll like.”

      “Ooooh. Yes. Keep doing that, too. I…ooooh…love the feel of your lips on me.”

      I trailed kisses up her neck, along her jaw, and up to her ears. I nibbled on them and whispered to her. “I’ve wanted to put them all over your body since I first saw you.”

      “Ooooh.”

      I pulled back to look at her face. The expectant, pensive expression looked so stimulating in combination with her large eyes. I stared at her lips and watched them as they moved up into a sexy smile. I gave in to the pull and kissed her again.

      This time, I moved a little more, tilting my head and kissing more of those seductive lips. I kept it slow, but pushed my tongue out tentatively, barely inserting it between her lips to graze her teeth. Hers extended to meet mine, tips barely touching. We held there for a moment, long enough for me to put my arms around her and run my hand down her bare back.

      The tension, the anticipation, was so fucking delectable. My member jumped to life. With just a kiss, my body heated up, my rock-hard shaft throbbing for attention, urging me to speed things up and take the exquisite bird woman immediately.

      I maintained my slow, sensuous pace. Even when Crelora exhaled a long breath, melting in my arms, somehow increasing the way we merged every little part of our lips.

      Her scent filled my nostrils, letting me taste what I was smelling. I’d already realized that her body temperature was cooler than most people’s, but her aroma magnified that. She was like a cool wind, with barely a trace of a forest smell. My eyes closed in ecstasy, and the closeness of her face allowed me to remember hikes in the cool mountain air, especially in the early evening with the breeze rushing against my cheeks.

      Goosebumps popped up along my neck and back, but whether from the imagined chilly scene or because of the tension of the slow, sexy kisses, I wasn’t sure. It didn’t matter. I wanted to taste Crelora more, to lick and suck on every bit of her body.

      “How about we move somewhere else?” I asked, only putting enough space between our lips so I could speak. “This chair is going to make things awkward.”

      “Oooooh.” Her lips brushed mine and the vibrations tickled mine. “Anywhere. I want more. Please…” That last word came out as a whimper, and my dick twitched.

      “Bed,” I said. I swept my arm under her legs and lifted, cradling her back with the other arm. I pressed my lips to hers again, kissing a little more insistently, but still softly and gently.

      “Mmmmm-hmmmm.”

      Her scent magnified as I carried her into the next room, where a bed awaited. The feel of her kisses and her body in my arms had my temperature up. I wanted to push her down on the bed and ravish her, but I also loved the slow build up we were savoring.

      I laid her down, our mouths still connected, and she moaned softly while blindly working her hands to take off my shirt. We broke our kiss long enough for her to take it completely off. I loved how her yellow eyes ran hungrily over my chest and shoulders.

      “You have such amazing breasts,” I said, my finger tracing her areola.

      “Aaaaaah. That feels good. Many harpae don’t care for breast contact when they get intimate. They are just another part of the body, not a sensual spot. I am different. Mine are very sensitive and I enjoy contact. Will you play with them?”

      I closed my eyes for a moment and let out a long breath. Oh my God. “It would be my pleasure.”

      I cupped one perfect breast as I pecked at her lips with my own, then trailed my finger around the side, underneath, and up the other side, in between her breasts. In a slow spiral, I dragged my finger around her soft, tight skin until I reached the nipple, then gave it a gentle pinch.

      “Oooooh. Yes. Like that. I love it.”

      I moved down to kiss just under her breasts, then licked up in between them.

      “Kiss them. Suck them for me, Adam.”

      I did as she asked, placing gentle kisses along the tops of her full, round tits and then back down. I opened my mouth wide and took in her whole areola, sucking and releasing with a pop.

      “Oooh. Oh-oh.”

      I took her nipple in my teeth and pressed down. “Tell me if it’s too much,” I said, keeping pressure on her.

      “Mmmmm. Not too much. Just perfect. I have two…”

      God, this woman was so amazing. “So you do.” I switched to her other side and gave her the same treatment as the first.

      “Oh-oh-oh. Thank you. Uhhhhng.”

      I replaced my lips with my hand and kissed her lips hard, my tongue attacking hers more insistently than before. She wriggled her chest and moaned.

      Still working on her nipple with my hand, I dragged my tongue down her neck, between her firm globes, and down toward her navel. She jerked and giggled when I put it inside her belly button, so I bit the skin around it before my tickling ruined the mood.

      The cool breeze scent wafted up from her little panties, somehow hot and chilled at the same time. I bit at the top of the cloth.

      “Oh. Adam!”

      “Hmmmm.” I was too busy nibbling at her skin where the panties ended to speak.

      “Do your people…lick? Down there?”

      “Mmmmm. Mmmm-hmmmm.”

      “Will you…oh. Will you…?”

      I lifted my head up to look into her slitted eyes. “Will you come in my mouth?”

      “Aaaaaah. Huh-huh-huh. Yes, oh yes. Can I?”

      I chuckled and gave her a little growl, then put my head back down to give her a long, hard lick all the way up her panties.

      “Ooooooh. Oh-oh-oh-oh. Take them off. Please, Adam. Lick my pussy. Is it wet enough?”

      I rubbed along the soaked front of her garment and she bucked under my hand. “It’s very wet. Delectably wet.” Both hands went to her only stitch of clothing and pulled them down, over her legs, and off completely. I tossed them to the floor and put my hand back on her chest. The other drifted down to rub her wet lips.

      “Oh-oh-oh-oh. Yes, yes. I’m very…oh! I’m very sensitive down there.”

      I’d noticed that. I stroked her outer lips with long, soft motions. Like with our kisses, they started her body gyrating, rubbing against me. I pulled my finger back and licked it. “Mmmmm.”

      “Me, too. Please. Let me taste.”

      I rubbed my finger along her wet skin. When it was covered in her juices, I put my finger up to her mouth. She grabbed my hand with both of hers and plunged my finger into her mouth, sucking hard.

      “Mmmm. Mm-mmm-mmm.” She pulled it out with a pop. “Do you like my taste?”

      “I love your taste, Crelora. I love everything about you.”

      I dipped my head down and licked her lips, tracing the outside and gradually moving to the inner folds. Her taste was so much stronger directly from the source. If I were to point to one scent and taste that signified “outside,” her juices would be it. They were tantalizing and the way she moaned and squirmed as I lapped them up made me dizzy.

      I hadn’t even reached her clit yet, taking my time in massaging her lips with my tongue, when her hands grabbed my hair and pulled me closer to her while she violently thrust her hips upward. A wash of more of her nectar flooded my tongue and I sucked it up as fast as I could, taking her outer lips into my mouth and softly slurping on them. She tremored several times before relaxing her grip on my hair.

      “Mmmmm,” I said. “Did that feel good?”

      “Oh, goddess,” she panted. “I have never felt anything so…oh!”

      I ran my tongue up and flicked it at the hood half-covering her engorged clit. She tightened and squeezed her legs, pressing on either side of my face. Another circuit around her lips with my tongue and I returned to her button, taking it in my mouth and sucking on it.

      “Oh-oh-oh-oh-oooooooh. Yes! Suck my little button, Adam. Suck it. I can’t believe…I’m going to…ooooooooh!”

      For the second time in a few minutes, her body thrashed and more juices flowed out of her beautiful flower. I dutifully lapped them up, humming against her lips as I did it.

      “Goddess.” Her breathing was heavy, and she hardly got the one word out for lack of breath. I gave her a minute to breathe. “Adam?”

      “Hmmmmm?”

      “Are you aroused?”

      I moved up to her face, laughing. She licked my lips and gave me a hard kiss, her tongue forcing its way into my mouth. I took her hand and moved it down to the front of my pants.

      “What do you think?” I opened up my pants and pushed her hand down.

      “Oooooh. Will you put that in me?”

      I growled. “That was my plan.”

      She pushed me away and pulled my pants down to my knees. “Put it in me? Right now?” She tugged on my hard shaft, moving it closer to her.

      “Lie back, Crelora,” I said, giving her another kiss. She did what I asked and I moved into position. I didn’t even bother taking my pants off completely, just lined up and pressed my head to her soaking lips. I pushed it in, reveling in the pressure of her lips spreading apart for me.

      “Ooooooh. Yes, yes. Oh-oh-oh.”

      I took it slow, moving in an inch at a time, then pulling out, teasing her. Her breathing grew frantic again and she placed one of my hands on her tits. Her hips thrust, gaining speed and stroking further each time.

      “No more slow,” she said. “I want you all the way inside me. Pump me, like I’ve dreamed about since I met you.”

      I nipped at one of her nipples, then kissed her on the mouth, pushing my cock into her all the way as she asked.

      “Ooooooh!” her exclamation shattered our kiss to pieces. “Yes. Like that, but harder.”

      I thrust, carried away with the feeling of her lips and canal caressing me. Even inside, she was cooler than my temperature. It felt amazing, her cooler skin against mine. My eyes crossed and tried to close, but I pushed myself up so my face was above hers, a fraction of an inch away. Our noses touched as we got into a rhythm and occasionally, one or both of us would flick out a tongue to attempt a kiss. I focused on her eyes as our bodies rocked back and forth, my dick plunging in and out of her.

      The pressure built and I knew I only had a short time left until I would explode.

      “Oh-oh-oh-oh.” The bird woman’s voice was an aphrodisiac.

      I felt it coming, but she was on the edge, too. Her internal muscles twitched and jittered, snapping down on me like ABS brakes, a thousand times a minute.

      “Adam! Oh-oh-oh-ooooooh!”

      The harpae dug her fingers into my back and thrust up so violently, we slammed together with a loud slap. I pushed myself as far into her as I could get and my eyes closed from the dizziness I felt. Her body started to shake, tremoring as liquid spilled out of her and down onto the bed. That triggered the end for me.

      Every muscle in my body tensed and I emptied my balls into the sexy bird woman. My shaking matched hers as my dick twitched and pumped out all it could.

      I opened my eyes to see Crelora’s yellow orbs staring at me. They were glazed and were absolutely beautiful.

      “Damn,” I said. “How did you do that to me?”

      “Do what?”

      “Make me feel things I’ve never felt before?”

      She chuckled. “The same way you did it to me. Thank you, Adam.”

      I kissed her. “Thank you. You are fantastic.”

      “Good enough for a repeat sometime?”

      “Great enough for a repeat right now.”
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      Once we’d cooled down a little, Crelora apologized to me for changing her mind about another round.

      “I would really love to,” she said. “But I’m very sore. I’m afraid that you will make me unable to walk or fly if we continue.”

      I laughed, but told her I understood. Instead, we held each other and kissed, talking about little things, like how her life was with the roost and how mine had been in my world. After an hour of soft kisses and tender touches, we got dressed and I gave her one last kiss goodnight and left.

      I was glad I got a chance to be with the sexy harpae. She was an amazing woman and I’d gladly experience her again. She seemed willing for more. As I headed back to my room, I thought about how many women I’d already had sex with in this world, all of them unprotected. No one had claimed a pregnancy yet, but it would come. I wondered who would be the first.

      All three of my girls were in the room when I got back. Amelie was closest, so I went to her and gave her a hug and some kisses. Then I went to Glasha, and finally, ended up with Ysduil, who was lying on the bed. I noticed Amelie sniffing, watching me carefully, but she didn’t say anything.

      Ysduil did.

      “Mmmmm. You have a nice night seeing Crelora’s house?”

      “Yeah, I did. It’s a cute little place.”

      “How’s the bed? Or did you use a table?”

      “The bed is nice. Jealous?”

      She giggled and kissed me. “I am, but I’m not sure if it’s because I didn’t have you or because I didn’t have her.”

      “Don’t be jealous. You can have me anytime, and I put in a good word for you so maybe we can set something up where we have her together.”

      “Oooh. Thank you. I love you, always thinking of me.”

      “What about me?” Amelie asked.

      “We talked about you, too. She is very interested in you, especially if you adopt the harpae style of clothing for a short time with her.”

      Amelie tilted her head at me for a moment, then her eyes lit up when she figured out what I meant. She shook her chest and giggled.

      “What about you, Glasha?”

      The dunim waved a dismissive hand. “Psht. I’m working on trying to be nice to her, but I’m not that far along yet. Maybe someday.”

      “You know,” I told her. “Make-up sex really does wonders.”

      “I’m fine with you, our beautiful foxgirl, and our sexy rabbit. That’s enough for now.”

      “Midra?” I asked.

      Glasha’s cheeks darkened to a nice pine green.

      Ysduil slapped my shoulder playfully. “Leave her alone. Midra is very sexy.”

      “I know she is. Glasha does, too, but she won’t admit it.” I winked at the green woman. “I’m just teasing you. Are you three ready for bed?”

      Another blissful night bunched up with my girls in our large bed brought us to the start of another day, one in which I found myself in a meeting I had scheduled with Xanali Ferosin, Oghash, Aewen Insen, Nysea, Mutu—one of the nytis scholars—and Evina. For a change, the nytis representative had come to us.

      “I wanted to ask you all about something I’ve been thinking about. I haven’t had a chance to really drill down into the questions for Nymyxiah, so I’m sure we’ll find out more from her, but what do you all think about the magic in the world? Specifically, I’m wondering if it’s getting worse.”

      Xanali, the only one there besides me who actually had use of magic, answered first.

      “I rarely have visions anymore. When the Sodality trained all the men, it was as if a hole was opened up in the magical reservoir of the world and it all leaked out. The lack of wizards and mages using male magic caused a reaction of the world trying to balance things, lessening the overall female magic available.

      “It didn’t happen at once, but over the course of years. I don’t know if the rate at which magic waned was due to an ongoing degradation or if it was because of the Sodality taking several years to track down and train the last of the men.”

      I nodded at the senior priestess. “After all the men had been taken up until now, did your magic get weaker?”

      “It is difficult to tell. It got so weak that the difference as time went on wasn’t as pronounced. It’s like being able to lift two hundred pounds and suddenly you can only lift twenty. The change is more noticeable than if you could lift twenty and then could only lift eighteen.”

      “Right. That’s a good analogy. What about the rest of you? Do you know anything about the magical structure of the world?”

      “Adam,” Oghash said. “What are you looking for, exactly?”

      I smiled at the dunim scholar. She was great at cutting to the heart of things. “Okay, it’s like this. As you know, I have magic, and it’s been getting stronger lately. Rather, I think my ability to use it and to sense magic in general have gotten better.

      “Since I went through Drecor Haunt and meditated in that place of power, I can pick up on things. I call them magical vibrations. I have been able to pick out magical signatures of people and things, and I think maybe there’s a magical field of some kind that’s everywhere, all around us. That’s the start of my thought process.”

      Aewen clicked her tongue, drawing my attention. “I was with Gesin for many years, even before the Sodality came along and changed all the magic. She explained something similar to me. She said magic flows freely through the world, and those who have the ability to utilize it can draw it from the surroundings. It sounds like what you say, though I don’t know if there is any structure to it.”

      “Thank you. Like I said, that was the start of my thought process. What really has me thinking is that maybe this whole thing with magic is bigger than just it trying to balance itself out. I’m wondering that if there is indeed some structure to it, if the structure itself is breaking down.”

      “Breaking down?” Oghash said.

      “Yeah. What if instead of a simple balancing issue, the world’s ability to hold in or generate magic so it flows everywhere is deteriorating?”

      “What would happen if something like that occurred?” the nytis scholar Mutu asked. She was an older mousekin, with a dry, gravelly voice. For a high-pitched mousey voice, that is.

      “I don’t know. Maybe monsters would appear where there previously weren’t any, maybe powerful monsters in the Dreadlands would start acting strangely, maybe things like demons would enter our world?”

      All the women looked at me with stunned faces.

      Evina was the first one to regain composure. “Are you saying that magic breaking down somehow is responsible for all the strange things that have been happening?”

      I shrugged. “I don’t know. It’s just a thought. You all are the smartest, most knowledgeable people about the nature of magic I know. I’m trying to figure out what’s going on. I know the demons have something to do with the Dreadlands monsters acting weird, Nymyxiah has already told us that much, but what if it’s bigger? What if in damaging the world’s magic, the Sodality has caused a cascade of things to happen. It took a couple of decades, but maybe we’re heading for catastrophe. Above and beyond the demons.”

      “What kind of catastrophe?” Nysea asked.

      “I don’t know. Let’s take Erynth and Chiodh for example. They use magic. It’s unaffected by the normal constraints, like what Xanali and other magic users feel. It’s natural magic, part of their make-up. But what if all magic goes away? Will others like them lose their magic, or will they die without it? I’ve heard about, and witnessed, magic from other creatures, too. Will they die, too? If so, we could see whole ecosystems collapse. It could bring about the end of this world through a cascade of issues, without the demons having to strike a single blow.

      “Of course, this is all conjecture. Really scary, though, if true. We don’t know enough right now.”

      We discussed the topic further, but none of the women had any more knowledge to add. I wasn’t happy with the lack of any real insight. After getting a list of questions from them that they wanted me to ask Myxi, we were ready to end the meeting. Before we had a chance to do so, the door burst open.

      I was up, with my sword half bared, when I realized who stood in the doorway. Erynth, with two winded sisters in armor flanking her, paused to scan the room before the dragon woman’s eyes found me.

      “Adam, you need to come to my cave immediately.”

      “What’s wrong?”

      “Follow me.” She took off without answering my question.

      “Shit. Nysea, can you put everyone on alert? Erynth does not panic easily. If she’s flustered, something big is happening. Maybe have Nichole meet me at Erynth’s cave?”

      “Of course,” the high priestess said. “I’ll get it done right away.”

      I slammed my sword back into the scabbard. “Evy, can you please take those questions we wrote down? I’ll get them back from you later.”

      “I will, but I’m going with you.”

      “Fine.”

      I took off running. Erynth’s red hair was already halfway across the cavern, dodging through startled sisters like a lit match bobbing in the dim light. I blurred and caught her before reaching the palisade gate and the two of us blew through the gateway together after calling ahead for it to be opened.

      I didn’t bother asking the dragonkin what was going on. Even with using magic to send power into my legs, I was starting to breathe heavily. I hadn’t known Erynth could move that fast over a distance.

      We made it to her cave in record time and I followed her through into her entry room. It only took one look to realize something bad had happened. Something very bad.

      Shagar Bladedancer, chief of Glasha’s dunim tribe, sat in one of Erynth’s chairs, speaking with Chiodh. The older green woman wore several bandages, all of them stained red. She caught sight of me and her head dropped.

      “We were attacked. The village is lost.”
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      I stared at the dunim chief. Glasha had told me how skilled the older woman was with her blade, but she had large bandages wrapped in three places: her left shoulder, around her torso, and on her right leg. Blood soaked through in bright red splotches. A few smaller cuts were visible in other places. None of those grabbed my attention as much as the scowl on her face.

      Though Shagar’s default expression seemed to be a grimace, the hatred with which she imbued her glare had me wanting to take a step back. Even with my skill with weapons, and my magic, I wouldn’t have tried to face her down at the moment.

      Instead of retreating, though, I stepped up and went to a knee in front of her, so I could look into her dark eyes.

      “Shagar…”

      Noise from behind me drew my attention and I snapped my head to the entrance of the cave. Ysduil zipped through, followed by Glasha.

      “Adam! What is…” Glasha started, but her words trailed off as she caught sight of Shagar. “Shagar! You’re injured.”

      “Shhhh. Quiet yourself, girl. How do you think I got all these fine scars? It takes damage to build the beautiful collection I have. These new ones will be fine additions.”

      Glasha’s face twitched, her expression shifting from horror to neutral, to a frown. She took a breath. Then she spoke softly. “What has happened?”

      I finally noticed that not only were there a few other dunim in the entry room, but the sound of scuffling and voices came from the next chamber. A cold icicle of fear lanced down through my middle.

      “The Sodality, of course,” Shagar spat. “What do you think?”

      “The Sodality?” I repeated. “But how? When?”

      Shagar breathed out a sigh. “I’ll tell you. Calm yourselves.”

      Chiodh offered a cup to the chief, and she took it with a nod of thanks. After a long gulp, she rested the cup in her lap, both hands wrapping around it.

      “They came as the sun rose. One of our sentries had not returned from her watch. We didn’t think much of it because it had only been an hour. Her replacement never returned either. It seems that the Sodality soldiers had moved to a location near the big rocky hill a few miles from the village. They waited until the dawn and came at us in force. Their scouts—or assassins—took out two more sentries. We had no warning until they crashed through the brush and entered the village.

      “There were more than a hundred of them. Many more. In a fair fight, I would have given us better odds to win, but it wasn’t a fair fight. Archers peppered us with arrows before the rest of the troops swarmed us. Only the quick reaction of everyone in the village prevented us all from being destroyed. It is a miracle from the gods that we only lost the ten we did. Six warriors, a craftswoman, and three of the older women of the tribe fell. Many more were injured.

      “We rallied and held for a time, long enough to evacuate instead of mindlessly fleeing. The defenses we had designed for such an emergency helped to take down many soldiers, but it wasn’t enough. We abandoned our home and fled.

      “Our knowledge of the terrain, along with a few of the traps we had set for large game animals helped to give us the opportunity to go farther into the wilds. As we continued, the soldiers slowed, no doubt expecting attacks from other tribes, or from monsters. We managed to make it to Chiodh’s cave, though we only had a vague idea of exactly where it was.” Shagar nodded to the dark-haired dragonkin woman.

      “She found us flailing about, searching for her. She didn’t even eat any of us.” The old dunim grinned and Glasha chuckled, though her eyes were still tense. “Once within the cave, we dressed our wounds and Chiodh escorted us through the tunnels. These scratches looked much worse when we started. Though we had many injuries, we lost no one else during the trip. However, some are in sore need of a healer right now.”

      I’d noticed Nichole slipping in. I nodded toward her. “Nichole, can you get Adrisse or Azhora over here as soon as possible?”

      “They’re on their way. I have a bag of medicines that can help until they get here.”

      “Great. Can you go and start helping out?”

      The commander snapped a salute and accompanied Chiodh to go into the other caverns.

      “Thank you,” Shagar said. “That’s the story, except one thing. As we were fleeing, I caught a look at their commander. A wustol. Blue skin, purple hair. A mohawk with braids on the sides. She saw me and sent a dozen of her special guard after me. The bitch. I will take that one’s head, if it’s the last thing I do.”

      Ysduil gasped. “Blue with a purple mohawk?”

      “Yes.”

      “That’s Tallyn Kineth. She was the commander of the fortress before. Imorith Sartyne promoted her to commander of all the troops in search of me and Adam. Which means basically all the Sodality troops. Attacking you must have been a very high priority for her to be there herself.”

      A rage like a volcanic eruption built in my chest. First trying to eliminate all the sisters, then decimating the gnosta village, and now trying to wipe out Glasha’s tribe? That was as much as I was going to take.

      “That’s it,” I said. “We’re not going to take this shit anymore. I’m going to talk to the council. We’re going to gather up our troops and we’re going to take that army out once and for all.”

      Shagar flashed her teeth at me. “Count me in. I don’t think they have a full army there, two hundred soldiers at the most. Our last report of the fortress didn’t show any more than that, and that included the workers who still toil to rebuild the place.”

      “Shagar,” Glasha said. “Maybe you should rest for a—”

      “Child,” the chief answered. “It will take more than these minor blemishes to keep me from joining the battle. Have you grown so soft in your travels?”

      Glasha’s cheeks darkened, but she did have a point.

      “What do you plan on doing, Shagar?” I asked. “Will you bring the tribe to Odonasia and live with us until we can take back your village?”

      “I will, if you allow it.”

      “Allow? I insist on it. We’ve been trying to get you to live with us ever since we settled here.” I gave her a wide grin.

      “I accept, and I thank you. Most of our warriors who are still fit to fight will join us, but the injured and the others, it will ease my mind that they are with friends.”

      “Consider it done. Give me a little while to set everything up and we’ll be back for you. In the meantime, our healers will help out. Can they stay here for a little longer, Erynth?”

      “Of course. We are all friends and allies here.”

      “Thank you. You’re the best. You too, Chiodh.” The dark-haired sister had returned after showing Nichole where the others were. She winked at me.

      I intercepted Nysea and Amelie on the way back to Odonasia and turned them around. I explained briefly what had happened. We gathered the council and prepared areas for housing the dunim temporarily.

      We also started gathering supplies to head back through the tunnels, to the other side of the Dreadlands.

      I helped Shagar and Glasha move the dunim into the palisade once things were ready for them. A handful of the tribe members had to be carried or pulled in carts that I didn’t even know we had. Eydra, as always, was several steps ahead of me and had three flat-bed wagons made God knows when that were perfect for the task.

      In another flash of extreme competence, one of the structures that had just been completed inside the palisade was a larger-than-normal building. I’m not sure what the planned purpose was, but it was sufficient, even if just barely, to cram all the dunim villagers into it.

      “It’ll only be for a little while,” I told Shagar. “We’ll figure out how to spread your tribe out in some of the other buildings temporarily while Eydra’s crafters make more homes for you to live in permanently. I’m assuming you’d rather be outside than in the cave.”

      “Yes. I like the sun and the wind. Your community is quite impressive. It is an honor to be part of it.”

      “I’m glad you’re here, even if the reason for it is unfortunate. We won’t stand for this, Shagar. The Sodality will pay for it. Tallyn Kineth will pay for this. Tomorrow, I’ll head out with as many warriors as I can get to go with me and we’ll show them they can’t do whatever they want any longer. We’ll take back your village, though you probably won’t want to move back there for a little while. It’s too easy for an army to march through the edge of the Dreadlands to get to it.”

      “I appreciate your aid, Adam. We will see about going back to the area, but it will be some time, I know. As for leaving to attack them, may I request that you wait a day or two?”

      I glanced at Glasha and my sexy warrior shrugged. “Uh, you want me to wait to go back and attack the Sodality?”

      “Yes.”

      “Why?”

      “Some of my warriors would like to go with you, as would I. Some are injured and would benefit from a rest. We fought and fled and then pushed hard through the tunnels to get the worst-injured here quickly, knowing the sisters have healers. We are in no condition to travel quickly and even less to fight. Only a day or two, to allow us to rest and benefit from the healing we receive.”

      “I…guess so. It’s your village. You can’t convince me that you need rest or healing to hurry to the next battle, though.”

      Shagar gave me a toothy grin.

      “There is one other reason for the delay.”

      “Oh? What’s that?”

      “Our last private conversation. I notice that we are all in one place at the moment. It seems a very good opportunity to take care of what we talked about.”

      My mind ran in circles, trying to figure out what Shagar was referring to. Our last private conversation. “Oh! Are you talking about…?” My head swung over to Glasha. Her brows were drawn down in confusion.

      “Yes. Will you take my daughter Glasha as your wife?” The dunim chief flashed a wry smile at me. “My tribe could use a joyous occasion to remind them what we fight for.”

      “I guess we could do that. You know, if your warriors need the time to recover. What do you think, Glasha? Will you go through whatever ceremony the dunim have to become my wife? We’ve been waiting for the right moment.”

      The warrior blushed fiercely. She answered in the best way possible.

      “Zartuka.”

      Fuck yeah!

      Shagar closed her eyes and shook her head. “Still with the cursing in the ancient tongue, Glasha. That’s no way for the commander of our tribe’s forces to act.”

      Glasha’s smile slipped off her face. “Commander?”

      “I’m sorry. Maybe I didn’t mention it in my telling of what happened to us. Murob, she didn’t make it. The Sodality killed her when she held off a large group of them to allow some of the villagers to escape. She died honorably, and took many of them with her.”

      “Murob?” The pain and shock on Glasha’s face drove a spike into my chest. The two had been rivals, but they’d been friends. Or at least as much so as with anyone in the tribe.

      “I’m so sorry, Glasha,” I said. I almost went to hug her, but she was dunim, and I wouldn’t embarrass her by showing affection like that in front of Shagar. Not as a consolation. It would make her look weak.

      She stood up straighter. “It sounds like it was a fine death. I wish it were not so, but it’s better than dying old and feeble in bed.”

      Shagar put her hand on Glasha’s shoulder. “It is. You two were my best warriors and, as when we attacked the fortress, I saw you as co-commanders. Now that we will be with you here, that responsibility falls upon you alone.”

      “It will be my honor. I will make you proud, Shagar. I promise it.”

      “Child, you already have. As always. For now, though, what would make me proudest is if I can give you to Adam as his wife. He told me you two have discussed it and have agreed. Will you take the step now in front of your tribe and your friends?”

      “I will. I have longed to do so, but circumstances have not allowed it.”

      “Adam?” the chief said. “Will you prepare something? Perhaps talk with the priestesses?”

      I smiled at Shagar. “I will. Right away. In fact, come with me. I’ll introduce you to Nysea and the council. The group you are now part of. We’ll get it all set up, for tonight, if possible. The sooner the better. Then, after this beautiful warrior is my wife, we’ll head back west to show them what it means to rouse the dunim and their family.”

      Glasha showed all her teeth and growled. “Zartuka!”

      Then she winced and gave Shagar a shrug and an apologetic look.
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      Once we explained to the council what had happened, and what our plans were for retribution, they all came onboard.

      “My goal with this is twofold,” I told them. “Plain old revenge is part of it, a way for the dunim to feel that the deaths of their tribe members were avenged. Also, we need to show the Sodality that we are more than an irritation. The fortress was a good start, as were the attacks on Sodality patrols when we were in Western Tenos, but it’s not enough.

      “The Sodality still looks at us as fugitives, troublemakers that they will hunt down and eliminate. I want them to take us more seriously. I don’t want to be a vague threat any longer. I want them to see not a small animal nipping at their heels, but an enemy. A dangerous foe. A beast. I want them scared.

      “To achieve that, we need to eliminate the small army they have thrashing through the Dreadlands. I want them all dead. Tallyn Kineth, too. She is the commander, the one who leads those trying to kill not only the sisters, but now innocent tribes. I plan on taking the fight right to her door at the fortress and eliminating her once and for all. They’ll have other commanders, but they’ll feel pain with this one.”

      We discussed who would go with me. There were only a few more than a hundred fully trained warriors between the sisters, the gnosta, and the dunim. Other sisters, and even their companions from Haven, had begun training in weapons use, but I wouldn’t be taking any of them. The fighting would be hard and dirty, so only experienced warriors would go.

      “Okay,” I said after we’d hashed out the details. “We agree that the total complement of warriors will be eighty, including me and my friends, like Zeerah, Crelora, and Evina. Eydra, I’m afraid I’m going to have to pull rank on you. You’re not going with us.”

      “Wha? What do you mean? My hammer is as good at killing those Sodality bastards as any other weapon here. I’ll not stand by as they carve through our friends and attack innocents.”

      “You will. Listen, I know you’re an awesome fighter. I’ve witnessed it myself when we took the fortress. However, we’re only leaving twenty-five fighters here, some of whom are still injured. They can definitely use your skills to be safe.” I put my hand up as she opened her mouth to argue. “I know, that’s kind of a shitty excuse. More important is that, to be honest, we can’t afford for you to be gone for an extended period of time. Your fighting skills are amazing, but what we really need now is your beautiful brain.

      “You’re instrumental in building up Odonasia, for providing the things that will allow us to be safe long-term. Frankly, I will not trade that for one more warrior, no matter how motivated or skilled she is. Do you understand?”

      A sly smile stole onto the dwarf’s pretty face. “Aye. You had me convinced at ‘beautiful brain.’ I’ve heard some compliments, both sincere and not, but I think that one is probably my favorite.”

      “Good, because it’s totally true. I wasn’t giving you empty flattery. You are the pin upon which the entire community hinges. We need you here.”

      “Fine, fine. Promise me I’ll have a chance at some more of those fuckers, though. I’ve not had my fill of crushing skulls.”

      “You’re at the top of my list for fighting at my side when Odonasia can afford to let you go on vacation. Train up your forewomen and design systems so you’re not so damn integral to everything, and we’ll talk when I get back.”

      “We will.” She gave me a sexy wink. “About many different things.”

      That seemed like a good, though maybe not quite appropriate, segue.

      “One more thing: I plan on marrying Glasha, tonight if possible. Shagar has agreed to conduct a short ceremony, which we will follow with a feast or party. I am fine with just a few people, but if anyone would like to volunteer to help, we could probably expand to include a few more.”

      Every person in the room but one raised their hand, including Crelora. The only one who didn’t was Evina.

      “Okay. I think we can do this. Nysea, since you did such a great job with my wedding to Ysduil, can you organize everything for the feast and work with Shagar to get her anything she needs?”

      The sexy high priestess kissed the air toward me. “Of course. It’ll be my pleasure.”

      “Great. Nichole, if I can speak with you for a few minutes on troop selection, we can adjourn our meeting. It’ll be a nice night of feasting and enjoying ourselves before we head off to battle again. Thank you everyone.”

      After my discussion with Nichole and making sure all the supplies we’d need would be ready, I retired to my room to relax for a little while. When I got there, I found Glasha, Amelie, and Ysduil all a-twitter, hugging and smiling.

      “Hi girls,” I said as Ysduil spotted me and slammed into me. I kissed the top of her head. “How are things?”

      “We were just talking about the wedding ceremony,” Amelie said. She had a tear in her eye, but the smile she wore took up her whole face. “Tell Glasha she has to let me be in it, standing next to her.”

      I laughed. “I can’t tell Glasha what to do in her own wedding. I don’t know how it works. Do you even have others standing near you, Glasha?”

      She frowned at the bunny girl, but couldn’t maintain it. It shattered and she beamed at Amelie. “I don’t know. I’ve never seen a dunim wedding ceremony. Like I told the rabbit, here, I’ll talk to Shagar. If it won’t break tradition, she can stand beside me as a sister.”

      “Ooooh,” Ysduil said. “It’s so exciting and romantic. Amelie will look so beautiful standing up next to our gorgeous dunim. Look how good their complexions are next to each other.”

      I took a good look at the two women and found what Ysduil said to be true. “Wow, you’re right. Hold on. All three of you, stand together. Glasha, you in the middle, with Ysduil on your left side and Amelie on your right. Yeah, just like that.” I stepped back a few paces and took in the whole image. “God damn. I have never seen anything more beautiful than you three together. Okay, new idea: I’m going to tell Shagar that you three will stand just like that, only with Ysduil and Amelie half a step back so I can face Glasha without us all crowding each other. Oh, I wish I had a camera. This would make a great picture.”

      The hours until evening passed in an eyeblink and I stood in front of a crowd that I was pretty sure included every person in Odonasia except a handful of sisters on guard at the palisade walls. Lamari, Crelora, and even Nymyxiah were there in a clearing outside in front of the main cave entrance.

      I’d spoken with the demoness, mentioning the wedding. She surprised me when she asked if she could attend. Her guards—Kersa and Yukaru tonight—looked at me expectantly and I figured their presence hinged on if I agreed to let the succubus be there.

      “I guess your guards could keep track of you just as easily at the wedding feast as here in your room. I’m not sure if Kersa and Yukaru care about some silly ceremony and party, but I expect to see you three there.” I winked at the sisters.

      There were smiles all around, everyone except Evina, who looked to be getting scolded by Vesina. I’d have to talk to the princess when everything was done. At the moment, though, things were getting started.

      Shagar stood before me and Glasha. Ysduil, and Amelie were angled to flank my soon-to-be wife. The chief raised her hand and conversation waned, then stopped completely. She wore fresh bandages with barely any bleed-through on them.

      “We dunim do not enjoy the making of speeches or strict rituals that do not involve combat. Though some have likened marriage to combat, I will leave that for others to debate.”

      Several in the audience laughed.

      “I would like to take this opportunity to thank you—priestesses, companions, the gnosta tribe and my friend Nanami, even our more exotic acquaintances—for opening your arms to my tribe and showing us kindness. Not only kindness, however, but the willingness to raise your weapons with us, to engage in battle beside us against our perpetual enemy, the Aycrishi Sodality.

      “We are humbled by your support and feel as if we are truly united, a family that is based on honor and respect.

      “Family is what we are here to celebrate right now, as two of our beloved will join in matrimony. Adam Townsend, a miracle that has been gifted to us from another world, and Glasha Axecrusher, an extraordinary warrior and the closest thing I have to a daughter, will be wed in our sight.

      “As Adam has been married already to one of Odona’s priestesses in a ceremony by the sisters, he will now be joined to our tribe’s daughter Glasha in the manner of the dunim. Due to the battle with the Sodality, we will not include the gladiatorial games that usually accompany such an event. There will be plenty of bloodshed in our fight against those who attacked us.” Her feral grin did not bode well for any Sodality soldiers she’d meet.

      “Instead, I will intone what our chief said to me and my Oguk when we married all those years ago. The coming together of two in love and honor is like a fine sword and a custom-built scabbard. Not only have they been crafted for each other, but one protects the other, whether apart or together, and the pair brings joy to all who behold it. Too, when the one is sheathed in the other, there is peace and joy all around.”

      A handful of dunim laughed at the innuendo, but though I smiled at Glasha, I tried to keep the occasion a little more serious.

      “Adam, your responsibility will be to stand beside Glasha, protecting her and being protected by her, making children with her if that should be your choice. Together, you will conquer any foe and obstacle in your way. Do you agree to be bound to this woman, always treating her with the honor and respect she deserves?”

      “Yes, I do,” I said.

      “Glasha, you are the commander of the tribe’s warriors. A fierce and exceptional combatant. You must work with Adam in all things, not subservient to him, but as an equal who will treat him with honor and respect. Even in such things as combat, you must cooperate and support him. You will do the most important work in the bearing of children, should that be your decision. Do you agree to be one with him, in mind and body, treating him with honor and respect he deserves?”

      “I agree.”

      “As any warrior knows, a quick defeat is the best way to end a battle. As such, I now introduce our new marriage to all those present. Adam and Glasha, you are now one, sharing your lives with each other and with Ysduil.” She lowered her voice a little, though it was still loud enough to be heard by most of the silent attendees. “In physical affection, a quick conclusion is not always the best way. Remember that.”

      The crowd cheered and I leaned in to kiss Glasha. Though she started tentatively, my new dunim bride gave in to the kiss and did a fine job in making my head spin with her passion.

      “Now,” Shagar shouted. “Let us feast and celebrate, for tomorrow we go to battle!”

      Glasha put her mouth to my ear and whispered to me. “Zartuka. Um, are we at the part where we can consummate our marriage?”

      I grinned at my green wife. “I don’t know, but if we can sneak out of here, we won’t need to bother asking.”
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      We were not able to sneak out of there.

      The first to approach us, after Ysduil and Amelie stalled us inadvertently by hugging and kissing us while we tried to explain to them what we were doing, was Nysea. The bunny high priestess slinked up just as I finally got through to Ysduil that Glasha and I needed to slip into the cave and seal the deal.

      “Congratulations,” Nysea said, her voice husky as she eyed me, then Glasha. “Two wives. It’s a start. When will we have a ceremony for number three?” The high priestess turned her sexy gaze onto Amelie, pursing her lips like she was going to kiss the other obsil.

      “W-we decided to wait,” my bunny girl said. “Adam wants to ask my mother if he can marry me. When we find them and save her and my sister.”

      “Oh, how very romantic. You let me know if you want me to lead the ceremony. Even as an initiate, you are considered one of our sisters. More so if you attain the priestesshood before the time to wed.”

      “Thanks, Nysea,” I said. “Can we talk a little later? I want to have some time alone with Glasha. We’re trying to go somewhere quieter.”

      “Yes, yes, of course. I came over to congratulate you two. I know this is not a priestess ceremony, but I was hoping for a kiss anyway. Habit, you know. At weddings, I always feel unfulfilled if I don’t kiss the happy couple.”

      I glanced at Glasha. I didn’t mind, though I’d rather not go through every guest like we’d done for Ysduil’s and my wedding, but Glasha was more timid when it came to things like kissing. Especially in public with someone who wasn’t me or Ysduil. She nodded nervously and I squeezed her hand.

      “Okay, Nysea, only because you’re so sexy and because it’s almost like you’re family anyway. A quick kiss. I still owe you some sexy times, but not right now.”

      The bunny priestess raised her plump lips and she put her arms around me, then gave me an incredibly hot kiss for only being half a minute long.

      “Damn, woman,” I said breathlessly. She darted in and pecked my lips with hers again with a chuckle.

      She turned to Glasha and put her arms out. “I’ll understand if it’s too embarrassing for you, dear, but I would like to congratulate you properly as well.”

      Glasha stepped toward Nysea and the high priestess closed the distance slowly, touching the dunim’s lips with hers. My new wife hardly breathed and stood there rigid for a moment, but then relaxed enough to move her lips slightly as Nysea did.

      Then she moved them a little more as Nysea’s arms went around her and held her close. The two looked like they enjoyed the kiss, the older woman humming and Glasha finally putting her arms around the priestess. When they ended the kiss, Nysea whispered, “Congratulations,” turned, and sashayed back into the group.

      Glasha stayed in place, her tongue touching her top lip.

      “Glasha?” I said. “Was that okay?”

      “Hmmm? Oh, yes. It was…different.”

      “Different in a good way?”

      “Yes.”

      I laughed and kissed her until I broke her out of her daze. “Let’s go. I see a path. Nysea is helping us by distracting some of the others.” I took up her hand again and started moving toward the caves, with Ysduil and Amelie running interference.

      Crelora spotted us, as did Midra and DD. I gave them a little wave and raised my eyebrows. They might follow, but the scout and the gnoll at least knew what I was up to, so they wouldn’t interfere too much.

      Once inside the cavern, I found the place empty. Everyone was outside getting the feast started. My girls and I headed for our room.

      “Amelie and I will stand guard here to keep people from interrupting you,” Ysduil said. She was still all smiles and flushed cheeks from the excitement. “Ummm, maybe I can give you a priestess congratulations first?”

      This time, Glasha didn’t hesitate to nod in confirmation.

      “In the room,” my foxy wife said. “I don’t want anyone to see us and think it’s an open invitation to join in.”

      Amelie stood guard as Ysduil gave me a long, hot kiss, then gave Glasha one that was even hotter. Just watching it already had me ready for what Glasha and I had planned. Switching for the foxgirl, my bunny girl came in and gave us both very nice kisses as well, sucking on my tongue like she loved to do. Then she left to join Ysduil.

      “Alone,” I said to Glasha. “Finally.”

      “I’m sorry,” Crelora’s voice said from the entrance of the room. “Ysduil said I should come in and give you both kisses. It’s part of some ritual?”

      Another check with Glasha surprised me when she gave me a tight-lipped nod. I could have kissed her right there, but I’d get to it in a few minutes.

      Crelora gave me an enjoyable kiss, though not nearly as passionate as the ones we’d shared in her house that night. When she timidly approached Glasha, the dunim closed her eyes briefly, let out a little sigh, and opened her arms to the bird woman. I smiled, knowing how much it took for her to take that step.

      The two women embraced awkwardly and Crelora leaned in to put her lips on Glasha’s. As with Nysea, Glasha was stiff at first, but sank into it after a moment. There was even a little tongue interplay, which really surprised me. When their kiss ended, not abruptly but with a slow retreat while keeping contact as long as possible, both women had smiles on their faces, though Crelora’s was bigger than the dunim’s.

      “Congratulations,” the bird woman said, her arms still around Glasha. “You two look very good together. I’m sure you will be happy.”

      Glasha actually dipped in for another, shorter, kiss, and my eyes nearly popped.

      “Thank you. I think maybe we can…be friends?”

      “I hope we already are.” Crelora turned her head to me. “I will leave you with your gorgeous bride. Thank you for letting me be a part of tonight.”

      “You’re very welcome.”

      As she left, DD came in for a turn. When she exited, I thought I would finally be able to get down to business, but a dark-haired figure in tight black pants and an even tighter tube top appeared.

      “I’m the last one, don’t worry,” Midra said. “I just wanted to say how happy I am for you and that I think it’s wonderful. Well, that’s all. Congratulations, Adam, and you, broccoli.” She turned to go.

      “You’re not going to kiss me?” It was Glasha who said it. My mouth dropped open again.

      “I…don’t know. Should I?”

      “It’s something the sisters do,” I told her. “You know that.”

      “I do, but this is a dunim wedding.”

      Glasha’s eyes drilled into the gnoll woman. “It is. In dunim weddings, what the bride says is law. I say you kiss me. To show that you agree with the wedding and wish us luck, of course.”

      Midra put on her mischievous smile. “Of course. I wouldn’t want anyone to think I didn’t agree.”

      “No,” Glasha said.

      Midra sauntered toward my new wife, their eyes locked together. I wasn’t exactly sure what was happening, but I liked it. When they came together, they looked each other up and down.

      “You’re a pretty sexy doggy.”

      “For a vegetable, you have an amazing body.”

      “Despite being an animal, your lips are enticing.”

      “You’ve made me rethink primitive monsters and how delicious they are.”

      “I love your ass.”

      “Your color really turns me on.”

      “You—”

      Glasha couldn’t finish her sentence, as Midra put both hands on her face and pulled her into a hungry kiss. Glasha responded with one hand on the gnoll’s firm ass and the other on her back, pulling her into the kiss.

      For a time, I watched with wide eyes as the two basically made out in front of me. Their lips slid over each other’s, soft sounds of friction and tiny moans swirling around the room. Tongues darted out and hands stroked and grabbed parts. The display had me rock hard by the time they slowed down and, with hummed moans from both, broke the kiss.

      “Mmmm,” Midra said, panting slightly. “Umm, congratulations…and, umm, yeah.” She licked her lips, then turned her gaze on me.

      I put my arms out and she lunged at me, if anything, kissing me harder and more insistently than she had Glasha. Her tongue powered into my mouth and I put my hands in exactly the same place Glasha had. Our bodies entwined and I knew nothing but the feel of her body against me and the taste of her on my tongue. Plums with a splash of vinegar.

      When we finished—after two false finishes where we moved apart but then smashed together again for one final kiss—I stepped away from her and looked to Glasha. My new wife’s eyes were half closed and her hand rested on her thong under her battle skirt. Her cheeks were the darker green color that was so beautiful on her.

      “Congratulations again,” Midra said, darting in for one final, short kiss on Glasha’s lips and then on mine. “I think I need to go and find Iante. I’ll see you two soon.”

      Both of us watched Midra’s swishing tail and tight behind in her painted-on leather pants. When she walked out of sight, my wife and I turned to each other.

      “Don’t think we won’t be talking about that later,” I said. “In great detail. But for now, I want you so bad it hurts. Would you like to try for the children Shagar talked about?”

      “Do I need to say it?” Glasha said, her voice husky and breathless.

      “No. Allow me. Zartuka.”

      I lunged for my sexy dunim wife.
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      I took Glasha into my arms as our lips met. The dunim’s were on the thinner side, but they were in no way lacking and they felt wonderful. For as hard a body as the warrior had, her skin was soft and the sensation of it on mine was incredibly arousing.

      I drew in the scent of her as our tongues intertwined. Little moans spilled out from between our mouths and I ran my hand up her bare lower back.

      Breaking our kiss, I stepped back a little. “Let me just look at you, my beautiful wife.” Her eyes dropped for a moment, an embarrassed flush filling her cheeks, but she forced them back up to meet mine. “Your eyes are so astonishing. I get lost in them.”

      I caught her smile before I shifted my gaze to her slender, strong neck, then down to her chest. It was barely restrained by her leather armor and her tiny top was so perfectly designed, I didn’t see even a piece of it, making it look like she was bare under the breastplate. My gaze continued down to her etched abs and the leather battle skirt that was so short, I was able to caress her toned thighs with my eyes.

      Glasha’s muscular arms hung loosely at her sides, fists loosely clenched. I followed them up to her shoulders, which were unfortunately covered by her pauldrons, and up to her ears. Pointed ears were a real turn-on for me, for some reason, and hers being green ratcheted that up to eleven.

      “Turn for me?” I asked. She didn’t question me, only slowly turned where she stood. I took in the way the muscles in her legs twitched as she shifted and caught a few flashes of her well-developed butt revealed by the swaying of the skirt. I couldn’t see much of her upper back, but I would change that quickly. “Stop.”

      Glasha did as I asked, looking over her shoulder at me.

      I stepped up to her and swept her hair away from her neck and back. It was very long, though with her topknot, the bulk of it that was free above the binding only came down to her mid-back. I ran my fingers through it and leaned in to kiss the back of her neck, sucking on the tiny hairs at her nape.

      “Mmmmmmm.”

      “I so love to look at you, Glasha. To feel you. Can I get this armor out of the way?”

      She growled as I took some of the fine hairs into my mouth and tugged on them. “Yes.”

      My lips dragged down to the base of her neck and onto the upper part of her back while I moved my hands to the straps of her armor. I hadn’t had a chance to strip her down myself too many times, but I’d watched her do it and I sometimes imagined taking her leather ensemble off her, one piece at a time. My fingers knew what to do. Her pauldrons came off, allowing me to softly bite her shoulders. Her breastplate followed quickly.

      I traced a finger along the ridges of her back muscles, at least the ones visible outside her tight top. When I started kissing them, goosebumps erupted on her shoulders and neck. I snaked my hands around and grabbed her chest with both hands.

      “Is it okay to take my time, to enjoy every little piece of you?”

      She panted. “Um…yes.”

      “Does this feel good?” I rubbed one of her nipples over the thin cloth covering it and it sprang to life.

      “Uh…uh…uh. Yes.”

      “Can I explore your amazing body? Taste every inch of you?”

      “Yes, yes. Uh…”

      The sexy dunim was barely shorter than I was, so it took only leaning forward to kiss her pointed ear. It apparently surprised her.

      “Oh. Uh-uh.”

      “So extremely hot. Do you know I love every inch of your body?”

      “Yes.”

      “Do you know what I want to do?”

      “No.”

      “Do you want me to show you?” I hadn’t stopped caressing her firm tits and after every bit of speech, I nibbled or sucked on her ear.

      “Uh-uh-uh. Yes.”

      One hand went down to her abs, which twitched and tightened at the contact. The other slipped under her top and grabbed her breast. Squeezed. Her panting breaths made my member throb and I ground my front against her backside.

      “UH.”

      I smiled into her back, giving it a playful bite. I pulled her top up and off her with one hand, leaving the other to tickle her navel and the skin around it in soft circles.

      “Your back is so sexy, Glasha.” I kissed from shoulder blade to shoulder blade, then dragged my tongue down the center of her back, in between the muscles standing out in her lower back. “I need to feel it better.” I released her and pulled my shirt off, then pulled her back against me, the skin of her back and my chest melding. “That’s better.”

      I nibbled her trapezius muscle, making her twitch as if it tickled, and my hand slipped under the top edge of her battle skirt. Her panting increased and she wriggled to grind against my hand. I slid it down a few inches to position it at the edge of the little triangle of her thong.

      “Oh. Uh-uh-uh-uh.”

      “Do you like me to tease you, lover?” I asked.

      This time, her pants came out more like a whimper. “Uhh. Uhhh.”

      I ran the finger up along the edge of her thong and pressed briefly in the center of the cloth, feeling the warm wetness there. She ground into it, but I’d already pulled it away.

      “Please…”

      “In a minute,” I said. “I want it to last, to build up to it. Is that okay?”

      “Uh-uh-uh. Yes. I want you Adam. Please…”

      “Mmmm. Glasha, I want you so badly.”

      I pulled her skirt down, fully exposing her shapely legs and perfect ass. I couldn’t help it, I dropped to my knees and took in a mouthful of flesh from her cheek, closing down on it slowly and sucking.

      “Rrrrrrrr.” The rumbling growl vibrated her whole body and sent a jolt of pleasure through me.

      I stood and dropped my pants and underwear and stepped away from them. Then, her thong came off her in my hands so all she had on were the leather bracers on her wrists.

      My hand found her hot junction and rubbed up along her bald slit, sliding easily over the wet skin. I moved forward and thrust my hips, placing my rock-hard dick between her ass cheeks.

      “Aaaaaah. Uh-uh-uh. Adam…” She tightened her ass and squeezed my cock to the point of pain, but it felt sooooo good.

      One hand on her left breast, the other stroking her slit, I moved my dick back and forth up her crack. When the head rubbed across her hole, her entire body tremored.

      “Oh…oh, yes. Uh-uh-uh-uh.”

      I closed my eyes, sinking into the feeling of Glasha’s hard body, the sound of her panting moans, and the woodsy, leathery scent wafting off her. Her nipple in my hand was so hard and she was so wet, I knew I couldn’t continue for long without spilling everything out of my dick. But the fusion between my member rubbing her soft skin and her body’s reaction was too delicious not to continue.

      “Auugh!”

      Glasha’s knee gave way, and she stumbled forward. I kept hold of her and guided her to the bed, where she fell face-down.

      “Are you okay?”

      “Uh-uh. I…uh…got weak. Goddess, Adam, that…uh-uh…feels so…uhhhhh.”

      I continued my motions, moving my hands as best I could with them underneath her and thrusting hard with my hips to run my dick along her ass crack, tickling her hole.

      I was in the perfect position for it, so I started nibbling at her back while thrusting, then biting in time with the drag along her crack.

      “I’ve never…oh, Adam…uh-uh-uh. You’re going to make me…gaaaaahhh!”

      Glasha’s body bucked and she squeezed her cheeks hard enough to stop the motion of my shaft, even with the pre-cum lubricant I’d provided. Liquid poured out onto my finger and I flexed it to tickle inside her.

      Her tremors passed and she sucked in breath like she was asphyxiating. It was probably good she’d locked me down with her iron-hard ass because I probably would have come all over her back. When she relaxed, I flipped her over and dove at her crotch.

      The beautiful flower bud of her pussy was thick and engorged and thoroughly soaked. I licked up her juices from the bottom to the top, flicking her clit side to side like I knew she loved. It stood out proudly, its little hood pulled back for easy access.

      “Too…uh-uh-uh…too…uh-uh…soon.”

      I sunk my fingers into her ass and pulled her to me while digging my tongue into her wet pussy. Her body rocked and she thrust up toward me, letting me push farther into her.

      Again, she exploded with a burst of muscular tension and more of her nectar. I lapped it up, reveling in her taste.

      “I…Adam…uh-uh-uh.”

      I put my lips to hers and kissed her hungrily.

      “Mmmmm.” The sound was weak because she hadn’t gotten enough air yet, but her tongue sought out her own juices and licked me clean as I positioned myself over her.

      “Glasha, my love and my wife, do you want to try for those children?”

      “Mmmm. Yes. Uh-uh-uh.”

      “Me, too.”

      I pushed the head of my dick into her wet slit and she let out a loud sigh. Then a growl.

      “Grrrrrrr.”

      I watched my gorgeous dunim, her face wet with perspiration, her hair damp, and her beautiful blue eyes glazed and slitted. I kissed her neck, and then stretched down to her chest to take her nipple into my mouth, all the while thrusting powerfully into her. I kept my speed to medium, not wanting to thrust too vigorously so I couldn’t enjoy every single movement and sensation.

      Glasha dragged her nails down my back, mouth open and panting as we got into perfect sync. The bed creaked from our effort and the tension built in my body.

      “Uh-uh-uh. Adam. I’m…uh-uh…I’m going to…UHH! Uh-uh-uh-uh-uh. OH!”

      For the third time, my wife’s body tensed and bucked. Even more fluid spilled out of her. Her scent and the slushing sounds of my cock thrusting in and out of her raised the pressure inside me. When her internal muscles spasmed, pumping at my shaft like a vibrating massager, I let loose.

      My dick twitched and spurted into my warrior for a good long time. All the while, she moaned and panted along with me until, finally, all the strength had gone out of us.

      I kissed her, ramming my tongue into her mouth and meeting hers, just as vigorous and powerful. We settled into softer kisses as we cooled before I rolled off her and lay on my side, rolling her to face me.

      “I love you, my sexy warrior,” I said. “Thank you for sharing your life with me.”

      “Zar…Zartuka.”

      “Mmmmm.” I kissed her again. “Zar-fucking-tuka.”
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      I wasn’t sure how much noise we’d made in our coupling. Glasha, for the most part, wasn’t too vocal unless I tried to pull words from her. Which I did, because her husky voice was so damn sexy when she was excited.

      What was I talking about? Oh, yeah, so I wasn’t sure how much noise we made, but I guess it was apparent when we had finished because soon after my new bride and I settled into soft kisses and cuddling—something that turns me on every time I think about it because of how tough and martial Glasha is—Ysduil and Amelie poked their heads into the room.

      “Do you want to be alone still, or can we come in?” Yssy said. Her left ear twitched and I had to stare. God, I loved that woman, and her ears were absolutely irresistible.

      A glance at Glasha showed her smiling. She nodded and I answered my foxgirl. “Come on in. Spending time with my three favorite people will be great.”

      Ysduil zipped across the room and dove onto us, leaving Amelie standing alone and blinking. She gave a little hop and bounced over to us as well, climbing carefully onto the pile of bodies. After kisses all around, I sighed and settled into the blankets.

      “Oh, Amelie honey, why don’t you come over here?” I said. “You’re going to sit on the wet spot. We’ll need to clean that up before we go to sleep again.”

      My bunny girl sank into my embrace and the four of us dozed in a big lump for about half an hour.

      “Well, we should probably go out and mingle a little with our friends,” I finally said, though I was conflicted about it.

      Glasha moved Ysduil’s arm out of the way and kissed me. “We should. All our friends will want to see us.”

      “As you say, wife.”

      Ysduil giggled and peppered Glasha’s face with kisses. “Ooooh. My beautiful sister-wife. I love you, Glasha.”

      For a change, the green woman accepted the affection and even returned a few pecks on the foxgirl’s face. Before Amelie had even let her smile drop, Glasha pulled the bunny girl over me to her. “And I love you, Amelie rabbit-ears.” She gave the blonde woman a long kiss and Amelie’s body melted.

      “Of course,” Ysduil said, repeating the gesture. “We can’t wait until you’re our sister-wife, too. We’ll love you just as much as now, but it will be great when it’s official.”

      I gave Amelie a kiss, then did the same for Ysduil, and we disentangled ourselves to go enjoy the feast.

      While chatting with the many people around—more than two hundred people seemed a lot in a party situation—I made my way to where Evina and Vesina sat, off in a corner of the main party area.

      “Hi, ladies. Can I sit?”

      Vesina’s eyes darted from me to Evina, but the younger cat beastkin kept looking straight ahead. Not at anyone in particular, but just not at me. Uh-oh.

      “I believe I will retire for the night,” Vesina said. “I’m too old to be staying up so late. Goodnight, Adam. Congratulations on your marriage. Goodnight, Princess.” She gave me a motherly hug, took one last look at Evina, and shuffled toward the cave.

      I turned to Evina. She still hadn’t answered me and was acting like I wasn’t right there in front of her.

      “Uh, Evina? Hello? Evina?”

      She turned to me, a look of impatience and irritation on her face. She still didn’t answer me, though.

      “Okay. Hey, can we talk? Come on, there’s a section of homes they’ve been working on that has some paths and where there won’t be a lot of people. Talk to me?” I put a hand out to her.

      The princess examined my hand like it held a secret treasure—or a hidden danger. She let out a huffing breath and stood, not taking my hand.

      We started walking, me leading her to the area I talked about. “So, how are you doing?”

      Nothing.

      I waited until we got out of the circle of light from the party. Pole braziers had been set up at intervals to aid with patrols, but the light was much dimmer overall. I could still see Evina’s face, her mouth in a straight line. Once we were far enough away, I stopped and put myself squarely in front of her.

      “Okay, what’s the problem. What’s wrong?”

      All I got for my trouble was a scoffing sound.

      “Evina? What has you so uptight?”

      Thinking back, that was probably the wrong word to use.

      “Uptight? I’m uptight? Just because I don’t flit around, kissing and having sex with everyone I meet, doesn’t mean I’m uptight. I’ll have you know that I am perfectly loose.” Her eyes widened at that last part. I don’t think she meant it to come out that way.

      “Oh, Evina. Remember our talk?”

      No response.

      “We talked about respect and image and how people react to things. Do you remember we promised to talk, to tell each other if something was wrong? Will you do that for me now? It’s obvious you’re upset”— I put my hands up as she opened her mouth to interrupt—“that you’re irritated at something. Will you tell me? I don’t like to see you unhappy, especially when everyone else is having fun at a feast.”

      “Why are you wasting time with me? Don’t you have wives to service or something. Or new wives to get?”

      Harsh. “Is that what has you bothered, that I married Glasha? I know you and she have issues with each other, but why does it bother you that I married her?”

      “It doesn’t. You can do whatever you want. Obviously.”

      Ugh. What the hell can I do with that? Lacking anything to say, I went with being random. I pulled her into a hug.

      “Wha…?”

      I stroked her red hair. “Evina, talk to me. Please.” She wriggled but didn’t try to break free. “Do you know that your hair looks amazing? I mean, like really good. I love how it makes your eyes stand out.”

      It had nothing to do with our conversation, but it was true. I hoped it would cut into her defensiveness.

      “Are you trying to flatter me to get your way?”

      “No, Princess. I do love the color. It just occurred to me, being so close to you right now. Forget I said anything about it. Please tell me what’s wrong, Evy.”

      At her nickname, some tension went out of her and she leaned against me.

      “I…I’m not happy.”

      Well, that’s a start. “No? Why? What has you unhappy?”

      “Everything.”

      “Okay. Can you be a little more specific?”

      “The world is shit.”

      I chuckled. “Yeah, it is. I completely agree.”

      “Everything is wrong. The Sodality killed all my family, killed my protectors. Everyone I have ever known is dead. I have no…family. Nothing.” She sniffled and rubbed her face on my chest.

      “Awww.” I stroked her hair. It didn’t only look fantastic; it felt it, too. Very soft. “That’s not true. You have Vesina and you have me. I thought we were becoming better friends. I’ve been trying.”

      “Other people are happy. Getting married, kissing and hugging. Having sex. Don’t they know that the world is shit?”

      “They do, Evy. What would you have them do, sit around and mope and bemoan all the things that happened to them? I know your life has been tragic and I’m not trying to minimize that. But everyone here has had pretty bad lives, all around. I have probably had it easiest. I never had to watch my friends or family die and I had a family, back in my world. Before I somehow ended up here, separated from them.

      “The point I’m trying to make is that everyone has problems. We can’t try to compare; it doesn’t do any good. If we dwell on the bad, of course everything always looks horrible. These people, who I’ve come to know better in the last few months, have a knack for trying to focus on the good. The marriages, kissing, hugging, having sex. Not only that, though. Just the simple joys of friendship, a nice conversation, drinking tea while relaxing with loved ones, finding a colored stone or pretty feather on the ground. It could be anything. For me, finding new friends makes me happy. Despite our problems, I’m so glad I found you. When we talked and you told me I could call you Evy, that made me happy. Even though the world is shit.”

      She chuckled. “It made me happy, too, when you said you’d call me that.”

      “See. So how about we make each other happy by talking about things? Is that what has you down, that others are happy and you’re not?”

      “You make it sound so silly. But yes, I think that’s it.”

      “Okay. Tell me what would make you happy, Evy. If I can help, I will.”

      She shook her head. I realized she hadn’t broken away from my hug yet. “I don’t know. Maybe it’s like we talked about. I’m an outsider. I have Vesina, and she’s wonderful, but that’s it. I stand outside and watch as everyone else enjoys each other’s company.”

      “Then don’t stand outside. I’ve already put my hand out to you, asked you to be my friend. Instead of pushing me away, why won’t you take it? I’m only one person, but it’s a start. Give people a chance and soon you’ll have more friends than you can count.”

      She put her hand up and I was at a loss for a moment. “Uh…”

      “My hand,” she said.

      “Ah.” I brought my hand out from behind her and put it in hers. We interlaced our fingers and I brought it to my mouth to kiss it. “It feels good in mine. Does this mean we’re friends? I mean, real friends who talk things over instead of hiding and fuming if things seem bad at the moment.”

      She finally looked up at me and smiled. “Yes. I would like that. I have trouble knowing how to act sometimes.”

      I laughed and, noticing that we were basically in position to dance, with one hand behind her and one in hers, I turned in a circle, whirling her around. “I get it. Let me help you. Talk to me as much as you want. Questions, statements, gripes, even commands, though I might ignore that last type. I’m here for you, okay?”

      “Yes. Um, what are you doing?”

      “We’re dancing? Don’t people dance like that here?”

      “I have no idea. It wasn’t part of my training. Why would it be? It couldn’t help me survive.”

      “Right.” I snorted. “How about this? Let’s go back to the party. We’ll have someone teach us a local dance and we can both look like fools trying to do it. Sound good?”

      “No, actually, it does not. I don’t care for looking like a fool.”

      “Fair enough.”

      “But…you can dance with me here. Like this.”

      “You got it, Evy. It’ll be my pleasure. On one condition.”

      “What?”

      “You have to flash that beautiful smile.”

      She did smile at me, showing me all her teeth. It was half joke and half real smile, but it still lightened the mood, and my heart.

      “Excellent.” I twirled her around, even dipped her. Her giggling, smiling face drew one onto mine. Like she said, the world was pretty much shit, but there were always things to take joy in. For the sisters, it was sex and intimacy; for Glasha, it was combat. For the princess, at least for now, I hoped it was a certainty that she had at least one friend who would stick by her, no matter how irritating she became.

      I walked the princess back to where everyone else was half an hour later. I’d kept hold of her hand the entire time, releasing it when we arrived. Ysduil spotted us and hurried up, hugging Evina without saying a word, then hugging me. The cat beastkin’s eyes widened, but she didn’t fight the show of affection.

      I’d have to show Yssy how much I appreciated her kind, generous spirit later. Her actions were the perfect end to a night that I hoped would make a change in the princess’s attitude. We could all use a little more happiness, and it was about damn time for Evina Isameine to feel it.
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      “…and then I took her hand and danced with her,” I said, telling Ysduil all the details of my discussion with Evina the night before.

      “Dancing? What kind of dancing? I didn’t know you did that.”

      “I don’t. Not really. It just seemed the thing to do to try to break her out of her funk. It was really only the two of us swaying and turning in circles, with a few simple steps. I held her hand as we came back to the party, too. I keep forgetting to ask, is that a thing here? People holding hands?”

      Ysduil giggled. “Sometimes, like any other kind of touching, though it’s not necessarily perceived as romantic. I don’t think it’s as meaningful for other people as it is for you. I love it when you hold my hand because it seems to be more powerful than most in this world view it. Did you like holding her hand?” Her eyebrows raised provocatively, and I knew where this was heading.

      “I thought that contact with another person would help. Don’t get your hopes up.”

      “Yes,” Glasha said with a frown. “Please don’t get your hopes up. That woman is a pain in the ass.”

      “What a beautiful ass you have, my new wife,” I said. Mission accomplished; the dunim’s face broke into a grin. “Anyway, thank you for hugging her, Yssy. She really needs to know that people can like her. I’m trying to help her with her attitude so that’ll be easier to accomplish.”

      “Of course. I know she has had a rough life and that some of the things she does are defense mechanisms. I want to be her friend, too. I’ll try to help with what you’re doing.”

      I kissed my foxy wife. “I knew you would. I love you so much.”

      We got a little later start than what I would have liked due to so many being up late with the party, but by midmorning, we were on our way through Erynth’s tunnels toward the western side of the Dreadlands. The dragon woman bade us goodbye, comfortable that we could make the trip without her. Her sister had returned to her side of the Dreadlands earlier.

      Despite some of the dunim warriors still sporting injuries, we made good time. Eighty fighters, the bulk of Odonasia’s fighting force, made it to Chiodh’s cave without mishap. Of those left behind, only Nichole and Eydra had been with us for the attack on the fortress. The dwarf remained due to me ordering her to do so, and Nichole stayed to command the troops left to ensure the village’s safety.

      When we exited Chiodh’s cave into the sunlight of the afternoon, things were not as they should be. Nothing I could see revealed anything wrong, but the entire area felt off.

      “You’ve noticed,” Chiodh said, standing next to me. “You can feel it.”

      I met eyes with the gorgeous dark-haired dragon woman. “Yeah. I don’t like it. Have you been watching? I know you travel faster than us and probably got back here a day or two before us.”

      “A little. I didn’t want to get too close. If they saw me or found my caves, it would be bad. With the tunnels, my knowledge of the area, and my magic, I think it would be even odds of me destroying them all or them being able to kill me, but it’s not something I want to get involved in.”

      “I get it. Thank you so much for letting us use your tunnels. You and Erynth are the best.”

      Her sexy smile reminded me she still wanted to try for some little dragonkin.

      “Their forces have been making a careful search of the edges of the Dreadlands. They reached the dunim village, which you know, but I think they may have gotten to the gnosta village as well. They knew right where it was from their scouting parties. I don’t know how much farther in they’ve gone. It seems like they’re taking their time, making forays to gain ground, then returning to the fortress, only to travel a little farther the next time. It doesn’t make sense to me, but little about the Sodality does.”

      “Hmmm,” I said. “That does sound weird. It’s almost like they’re taunting someone to attack them. Or maybe they’re using the army as an escort so they can finally map the place completely. It still doesn’t make sense to go back and forth instead of setting up camp. It’ll take a long time if they keep doing it like this.

      “Anyway, none of that matters. We’re here for one thing, Chiodh: to kill as many Sodality soldiers as possible. We’ll scout them out, make plans, and then do our best to destroy every living thing that belongs to the Sodality. You can help if you want, but I won’t ask you to. I know you have other concerns.”

      “See, that’s why I’m so fond of you, Adam. You know how to show a girl a good time, but don’t push her to do so if she’s busy with other things.” Chiodh licked her lips and leaned forward toward me while I let the ambiguous nature of her words sink in like a good massage oil.

      I accepted her offer and gave her a kiss. “Okay. Let us know if you want to take part. Otherwise, we’re going to head out. Lots of work to do.”

      We spent the better part of two days setting up a temporary camp in an area Midra pointed out. It was a rocky, hilly area east of where her village had been, with briars and thickets that had formed a network of tunnels through the vegetation that would prevent anyone from finding us without giving us hours of notice. We sent scouts out immediately, DD and Midra included in that number, to find out what the Sodality had been up to.

      I was satisfied with the results of the scouting. As Chiodh said, the soldiers had gotten to the abandoned gnosta village, but not much farther. They really were taking their time. We also tracked their exact movements.

      They were heading north, but still within the western edge of the Dreadlands.

      “I don’t understand it,” Glasha said, looking out over the group of Sodality soldiers.

      The dunim warrior had led us to a nice vantage point on one of the rocky hills at the edge of the Dreadlands. It might have actually been the one that Ysduil and I had climbed when we escaped from the fortress and had been spotted by the Sodality.

      Down below us, at the edge of the wilderness that marked the Dreadlands, was a temporary camp. East of the Neallir swamp, where the wider portion of the Dreadlands narrowed, dozens of Sodality troops were gathered.

      “They’re setting up some kind of supply area, like a base camp,” Glasha continued. “But it’s within sight of the fortress. They’re saving maybe a couple or three hours with that location.”

      “Maybe they’re afraid of setting up any kind of camp inside the Dreadlands?” I asked. “Even ones they’ve cleared, like your village, or Midra’s?”

      As if I’d invoked her by mentioning her name, the gnoll spoke up. I hadn’t realized she was that close.

      “I agree with broccoli. It’s the stupidest thing I’ve ever seen. It makes me a little nervous to make plans to attack them because we obviously don’t know what’s going through their minds. If anything.”

      “What will be going through their minds is my sword, doggy. What else do we need to know?”

      DD moved from where she was watching the soldiers from a few paces away. The vegetation was great for keeping us hidden, but we had to pick our vantage points so we could see out through the plants.

      “I still think the plan is solid. Especially after watching them, I think surgical attacks, going after their flanks as they’re traveling and spread out, is the best option. I’ve only ever seen a few over a hundred of them at a time. Even if they have double that, we can do some damage and disappear into the terrain without too much risk. All we have to do is stage things carefully.”

      “Once we do,” Ysduil added, “they’ll be more cautious. Maybe even scared. If we can get into their heads, maybe they’ll make more mistakes.”

      I nodded, but still wasn’t sure. “Or they may decide to close themselves up in the fortress. They haven’t rebuilt the main gate, but they took care of the other ones. I don’t want to rush a large group inside those walls like last time. It cost us too much.”

      “What, then?” Glasha asked.

      “Let’s see what they do with their new camp. If it means they’ll stay out longer from the fortress, we could whittle them down. Depending on how many they send out, we could cut their forces in half, or more. That would give us more opportunities…”

      “Opportunities?” DD said.

      “Yeah. I’ve got some things in mind. Let’s see what they do over the next day and then we’ll finalize things. Glasha, can you and Midra take a few of our scouts out to get them more familiar with the area? I’m thinking that nearer Midra’s village and a bit north of that would be especially important. That way we’ll be ready for them.”

      “That’ll be no problem,” the green woman said.

      “Have you two been north of the gnosta village?”

      Midra made a scoffing sound. “Of course. I explored a lot around my home.”

      “Anything especially noteworthy?”

      “There are a few areas that we never went. Even the air felt strange and we have tales of people disappearing in there. I’m not sure if it was because of wild animals, monsters, or something we don’t understand.”

      “Hmmm. Maybe we can use that. Did the Sodality ever go in there when they were here looking for men?”

      “I don’t know. We can ask Shagar when we get back to camp. Too bad my mother isn’t here or we could ask her.”

      “No problem,” I said. “I’m just trying to think of everything we could use. Go ahead and take the scouts out to show them around. The rest of us will head back.”

      Glasha and Midra rounded up five of the other scouts, including Iante, who probably knew as much as Midra did about the area. My dunim wife and Midra continued to jab at each other verbally, something that had firmly become standard practice. Some of the things they said to each other made me guffaw.

      “What’re you smiling about?” Ysduil said, slinking up to me.

      “Oh, those two. It’s funny how close they’ve gotten. They have similar senses of humor and I like to listen to them banter.”

      “Yes. I love it, too. When you take Midra as your wife, we will all be even closer.”

      I shook my head and kissed my foxy wife. I wasn’t sure where she placed Midra on the list of those she wanted me to marry, but I wasn’t opposed to the idea. I was very fond of the woman.

      “Okay, everyone,” I said to those left with me. “Let’s head back. We’ll rest up and wait for the scouts to get back, then plan what we do tomorrow. It’s about time we do what we came here for. Tomorrow, Sodality soldiers are going to die.”
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      I spent a few hours that evening visiting with as many of my fighters as I could. Due more to the vegetation than anything else, everyone was gathered into small groups of five to ten people, so I wandered around the scattered campsites and spent a few minutes talking to them all.

      Surprisingly, Evina shadowed my steps. After I realized she was there—it took me until the second group to realize—I asked her what was going on.

      “Hey, Evy. Are you following me?”

      “I…yes.”

      “What’s up? You wanna talk?”

      “I thought it would be enlightening to walk around to the different groups with you. I would be sitting off somewhere, bored…”

      I gave her a big smile. “Cool. I’m glad you decided to come with me. You should have said something rather than to tag along behind me. Now we can walk together.”

      She was being uncommonly shy. If she didn’t loosen up after talking with a few groups, I’d pull her aside and ask her if she needed to discuss anything again. It was hard for me to figure out when I should ask and when I should leave her alone and wait for her to mention whatever bothered her.

      All of those who’d joined me in our campaign were in good spirits. Even the dunim warriors, some of whom still had lingering injuries, had fire in their eyes at what we’d do the next day.

      I found Lagakh and Aedyl sitting with Midra and Iante. The dunim assassin and the priestess talked shop. Aedyl Venosum—who preferred her nickname, Venom—gestured wildly, describing a battle she’d had with Sodality forces who had cornered her when she was on an assassination mission years before. Lagakh laughed loudly, much like her fellow dunim Glasha did frequently, completely invested in the story. Midra and Iante seemed to be enjoying the tale as well.

      I chatted about trivial things, bringing Evina up in front of everyone and telling them all about Nemaea and the weapons that the princess now wielded. She took them from the sheaths on her waist and passed them around. Not only the assassins, but the two gnolls and the other beastkin that sat around the same fire oohed and aahed over the weapons.

      “Is that orichalcum?” Venom asked.

      “I think so,” Evina answered. “I haven’t found anything they can’t cut yet.”

      I jumped in. “I asked Eydra and she said they’re definitely orichalcum. They don’t need sharpening and they’re basically unbreakable. Evina is a monster with them. Watch for her when we start to fight. You won’t want to miss it. She’s amazing.”

      The princess tilted her head and eyed me from the side of her vision, but I pretended not to notice. It was true. The woman had started out very skilled in combat in general. With her flexibility and agility, she could do things I couldn’t dream of doing. She had trained hard with her new weapons since she’d gotten them, and when I’d seen her working on disassembling some targets a few days before, my mouth dropped open at how smooth and fast she was.

      I’d fought Nemaea while she wielded those claws, and even if Evina wasn’t quite to the assassin’s skill level, she was one of the finest fighters I’d seen. She fought like the claws had been made for her.

      After talking about our encounter with Nemaea—the woman was sort of an antihero figure for Venom—we visited others. One of the things I noticed at many of the groups was that they didn’t have a consistent makeup. Even with the sisters being the largest number among the women, they were interspersed with the dunim, the gnosta, and assorted others. It reminded me of one big family at a reunion. People had preferences for other people, but whether they were beastkin, humans, monster girls, or something else, it didn’t matter.

      So different from the Sodality, who put such an emphasis on elves and humans and had a hierarchy for beastkin.

      By the time we swung back around to our own little group, Evina seemed a lot more content. I’d seen her smile more that evening than in all the other time I’d known her put together. After she hesitated the first couple of times, I dragged her into the spotlight. She genuinely seemed to enjoy chatting with people.

      “Better than sitting around by yourself?” I asked her, noticing that Odrifa and Asami had joined Ysduil, Glasha, Amelie, and Crelora.

      “Better. Thank you. For letting me tag along.”

      “You’re very welcome. I like to see you happy. I loved it when you started telling stories and connecting with others. How did that feel?”

      “Hmm. Very good, actually. So many different people. I’ve never been able to talk with so many.”

      “Having a lot of different experiences makes things more interesting.”

      “I appreciate you helping me. Can…can I hug you?”

      I blinked at the catgirl. “Of course. Any time. I didn’t used to be a hugger, but I’ve found that I enjoy it. It just feels good.”

      I put my arms out and she tentatively embraced me. She did feel good in my arms. Like she belonged there.

      It didn’t last long and we finished making our way to the fire. A few questioning looks met me, but Ysduil’s face lit up with a big smile. She got up from the log she was sitting on and surprised Evina with a hug of her own.

      “We missed you,” my foxy wife said, winking at me over the catgirl’s shoulder. “I wasn’t sure where you went.”

      I sat down next to Glasha. “She went with me to talk to everyone. I wanted to check and see how everybody’s doing. I could hardly drag her away from some of the groups. I’m pretty sure Lagakh and Aedyl will be adopting her soon, or inducting her into the assassin club.”

      My dunim wife raised an eyebrow at that, but didn’t say anything. At least, not until I decided to poke at her.

      “Midra said something about broccoli. Do we even have any of that vegetable?”

      Glasha barked a laugh. “No, but I saw some dogwood trees. Let her know that.”

      Everyone—except those on watch duty—went to bed early. In the morning, we headed out toward where we’d already planned on observing the Sodality soldiers. With a network of several of the scouts, we decided to keep an eye on them as they moved into the Dreadlands. They didn’t disappoint us.

      Shadowing their steps for half the day, our scouts had been directed to stay out of sight. If the Sodality sent out their own scouts and any saw ours, my troops were authorized to eliminate the Sodality personnel. I wondered if they’d had any problems. It would cause issues if they didn’t report back, but not as many as if they sounded an alarm. There was no way for me to tell if they’d had to kill any Sodality scouts yet.

      The group—maybe fifty or so Sodality soldiers—made good time. I expected that. They’d tramped down vegetation into a clear path, so they were unencumbered by the foliage, no matter how thick it had been. Thankfully, trees, rock formations, and other features still kept them from marching in ranks. Instead, they spread out and made their way forward like a mob. That would make our job easier when it finally came time to attack.

      Glasha dropped back from leading the bulk of our forces. I was a few rows back from the front.

      “So far so good,” she said. “I don’t think they’ve spotted any of our scouts yet. The rotations are working perfectly. The Sodality should be near where Midra’s village is…was.”

      I nodded to her. “Does it look like they’re going to turn around soon or keep going?”

      “No sign of turning around. If they act like they did yesterday, they’ll only go a few more miles into areas they haven’t reached yet, then turn back. I don’t know if putting their supply camp at the edge of the Dreadlands is going to change that.”

      “Okay. I guess we’ll see. Once they turn around, we’ll start some attacks. I want to chip away at them, not get in a big battle. Attack, kill some of them, then slip away, only for another group to attack later on. We have all the way until they get back to their camp to get rid of them. I want no deaths on our side. At all.”

      “Understood. You made it clear to everyone.”

      “With the bows and crossbows Eydra’s crafters made, it shouldn’t be too tough,” Ysduil said. “I feel a little bad for Skaja. She has been working her fingers raw to create enough weapons and arrows.”

      I chuckled. The woman from the dunim tribe who did double duty as bowyer and fletcher had brought supplies with her to make as many arrows as possible while we’d been camped. “Yeah, but the apprentices we gave her are getting a lot of practice. We’ll definitely be using more ranged weapons in the future. Eydra has an apprentice dedicated to making crossbows now. The quality looks pretty good, and training someone to use the weapon is a lot easier bringing a new archer to competency.”

      The day lengthened, and reports from the scouts said that the Sodality had reached fresh territory. Their progress slowed down as they had to bash and cut their way through dense vegetation.

      I ordered our fighters to move up so they were just out of range of rear scouts. I wanted to be close. With the congestion and the possibility of the Sodality turning around at any time, I wanted us ready to attack.

      Less than three hours before the sun would go down, the sound of crashing, shouting, and screaming erupted in front of us. I was at the head of the group now, with only a few of our scouts between me and the bulk of the Sodality soldiers. At the sound, I took off running, Glasha and Midra at my sides.

      “What the hell was that?” I asked in as low a voice as I could.

      “I don’t know,” Glasha said. “We’re not too far from the soldiers. Follow me. We’ll be coming in at them from the side.”

      I hardly thought I needed a guide, not with all the sound in front of us. I did as she said, though.

      When we got close enough to see movement, I gestured for everyone to stop and crouch. I stole up toward the sound, noting our position in relation to the Sodality soldiers.

      Like Glasha had said, we were beside the group, in line with the front of their column. After some tense moments, I slunk along the ground until I could see.

      In a clearing freshly flattened by the booted feet of the Sodality soldiers was a line of the brown and black armor swinging weapons against…trees?

      “What the f—”

      One of the shapes in front of the Sodality soldiers moved, swinging long wooden arms to knock a sotin aside. When the figure turned, I recognized the rough outline of a person, but made of wood. With bark, leaves, and all.

      I blinked repeatedly, but the image remained the same. A small handful of moving trees were fighting with the Sodality.

      And losing.
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      I rubbed my eyes, trying to reconcile what I was seeing. The Sodality soldiers were fighting…trees?

      When one of the sotin with a massive two-handed sword cut into a branch the width of my leg, a woman’s scream echoed through the forest. Red blood poured out of the wound. That was enough to get me moving.

      I gripped my weapon and took a step forward. At least, I tried to.

      “Wait, Adam,” Glasha hissed in a loud whisper. One strong hand grasped my arm.

      With the hand she hadn’t grabbed me with, she gestured and pointed to several locations in the trees. Two dozen of our fighters hurried to their places. Once they were in position, Glasha chopped her open hand toward the ground.

      Twangs and snaps sounded and most of the frontline Sodality soldiers either dropped to the ground or groaned in pain. Some did both. Another flight of arrows plunged into their ranks while the crossbow wielders loaded their weapons for another round of bolts.

      By the time the Sodality responded by charging those of my fighters they could see, more than half of them were down. Others of my women, ones who didn’t have the ranged weapons, stepped up to engage the scattered Sodality troops while the archers and crossbowyers calmly backed up several paces and continued to pepper the women and sotin in the dark armor.

      Glasha finally took her hand off my arm as she drew her sword. She broke into a run, looking back over her shoulder at me.

      “Well, what are you waiting for?”

      I grinned and blurred past her toward the embattled trees.

      A handful of Sodality soldiers still engaged with the animate trees. Upon closer look at the wooden people, I noticed not only slashes that bled, but also arrows stuck in the bark in several locations.

      “We’re here to help,” I said as I nearly cut a dog beastkin sotin in half. Oops, I’d pushed a little too much magic into my muscles. I slowed the infusion before facing a woman in Sodality armor.

      She was a ferret-type beastkin and her armor was of better quality than most of the others I’d seen. It occurred to me that that particular type of beastkin seemed to be favored for higher positions in the Sodality. I wondered if it was their skill in fighting or if it was simply another example of racial favoritism. I decided I’d ask about it later. Those ferrets had always given me problems.

      This one did not.

      Don’t get me wrong, the woman was fast and agile, and obviously skilled with her sword. I couldn’t really compare her to Kelena Forsta or the fortress commander I still didn’t know the name of. Both of those had been a challenge when I fought them. But I’d improved my sword skills. More importantly, I’d grown by leaps and bounds with my magic. It was both more powerful and easier to access for me now than it had been before. My constant practice and meditation had put me on a whole new level.

      I easily parried three quick strikes, evaded to the side, and rammed my blade all the way through her body. She stared at me with wide eyes, but I wasn’t sure if it was because I was a man or because she had underestimated my skills. I didn’t bother to ask.

      For the battle, that was it for me. Glasha, Ysduil, and Midra had taken out any other soldiers around, and I spotted Amelie and Crelora finishing off their own opponents a dozen paces away. Even Zeerah had taken down one or two.

      “Glasha, make sure any who tried to escape are chased down and killed,” I said. “Let me know what the casualty report is.”

      “Already on it. Chasers on their tails now. I’ll get the report.”

      I turned at the sound of heavy movement. Not footsteps, but something dragging through the trampled brush. When I’d completed my rotation, I was face-to-face with one of those tree things.

      Closer, and with the time to really get a good look, I noticed things I hadn’t before. First was that there was a face in the bole. The whole of the creature was compact—for a tree. Probably only seven or eight feet high with a trunk about as big around as my body, with congested leaves on top and only two main branches. Humanoid, but not. There were no feet, but a series of thick roots on which the tree moved.

      But that face almost looked human. Except it was flatter. It looked like someone had taken a human face, carved it expertly on the tree trunk five or so feet from the bottom, then proceeded to smash it into the wood. I’d never seen anything like it. Not in person, anyway. Fantasy movies and shows, sure.

      “Thank you.”

      When the thing spoke, it startled me at first. Then the tree tripped and leaned precariously, tilting like it was going to fall on me. I didn’t exactly know the proper response, but my body seemed to have its own opinion. Without thought, I blurred forward, grabbed hold of the upper part of the trunk, and imbued my muscles with the strength I needed to not only stop the teetering tree, but to lean it backward and guide it softly to the ground so it was lying on its…back?

      It was the one I’d seen the sotin chop at. The gash in its arm was still oozing red blood. I tore at the tunic I wore over my armor and shredded the cloth. I’d donned it to try to keep down the flashes of sunlight from the buckles and shinier parts of the breastplate while we tried to be stealthy. I was glad I’d worn it for the ready supply of cloth for bandages.

      “Hold on.” I pressed to stop the bleeding. I hoped she—the voice had a definite female quality and since everything else in this world seemed to be female, I’d bet this tree was, too—could understand what I said. All I got in response was a groan. No worries. I didn’t need her to talk, just to stop bleeding.

      As I bandaged the arm, the cloth I’d applied got looser. I didn’t know what the hell was going on at first, but then it became clear. The actual wooden limb was shrinking, in diameter and also length. That wasn’t the only change, though. While I watched, the tree morphed into a more humanoid form. A woman’s form. In a moment, I held a naked woman in my arms, a nasty gash bleeding in one of her arms.

      “Dryad,” Ysduil said from my side, suddenly there like magic. She addressed the woman. “Can you hear us? We’ll try to help you, at least to stop the bleeding. If you’re too weak to talk, nod if you understand me.”

      The woman’s head nodded slowly as her eyes rolled up and she went limp in my arms. I finished tying off her bandages and felt her neck. She had a pulse, but it was pretty weak.

      “Damn it,” I said. “Her pulse is really weak. I don’t know if…”

      A sensation like a guitar string vibrating stirred through my senses. I narrowed my eyes and examined the sensation. It was similar to other sensations I’d experienced, some type of connection to…something. Like in Drecor Haunt.

      I felt her pulse again. Weaker. Shit! I had to take a chance. We didn’t have any healers that could bring someone back from the edge of death. If the woman in my arms didn’t get the power to fight back, she was a goner.

      I took the hand of her good arm and laced her fingers in mine. It was so limp, like she’d died already. Something told me what I needed to do. My muscles moved on their own. I let them do what they wanted.

      My hand plunged into the soft soil, torn up by all the movement during the battle. Both our hands together dove into the dirt up to the wrist. That done, I closed my eyes and descended deep inside myself, to the bundle of my power just below my navel. I took a breath, trying to calm myself so I wouldn’t push too hard, then I exhaled energy out of my reservoir, though my body, into my hand, and then into the woman’s.

      Gasps sounded not only from the woman but from two other sources nearby. I didn’t know who it was, but I couldn’t open my eyes to check. I had to trust my companions to keep me safe.

      I kept the magical energy transfer at a slow speed and it seeped around our clasped hands, into the soil, and then back up into the woman’s arm. I could feel it leaving, going into her where I couldn’t sense it anymore.

      I suddenly felt exhausted, so much so that I slumped. When I opened my eyes, a pair of vibrant green orbs hovered right in front of mine. I closed mine and collapsed to the ground.

      Images and sounds of others around me skipped and jumped in my mind. When I could finally open my eyes again to see what was going on, I found myself holding a strange woman’s hand, both buried up to the wrist in dark soil.

      “What?” I said, jerking, but a soft hand on the back of my neck calmed me.

      “Adam?” Ysduil said. “Are you okay? You can pull your hand out now. I think she’ll be all right.”

      “Yes,” another female voice, one I didn’t recognize, said. “I will be fine. Now.”

      I turned my head to see those eyes I’d met earlier. They were set in a beautiful human-looking face with hair like sun-bleached moss. The woman smiled at me.

      “I thank you—Adam, is it?—for your help. I believe I would have died. Your power and the healing magic of the soil have put me beyond that risk now. I and my people owe you a great debt.”

      I tugged my hand from the dirt. It took a bit of strength, almost like I’d actually taken root in the soil. Once free, I relaxed my grip. The woman squeezed my hand and then released me. When our hands parted, a sizzle of power jolted me, like a static discharge.

      Weird.

      “How is it that you were able to do that?” the woman asked, then shook her head. “Pardon me. My manners are horrendous. I am Lindera, leader of the last of the Trewetel Copse dryads. These are Perenne and Viola, two of my sisters. I thank you for your aid in fighting these…people, and for saving my life.”

      A whir of sound from up above got louder before two small shapes buzzed past my head.

      “Ah,” Lindera said. “So our pixie friends have come to aid us at last.” Her laugh sounded like the burble of a stream in a sunlit glade, and immediately relaxed every muscle in my body. “Fortuitous, for now I can introduce our savior to them as well. Come Berwen and Ysluen, meet Adam and his heroic companions.”

      I watched in wonder as two tiny women landed on Lindera’s shoulders. Once they stopped, I could see their nearly transparent wings behind them, sort of like dragonfly wings.

      I looked at Ysduil, her lips in a huge smile and her eyes bright. “Uh, Yssy. Do you see this, too, or am I still dreaming?”

      Magical laughter surrounded me from all sides.
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      I stood so I could look around me and my eyes nearly bugged out of my head. My girls were scattered around, mingled with people I’d never seen before. The first one that grabbed my attention was the naked woman next to me with the green hair. I recognized those eyes.

      “I’m not sure if you were lucid for it or not,” she said with a wide smile. “I am Lindera. These are my fellow dryads, Perenne and Viola. These beautiful pixie ladies on my shoulders are Berwen and Ysluen.”

      Lindera had a skin color almost identical to Glasha, though her body was slenderer, without the etched muscles of my dunim wife. Viola’s skin was darker, almost like she was dusted with dirt. But her hair was what drew my eyes. It consisted of a mass of ropy tendrils, like fibery and flexible roots. Kind of a tree’s version of dreadlocks. A few white flowers contrasted with the grey-brown color. It looked like they actually grew there.

      Perenne was completely different from the other two dryads. Whereas the first two were completely and unashamedly naked, she had leaves sprouting from her body. Her hair took the form of streamers of moss and small vines. Though her shape was perfectly woman-like, including firm, large breasts, it was difficult to see where her skin ended and the vegetation started. It was nowhere near the living tree form I’d originally seen Lindera in, but it was halfway there.

      The pixies were another story. At only maybe eight to ten inches tall, they were the smallest people I’d ever seen. Both had nearly transparent wings, but now that they were still, I observed that Berwen’s were more dragonfly-like and Ysluen’s leaned more toward butterfly wings. Both of them were gorgeous as well, with tight, sexy bodies. It didn’t even surprise me. Not only was this whole world full of hot women, but I’d expect dryads and pixies naturally to be hot anyway. I mean, I’d never seen a picture of those fictional races that wasn’t. Tinkerbell was essentially a tiny Marilyn Monroe with wings.

      Berwen of the dragonfly wings was decked out in sexy blue and green armor, fantasy bikini style with a few extra plates at her outer thighs and on her arms. She carried a wide stylized sword and even a little shield with elaborate Celtic-type designs on its face. Ysluen wore a pretty dress not unlike the light blue one that Amelie wore, when she wasn’t wearing her combat clothes or light armor. It was even roughly the same color, matching the sheen on the pixie’s wings.

      The two pixies differed in other ways, though. Whereas Berwen had a slender face, reminding me of many of the elves I saw, Ysluen had a rounder face with a slightly pointier chin. Her silver, blue-tinged hair had bouncy waves and seemed to be in constant motion from a nonexistent wind, while Berwen’s was pure silver-white, long and straight.

      “Ooh,” Ysduil said. “Your name is Ysluen?”

      “It is,” the pixie answered in her high-pitched, tinkling voice.

      “My name is Ysduil. That’s a beautiful name. It’s fitting for such a beautiful person, and I love your dress. It’s so airy and comfortable looking.”

      The pixie brushed her hair over a pointed ear and blushed. “Thank you. You are so beautiful, too. I love your tail and ears. Can I touch them?”

      Ysduil giggled and walked over to the pixie. “Of course.”

      While the two chatted with each other, I turned my attention to Lindera. Berwen, still on her shoulder, narrowed her eyes at me. I noticed she hadn’t lowered her little sword.

      “I’m Adam Townsend,” I told the dryad. “It’s a pleasure to meet you all.”

      “Thank you so much for your help, Adam Townsend. We had hoped those soldiers would leave, but when they spotted us and attacked, I thought we were going to die.”

      “I’m sorry we didn’t get here sooner. Will you be all right with your arm cut like that?”

      The dryad laughed, like wind in the trees. “Of course. That does bring me to my question, though. How is it you were able to do what you did? For that matter, how did you know that combining your magic with the soil would save me?”

      I went to run my fingers through my hair, but noticed how dirty my hand still was, so I let it drop to my side. “I didn’t. I’m new to this world, and to magic. It tries to tell me things sometimes. It made my body take your hand and then plunge them into the dirt and to try to push some magic through. I went along with it. I’m glad it worked.”

      “I, and my people, owe you a great debt.”

      “Nah. I’m happy to help. I’d like to say that the Sodality won’t be coming back, but there are a lot more of them. Once they realize this group isn’t going to return, they’ll send more. We plan on trying to prevent them from going too far, but be wary. They’ve already destroyed the villages of Glasha and Midra here.”

      When I pointed out the dunim and the gnoll women, Lindera shifted to face them. It was a bit uncomfortable. Not only were the two dryads beside Perenne bare-breasted like Crelora, but they were bare everything. Even just a simple movement not only shifted parts of her body pleasantly, but also opened up new views.

      I’d never seen pubic hair that was such a lovely green…

      “The auras of you two,” Lindera said, “they are familiar to me. I recognize them from your tribes. Well met, neighbors.”

      “Neighbors no longer,” Glasha said sadly. “Our tribes fled. They are living with us in the east side of the Dreadlands now.”

      “The east?”

      “Yeah,” I said. “We started building a community there, called Odonasia. We have about a hundred priestesses of Odona, the dunim tribe, Midra’s gnosta tribe, and others, like Crelora here, who lives near us in her harpae tribe’s roost.”

      “Truly a magnificent variety of people. Have you a purpose for gathering together?”

      “Safety, mostly. We are all refugees from the Sodality. You know of the Aycrishi Sodality?”

      “We do, though not much is known to us. They ravaged much of the outer area of the Dreadlands two decades ago. They…seized all the males of the tribes?”

      “Yes. Did they take your males as well?”

      She treated me to more of her magical laughter. “No. There are no males for either the dryads or pixies. We are born of magic, not of intimacy.”

      That saddened me a little, though I kind of felt like an asshole for it. I mean, all these women were smoking hot. Not enjoying the bodies they had seemed like a shame.

      Lindera sniffed at the air and she laughed again. “Oh, worry not. I didn’t say we didn’t engage in intimacy, only that there were no males and we didn’t need such things for our species to survive. We have all known pleasure. I can sense the disappointment in your aura, and in your scent.

      “What will you do now, Adam Townsend, you and your heroic companions?”

      “We have plans. The other soldiers will enter the Dreadlands soon, looking for this group. We’ll distract them, lead them away, then the bulk of our forces will strike them a blow.”

      “Hmmm. Would you like our help in this endeavor? We know this area well and we are not without our own means of resisting enemies.”

      “That would be great, Lindera. How about we move away from all these corpses and talk about it?”

      She gave me a wry smile. “Yes, that would be fine. Take what you will from the enemies. I will clean this mess up.”

      “Clean it up?”

      “Yes, like so.”

      The dryad gestured with her hand. Creepers broke through the soil and slithered to the closest Sodality soldier, a dog beastkin sotin. As I watched, the tendrils squiggled their way into the skin of the man. Before my eyes, the plants grew and, before I knew it, burst out of other parts of the body. It looked like energetic green worms having a feast. In a handful of minutes, the bits of armor that were left broke apart and the pieces settled to the forest floor. There was no trace of the body.

      “Whoa. That was pretty impressive.”

      The dryad panted from the exertion. “Yes. I will begin on the others, but at a slower rate. Once I start it, the process will not drain as much of my energy. Take what you will. The forest will reclaim the rest.”

      We did as she said and I followed the dryads to another location where we could talk about what we were going to do. My girls and my other close companions joined them. Before too long, we had woven our new friends into our existing plans.

      The outlook was promising. With a little luck and with the skills of all our fighters, the slaughter we’d just visited upon the soldiers would pale in comparison with what was coming.

      By the time we’d come up with a way for the dryads and pixies to help us, Ysduil and Ysluen were the best of friends. The pixie sat on my fox girl’s shoulder, one hand holding a furry ear for balance. Berwen had finally loosened up, not staring daggers into me any longer. She’d even put her little sword into her scabbard.

      “You know,” I told Lindera, “if you and your sisters and the pixies want to come with us to Odonasia, you’re welcome. There are plenty of trees around us.”

      “We appreciate it, but no. The Trewetel Copse is our home. It is us and we are it. It’s not a matter of deciding to leave to another area like it is with unrooted people. We must stay. You are welcome to visit any time you like, however, and we will do what we can to aid you in your fight. We are like family now, and not only for the sap debt I owe you.”

      “I have to admit I’m a little disappointed, but I understand. We hope to rid the world of the Sodality and when we do, we’ll be free to visit more often.”

      I spotted Viola, off to the side speaking with DD, gesturing with her hands as her beautiful dark green face animatedly told the elf priestess some tale or another. As I watched, she flicked her hands at the wrist and a long wooden shape grew out from her palm. In seconds, it took the form of a bow, complete with a string, though I didn’t know what that was made of. She gestured with her other hand and an arrow likewise appeared in that palm.

      DD’s eyes went wide and the two women laughed. I almost didn’t even notice how Viola’s bare breasts shifted as she hopped excitedly.

      Almost.

      “Well, girls,” I said. “Are you ready to head back to camp? It’s going to be a busy day tomorrow.”

      “I would like to go with you,” a tiny voice said. Ysluen, on Ysduil’s shoulder, looked right at me.

      “You…want to go with us?”

      “Yes, if I may. I will be valuable in scouting for you, being able to fly.” She shot a look at Crelora and gave the bird woman a smile. “I’m small enough that I might not be noticed.”

      I looked to Lindera, who looked to Berwen. Both the dryad and the other pixie nodded to each other. “It’s fine with me,” I said. “You need to be careful, though, Ysluen.”

      “I will. I promise.” She hugged Ysduil’s ear.

      “Okay,” I told her. “It would be our privilege to have you with us. Uh, is there more to your name, like a second or last name?”

      The pixie tilted her head. “No.”

      “Oh. I just thought that with your name being so similar to Ysduil’s, it might be confusing. It’s fine. I can call her Yssy.”

      “Oh, I love that name,” the pixie said. “I wish I could get a special name. Is it only for warriors?”

      I laughed. “No. It’s just something I call her, as a shorter name.” The sad look she gave me tugged at my heart. “How about I call you Lu…no, Lulu?”

      “Really? You would make up a name just for me?”

      “Absolutely. Do you like it?”

      She hugged herself, throwing her body off-balance and starting to fall off Ysduil’s shoulder. Her wings beat and she floated back up to her perch without even blinking. “I love it.”

      “Then I will call you Lulu from now on.”

      At the last minute, DD suggested that she and the group we’d chosen to lead the Sodality into our trap stay and camp with the dryads for the night.

      “It’s a waste of time to go all the way back to our main camp when we can stay here, get more sleep, and be ready faster when they get into the area.”

      It made sense, so we said goodbye to our new friends, goodnight to our companions, and headed back to camp. Without having to follow the soldiers and with the path already tramped down, we made good time. The next day, we would finally make the Sodality pay for what it did to Glasha’s and Midra’s tribes. With any luck, Tallyn Kineth would pay as well.
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      In the morning, I stood facing the north with Ysduil next to me. Glasha approached from behind us.

      “Everyone is just about ready. We’ll be…” Glasha sighed and looked into my eyes. “DD will be fine. They’ll all be fine. Lindera and the other dryads and pixies will help them, but even if they weren’t, our friends are all skilled.”

      I matched her sigh. “I know. I don’t like feeling so helpless. They’re out there alone, and the group is going to be a lot bigger than what we faced yesterday.”

      Ysduil put her head on my shoulder. “Glasha’s right. They’ll do what they need to and allow us to do what we need to do.”

      Twenty of our soldiers, about half of which were scouts, had remained with the dryads. Already, as the remainder of our fighters moved toward the west, DD and her group would be heading south, preparing to perform their daring part of our operation.

      Once in position, we waited. Lulu proved her worth immediately as she and Crelora took to the skies to look out over the trees for what we expected to happen. Within an hour, they landed and reported to us that it had.

      “They’re on the move,” Crelora said. “I can help in watching their progress for a time, but when they get too close, it will be all Lulu. She’s small enough that they won’t see her from a distance.”

      The pixie fluttered her wings and buzzed in a little circle at being mentioned. I wasn’t sure if she was generally in a chipper mood or if it was because she’d connected so quickly and thoroughly with Ysduil, but the small woman was all smiles.

      It occurred to me that the cut of DD’s hair was called a pixie cut, but both of the two pixies I’d met had long hair. Lulu was the cutest thing in the world, but I couldn’t picture her with short hair.

      “They’re passing by us a few miles to the west,” Lulu reported a little later. An hour after that, she gave us the all-clear. “There are at least a hundred soldiers in that group. Probably a lot more. I saw some activity from the front of the column. I think DD’s people just stung them.”

      “Okay, everyone,” I said. “It’s time. DD is doing her job. Let’s go do ours.”

      Our fighters, sixty strong, marched west until we hit the path the Sodality army had trampled. Southward, it led us toward the supply camp the Sodality troops had set up. Just before getting to where we’d be visible, we split up and dispersed into the trees. Lulu flew up and scouted the camp.

      “I could only see maybe fifteen or twenty soldiers left, and they’re lazing around. Being so close to the fortress, they don’t seem too concerned.”

      I gave the order and we staged ourselves at the edge of the trees. On my command, we swarmed the campsite, archers and crossbowyers launching arrows and bolts in front of us to slam into the personnel we surprised.

      The camp was completely open. It hadn’t been set up for battle, but was basically a series of large tents, piles of supplies, and several fire pits scattered across the area.

      It wasn’t even a contest.

      Half the soldiers died from the missiles before we even got there and the remainder were dispatched with very few minor injuries on our side. Crelora and Lulu flew around near the Neallir ruins to watch the fortress walls, but nothing showed that those left in the fortress had seen our lightning-quick attack. When they both flew back to report, I breathed out a sigh of relief.

      It was too early for us to wait for darkness, so the next part would be the most difficult. We went back into the trees and skirted the edges of the Dreadlands toward the south. I stood in a familiar spot, possibly the same one I’d been on at least two other times before, watching the fortress for soldiers from the vegetation to the east of the stone walls. We were too close for Crelora to fly above the trees, but Lulu proved indispensable again and got a pixie’s-eye-view of what was happening.

      “Thirty or maybe forty people,” she reported. “A dozen or so are working on putting the main gate in place. I saw what I think are barracks, but they’re not completed yet, so I don’t think they’re hiding any soldiers. Most are resting in open-sided tents. I don’t know how many are in the big tent, but I think that’s where the commander is. The keep hasn’t been rebuilt yet.”

      “Thank you, Lulu. Great job.”

      We got as close as we could to the wall while still being in the undergrowth. It was several hundred yards, but I thought we could make it to the gate before they finished installing it and before they could call in reinforcements. Maybe.

      “I don’t like it,” I said. “It’s too close to an even fight. I wish it was dark so we could surprise them.”

      Glasha frowned at the workers wrangling the gate, trying to get it in place. “Battle rarely goes as we would like. If we wait, the bulk of their forces will return and we will have less chance to defeat them. They’ll probably finish the gate by then, too. We must act quickly and take the fortress now.”

      “I know, I know. Fine. Send in the assassins. Once they’re in place, we’ll charge.”

      We waited until Lagakh and Venom were in place.

      I gave the order. We rushed toward the fortress, relying on the angle of the slab that was the main gate to block the workers’ vision of us. We made it almost to the wall before one of them spotted us.

      The soldier opened her mouth to sound the alarm when she suddenly dropped to the ground, an arrow in her mouth. That set the other workers to panicking, but they didn’t have the presence of mind to try to wedge the gate closed, instead letting it go so they could flee. It hung awkwardly from one hinge, but didn’t fall. More importantly, it wasn’t able to close, either. Four more of the workers dropped to arrows before we reached the opening and spilled into the courtyard.

      There was no hiding when we came through the gate and shouts rang out. Soldiers leaped out of chairs and beds, all of them baring their weapons and heading toward us. Venom, who had so expertly taken down so many already with her bow, released several other arrows, dropping a soldier with every one. When the frontrunners reached her, Lagakh, and two of the scouts that had gone with them, they slipped around the gateway and engaged the enemy face-to-face.

      Meanwhile, the archers with me sent off their last few arrows before the bulk of the soldiers slammed into our line. They had maybe twenty-five still fighting, which was good odds for me and my sixty fighters.

      When I was sure I wasn’t going to get hit by one of our own arrows, I blurred to the line and slashed into a boar sotin, cutting him down without a thought. I whirled in the midst of a small group of the Sodality soldiers, leaving gashes and cutting off parts of limbs. It was chaotic, dangerous, and exhilarating.

      Glasha to my left, Midra next to her, Ysduil and Zeerah to my right, and Evina just behind me, we cut a path through the soldiers who had just started to form into ranks. It was too late, though. We surrounded them completely and began to systematically slaughter them.

      A woman in better quality armor sprinted for the opposite wall, the one to the west. After a few strides, I realized she headed for where one of the smaller gates was located. Sure enough, she got to the wall, fiddled with a small wooden door there, and threw it open.

      Escaping? That was a pretty cowardly way to go. I thought to go and get her, but a commotion across the courtyard snatched my attention. From the large command tent, a flash of blue zipped to the nearby tether lines, slashed the leather ties, hopped onto one of the dozen horses that were there, and had the animal building up to a gallop as she settled into the saddle. She held three other leads in her hand, leading the obviously well-trained horses along with her.

      I recognized the blue skin and the purple hair immediately, though I’d never actually seen the woman.

      “It’s the commander,” I shouted. “She’s getting away.” I turned, with the intent to blur after her, but didn’t get the chance. Three sotin put themselves at risk by ignoring the enemies they were fighting to throw themselves at me. I had to defend myself as Tallyn Kineth raced away on her horse.

      A few arrows followed her, but none struck, the archers still in the midst of the battle with the soldiers. The woman who had opened the gate jumped onto one of the horses and raced through behind her commander. Both headed to the west at a full gallop.

      “Damn it,” I screamed as I cut into one of the sotin and evaded another even as he was impaled by Glasha’s sword. Ysduil was right there, twirling her staff and slamming it into the other sotin that had foiled my chance to run the commander down.

      The rest of the battle was a matter of killing those soldiers who were left. There were so few, it posed little trouble to my fighters. Soon, the sound of weapons clashing was replaced with pained groans and then even that stopped as each soldier still alive was ended mercilessly.

      “I probably couldn’t have blurred that far anyway,” I said. “Not without running out of magic. I wish I could have tried, though.”

      “We’ll get her,” Glasha said. “Eventually.” She put up a bloody fist and I bumped it with mine. “Zartuka.”

      “Yeah, but we’re not done yet. You know what we’re about. Last time, we left them something to rebuild. This time, it needs to be clear that they’re not welcome here, ever again. You have the ropes and the hooks?”

      “We do,” Glasha said with a grin. “They’re at the tree line. We can use the horses that are left to help.”

      “Good idea.” I scanned the walls, the half-built keep, the tents, and the not-finished barracks. “Tear every fucking thing down to the ground and we’ll burn whatever will take flame. This needs to be a flat spot when we’re done.”

      Within an hour, it was clear we weren’t going to be able to pull down all the stones that made up the fortress.

      “Okay,” I said. “Maybe I was a little bit optimistic. New plan. Let’s burn it to the ground, then head back to the Dreadlands. While we help take care of the troops that are left, the fires will do their thing and then cool. In a couple or three days, we’ll come back and finish the job. We’ll need to keep an eye on the west, though, in case they send an army from Honor Reach.”

      “That should take at least two days,” Ysduil said. “I think we can do it, if we destroy the rest of the soldiers by this time tomorrow.”

      We lit everything in the fortress that would catch fire, then marched straight across to do the same thing to the supply camp, after we’d taken anything valuable. With the eight horses left helping to carry or pulling the two wagons we spared, we headed toward our camp on the ever-widening path I wasn’t sure would heal for months or years.

      When we finally met up with DD and her handful of fighters, we found the Sodality soldiers far fewer than when they started that morning. The elf priestess, her scouts, and the dryads and pixies helping her had bloodied them after drawing them into chases all day long. The Sodality officer in charge ordered a retreat back toward the supply camp. We added our might to the harrying group and chipped away at the soldiers until they’d almost reached the edge of the Dreadlands. With fewer than thirty left in their ranks, I ordered a final attack.

      We softened them up with archers, even as their few remaining ranged fighters struck back. But we were in the trees and undergrowth while they were more in the open. When it came down to fighting close up, we crashed into them like the vengeance of the gods and ended every one of them.

      I stood at the verge of the Dreadlands, studying the now smoldering supply camp. My sword was covered in blood, I had several cuts on my body, including a nasty one on the side of my right leg almost on my ass cheek. I let out a breath.

      “That’s for the dunim tribe and the gnosta tribe, you fuckers.” I spat on the closest corpse, a monster of a bear sotin who was responsible for my biggest wound. I led my troops to Glasha’s destroyed and trampled village, where we camped for the night. We’d tear down the rest of the fortress the next day, scatter the ashes to the four winds. Then we’d go home.

      I just wanted to go home.
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      The day was almost done, so I decided we would camp for another night before heading back to Chiodh’s cave and making the trip back to Odonasia. The day before, we’d pulled down all the stone in the walls and the fortress itself. The former site of the Neallir Fortress was a jumble of rubble and ash.

      It had been a pain in the ass to pull all the remaining stone down, but between the fire damage to the support timbers and ropes pulled by the horses, we managed it. There was no danger of Sodality troops finding us. Even if they could make it from Honor Reach to the fortress, they would never go into the Dreadlands searching for us.

      Once in camp, we took turns bathing in a nearby river so we wouldn’t have to spend days in blood-, sweat-, and soot-covered clothes and armor going back home. Adrisse hadn’t been kidding when she told me some of the medicines she made were almost miraculous, better than magical healing in the weakened magical state the world was in. The herbal salve Azhora put on me the day of the big battle had healed even the large cut I’d received and had stitched up more than I thought was possible in a couple of days.

      It felt so good to clean myself off, I spent nearly twenty minutes in the water scrubbing myself and my clothes. The temperature was mild enough that I put the same clothes on wet, letting them dry as I moved around.

      In the muddle of people, I saw Midra heading toward the west. I changed course from going to join others at one of the fires that had already been made to intercept the gnoll woman.

      “Midra. Where are you going? The fire is back that way.”

      When I spoke her name, the dark-haired woman jumped a little, then froze in place. It took several seconds for her to turn slowly to face me.

      “I’m just going to check on something.”

      “Check on something? I’ll go with you. There’s no danger of Sodality soldiers, but it’s still the Dreadlands. We probably shouldn’t wander around solo.”

      “I lived in this area my whole life. I’ll be fine. Besides, I’m sure all the monsters and dangerous animals have fled, at least temporarily, with all the people crashing around.”

      I put my hands up. “I’m not saying you can’t take care of yourself. I think it’s safer. Besides, it’ll be nice to hang out with you for a little while instead of being around a bunch of people. Not everyone has cleaned off yet, if you know what I mean.”

      She finally relaxed from being tense and defensive to a more normal posture. She didn’t slump—I’d never seen her do that—but she wasn’t quite so rigid. Her chuckle was welcome.

      “Try being around that when your sense of smell is better.”

      I snorted. “Right. That right there is probably enough to want to leave camp for a little while. So, I can come with you?”

      “I guess.” She sighed. “Truthfully, I want to take a long look at what’s left of my village. I didn’t have a chance with all the stalking and fighting. I…”

      “Oh. Yeah, I get it. I’d like to go with you, if you’ll let me. I didn’t spend much time there, but I can understand wanting to visit. Are you sure you want to? I mean, seeing all the damage might not be the best thing.”

      “I’m no child that I’ll get all weepy for seeing it. I expect it will piss me off, which is good. I still haven’t had enough of killing Sodality soldiers. I’m going to need the images of what I see to keep my rage going.”

      “Okay. If you think so. Let’s go, then. We’ll be dry before we get there and we should be able to get back to camp before it’s dark.”

      Glasha and DD had already set sentries to make sure nothing threatened the camp. I spotted one, a tacanem named Aya Risott, and stopped to give her some instructions.

      “Hey Aya. Midra and I are going to check on her village. Can you let Glasha know we went and should be back before dark?”

      She took in our clean—but still wet—clothes and nodded. “Sure. I’m supposed to get relieved any time now so I can go and wash up. I’ll let her know. Is the river cold?”

      “Actually, no” I said. “It’s no steam bath, but won’t chill you, either. Better than walking around smelling like blood and sweat. Uh, not that you smell or anything.”

      She looked at Midra and both laughed at the same time, like it had been choreographed. Right, a lot of the beastkin had a better sense of smell than I did.

      It took us an hour to get to the gnosta village. Hardly anything remained of the place where Midra had spent her entire life up to a few weeks ago when she and all the other gnosta joined us in Odonasia. I watched her carefully as she sifted through the wreckage. She didn’t cry, but her face showed more than just anger.

      How must it be to be standing in the evidence of the Sodality’s merciless treatment of her entire village of people?

      “At least we weren’t here when it happened,” she said softly. “We left before it got to that point. Glasha’s village was attacked and her tribeswomen killed.”

      “That doesn’t mean it’s any easier, though, Midra,” I said. “I’m sorry we riled up the Sodality and this happened.”

      “No, don’t be. You were only trying to escape from being killed or turned into a mindless lump of flesh. We weren’t living much of a life anyway. No men or children, starving. That wasn’t life.” She looked into my eyes. “We’re so happy to be part of what you’re doing. Of the resistance. Of Odonasia. My mother is happier than I’ve seen her in…well, almost forever. You gave us that, made us part of something that means something.”

      Her grey eyes were like a storm cloud with the sun bursting through it. I could swear I saw movement within the colors. I froze, getting lost in them.

      A wry smile stole onto her lips and she grabbed my hand. “Come on, let me show you something. Hopefully those Sodality assholes didn’t look around carefully enough to find it.” She pulled me toward the outskirts of the village.

      The path of the destruction the Sodality army had made crashed right through the middle of where the gnosta had lived, but it was only forty or fifty feet wide. It was even narrower before and after the village, where trees had not been cleared and had to be gone around as the soldiers marched. Into the foliage that still remained outside the path of destruction, Midra led me toward some rocky hills.

      “I used to play on these as a child,” she said. “The hills were close enough to the village that I and the other children were relatively safe, but far enough that I remember feeling like I was a great adventurer. Thinking back, I remember the remnants of damage from when the Sodality had come to take our men and had encountered resistance. It had been five years or so before, but some burned out trees and other debris still remained.

      “When I got older, I would sometimes use this place as a refuge. A quiet place to think. It’s been years but…ah, here.”

      Midra squeezed in between two rocks, one of which had fallen from above and leaned against one still half-buried in the ground. My armor scraped the sides and I scuffed my scabbard on the rough rock as I followed her. After a few turns, we ended up in a hollow space. It was mostly covered from above, though I was sure rain could still get into most of it. Sunlight streamed through the many cracks to light up the space, but we were surrounded by stone on all sides but one, which was the dirt of the hill. Even that was scooped out to form a shallow cave.

      It crossed my mind that Glasha had the same type of thing near her village, though it was a legit cave. She used to go there to get away from things. Funny how alike the two women were.

      Surprisingly, there was no evidence of animal activity, probably because it was still too open to be a safe den. Midra went to the deepest part of the little cave and opened up what looked at first like a chest made of stone, or at least a crate.

      “I moved the pieces of this in here one at a time,” she said. “I can’t believe it’s still here. It’s been a couple of years since I was here last. With Iante.”

      I went closer and saw that she’d taken large, flat stones and arranged them to be like a chest. She pulled out a bundle of something, wrapped tight with what looked like oiled or waxed cloth. She dumped it on the ground and in no time had several furs spread out on the ground.

      “Oh,” I said. What she’d said had finally sunk in. She’d come here with Iante. “Is this your little love cave?”

      “Love cave? Hmmm. I do love Iante, but I don’t think it’s how you mean. Why don’t we just call this my dirty little pleasure cave.”

      Damn. That sounded so much hotter.

      Midra sniffed the air. “Huh. She was right.”

      I blinked at her. “Who was right? About what?”

      “Ysduil. She said that she could smell when you were aroused. She was right. She couldn’t describe the scent, but said I’d recognize it when I smelled it. Mmmmm.”

      “Uh.” She’d totally pegged me. Between watching her move through the cave and then revealing the furs, my body had prepared for what I hoped was going to happen. She was right. I was aroused.

      “Don’t worry. If you could smell as well as I can, you would know that I’m really hot and wet right now. If you don’t mind me saying.”

      “God, no. I don’t mind you saying. Did you plan this all, to bring me here for this? I’m flattered if you did, but you didn’t need to go to so much trouble. Just letting me know you were interested would have worked fine.”

      She laughed. “I am interested, but no, I didn’t plan it. I really had intended to come here by myself. Umm, I mean, to visit the village. Not come…”

      I stepped over to her and put my arms on her waist. “Fine, but since we are here…”

      Midra took in a deep breath through her nose. “Goddess, that scent makes me want you so badly. Can I—”

      “Midra.” I put my hands on both sides of her beautiful face and kissed her. “You can do anything you want.”

      The gnoll woman gave me a wicked smile. “In that case, let’s start by taking this armor off. Then we’ll go from there.”
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      My eyes never left Midra’s body as I stripped my armor off. She moved gracefully, as only an athlete or warrior could do, taking her light leather armor off piece by piece until she had on only her tight leather pants and her even tighter tube top. I pulled my shirt off so I was only in my pants.

      “You know, I thought you were pretty the first time I saw you,” I said.

      “You did?”

      “I did.”

      “I was a wreck. Starved, dirty, sad. I was surprised that Iante even wanted me still, I’d gotten so ugly.”

      “Never ugly, Midra. Not you. I remember thinking that even with dark circles under your eyes and your shabby armor on, that you were attractive. Even with how thin you were, I couldn’t help but to check out your ass as you passed us.”

      “Mmmm. I know. I saw that. You were the first man I ever remember seeing. I was fascinated, scared, and a little freaked out about it. I dreamt of you, after.”

      “You did?”

      “Mmmm-hmmmm. When I saw you again, I instantly recognized you. Of course I would. I’m so glad you remembered me.”

      “How could I forget you? Now that I have seen you without fighting starvation, I’ve changed my mind, you’re not pretty.”

      Her breathing broke. “I’m not?”

      “Nope. You are gorgeous. Even sexier than I’d ever imagined, and I can imagine a lot.”

      She lunged at me and her lips attacked mine. The gnoll had such soft lips. They were on the edge of being too plump for me, but I did like to look at them. I liked to kiss them even more.

      I panted when she released me. “I haven’t kissed you nearly enough.”

      “Something I plan on correcting,” she said. “But first, can I…enjoy your scent?”

      It took a second to translate that. “You mean, you want to sniff me?”

      Her mouth opened a little and she raised her chin. A tiny moan slipped out of her. “Yes. Is that too—”

      “Do it,” I said, interrupting.

      “Mmmmm. Your aroma just spiked. Sooooo good.”

      Midra dropped to her knees and put her nose on my abs, sniffing. Her deep inhales, with her face actually touching me, tickled my skin.

      “Grrrrr.” The sound was a husky growl, vibrating my entire waist. “Mmmmm.” I heard her lick her lips.

      “Fuck, Midra. That is so hot. I…oh.”

      She undid my pants and pulled them down in one expertly executed movement. Her nose went to the top of my underpants. Already, my dick had straightened and hardened, the tip of it poking up out of the waistband. She carefully sniffed around it, so close I could feel the air rush in and out of her, but she didn’t touch it.

      I moaned at the torture and felt a bit of pre-cum dribble out of me.

      “Uh-uh-uh,” she huffed. “You smell so good. I…awwwr…can I…”

      “Anything,” I panted. “Anything you want, Midra, do it. You turn me on so much.”

      When her tongue flicked out and lapped up the pearl of thick liquid on my head, I tensed my body to keep from grabbing her hair and pulling her into my crotch.

      “Ooooh. Make me some more of that. You taste even better than you smell, Adam.”

      Fuck. I’d never almost come with so little contact. I remained completely motionless, afraid I would cause the tiniest bit of friction that would send me over the edge.

      Midra continued to sniff and I realized that I would never again be able to hear her do that without getting hard. It was like her inrushing air was magical and sent jolts of pleasure through my whole body and straight to my dick.

      “Does that arouse you?” she asked. Her tone was one of genuine curiosity, not of sexual teasing.

      “Soooo much.”

      “I want to lick you. Everywhere.”

      “I want you to. I want to lick and suck you, too.”

      “Rrrrrrrr. That sounds fun.”

      I reached down and pulled her to her feet. “You are so fucking sexy.” One of my hands went through her long hair to find her furry ear and rub it while my other slipped up to caress her bare lower back, pulling her into a desperate kiss as I ground my hips against her.

      “Mmmmmm. Uuuuurrrrrrr.”

      The vibration of her sounds and growls in my mouth sent energy to my hands. The one on her back plunged down into the back of her tight pants, groping for her ass. My tongue wrestled with hers as our lips melded together. I lost sense of time for a moment, caught up in the ecstasy of this woman.

      We broke the kiss, both panting heavily. I knew my eyes must have looked frantic as I took in the bumps of her hardened nipples in her tube top type undergarment. I dove in and closed my mouth around one, sucking hard through the cloth.

      “Yessssss. Awwwwwrrr. Suck me.”

      I tore the cloth up and away from her chest so I could feel the smooth skin of her breasts on my lips and face.

      “I love your tits.”

      “Uhhhh. I love what you’re doing with them. More. Give me more.” She’d adopted a husky voice, lower than her normal speaking voice. It sent more vibrations through me.

      My hands shot down to her pants, fumbling with the clasp as I swirled my tongue around her nipple, then stretched my mouth to suck in a wide area on her firm globe.

      “Take them off. Take my pants off. I want to feel you.”

      I had to leave off sucking her long enough to peel the pants from her toned ass and legs. Her panties came off immediately after, leaving her naked in front of me.

      “God. Damn. Even with your tight clothes, I didn’t realize you had such a perfect body.”

      She swished her hips around, bringing her body closer to me. “You like how I look?”

      I didn’t bother responding. I dropped to my knees and bit the inside of her thigh.

      “Yes. Yes. Taste me. Please.”

      I licked up the skin of her inner thigh, skirting her wet lips to circle around to the other side.

      “Don’t tease me. Lick my pussy. It’s so wet.”

      I growled my response and licked all the way up her slit as slowly as I could manage. It took a full four seconds to do it and I had to keep my hands clamped on her cheeks to hold her steady as she shook and tried to ram herself against me.

      “Oh. Awwwwrrrrrrr. Uh-uh-uh. More. More, Adam. Lick me inside.”

      I ran my tongue up her lips and across to the other side, then dove into the inner folds, speeding up, flicking my tongue quickly as I lapped up her thick nectar. She juddered and moaned, her panting breaths heaving as she swayed, barely able to keep her balance.

      I stuck my tongue inside her and hummed while scrubbing the sides of her tunnel. She gushed fluid into my mouth. Ripe plums with a hint of vinegar and a pinch of salt. I sucked up as much as I could, pulling her lips into my mouth and causing her to scream out as she thrust against me while pulling my head toward her.

      “YES! Oh-oh-oh. Lick it all up. Drink me.” She gave a few more breaths, then added. “Let me taste.”

      I climbed up her body, half holding her steady as I did it, and latched my lips to hers. She sucked on my tongue, my lips, and then on any other part of my face she could reach. Her tongue slurped out and soaked my cheeks and neck.

      “You like how you taste?”

      “Mmmmmm.”

      I stood, holding her while she licked off every vestige of her juices. My hands went to work, one on her right breast and the other on her ass. Her muscles tensed deliciously and I clenched my hand on one of her cheeks.

      “Do you really like my ass?” she said when she’d finished cleaning my face.

      “I really do.” I hadn’t realized she’d heard me say that when talking to Glasha right after Midra had been injured when we were looking for the princess. It was true, though. Watching was awesome, but the feel of it…

      I slipped a finger into her butt crack and pressed on her starfish.

      “Awwwrrrrrr.”

      That was promising. I began sucking on her tits again while I fingered her ass. Her hips bucked wildly against me and we almost fell together. I moved her to the wall so she could lean against it and went around to her back side to continue my work.

      Every new inch of skin I explored behind her got her more and more worked up. In no time she was panting and moaning heavily enough that I thought she might hyperventilate.

      “Play with my ass. I love it so much. Oh, Adam. I…augghh.”

      I’d gotten to my knees again and ran my tongue up her crack. From the response, I figured I’d found the mother of all erogenous zones for the sexy gnoll woman. I started to stroke her wet slit with my finger while I let my tongue explore between her firm cheeks. It only took a few seconds to find the combination I was looking for.

      Soft stroking of her pussy lips, slow licking up to her hole, and mild pressure on her clit with my other hand had her entire body shaking. She whimpered, begging for release.

      “Goddess. I’m…I’m almost…almost…”

      I put my tongue on her hole and pressed hard while angling a finger up inside her canal and pressing the wall toward the front. Her body shuddered like she’d licked a light socket.

      “Awwwwrrrrrr. Like that, like that, like that. More. Just a little…AUUUUGGGHHH!”

      One final hard press to embed my tongue and a stream of clear liquid shot out of the front of her, past my hand, and actually spraying the wall.

      Fuck yeah. A squirter.

      “Oh-oh-oh. Adam. I…”

      I waited for her squirting to stop, then turned her around roughly and kissed her hard. She breathlessly clamped her arms around me, grinding against my hard dick, which was still constrained by my underwear.

      Midra pulled my remaining clothing down, then pushed me to the furs. I landed hard on my back, but I wasn’t about to complain as she leaped on top of me, took a moment to line herself up and guide my throbbing cock with her hand in between her lips.

      “Fuck me?” She said it so softly and pleadingly, it threw all my emotions into a spin.

      “Definitely. I want you so badly, Midra.”

      She lowered herself, plunging my shaft deep into her.

      “Ohhhhhh. That feels so much better than fingers alone. Your scent is making me so horny.”

      My eyes crossed and I had to fight to keep them from closing as she got into a slow rhythm of thrusting. Her modest tits swayed above me as she moved, almost hypnotic. The feeling inside her tight tunnel was like being caressed by wet silk.

      Midra took one of my hands and put it on her breast. “Play with me while you fuck me.” The husky voice was back.

      I did as she asked, but went one step further. My other hand snaked around to grip the base of her tail. I squeezed hard and her body jerked.

      “Grrrrrr. Yes. Yes. I love that.”

      I experimented, pulling on her tail, squeezing it, and stroking it. Everything I did increased her thrusting and her moaning. As she moved faster, my pleasure grew as well.

      “Do you like how I…uuuhhhhhh…feel?”

      “I do, so much. Will you come for me again, sexy gnosta?”

      “You can call me your bitch; technically it’s accurate.”

      My dick twitched and I almost lost control.

      “Tell me if you like this, sexy bitch.”

      I thrust harder, bottoming out inside her. At the same time, I lowered my hand and found her puckered starfish. Her sounds told me she realized what I was about to do.

      “Awwwrrrrr. Uh-uh-uh. Yes. Do…uhhh…do it.”

      I wet my finger with her juices then pushed it into her ass, up to the second knuckle.

      “Aaaauuuuuuggghh!”

      As I worked her from both sides, Midra’s thrusts and jerks got frantic. Her mewling and moaning increased as both our bodies rocked hard and I pushed my finger in and out of her. Finally, the tension had built to a breaking point.

      “Adam. Adam. Yes. I’m going to…uh-uh-uh…come again. I’m….uhhhhh.”

      Midra went silent as her body tensed. Even the muscles inside her, both around my dick and around my finger, clamped down. It triggered a switch and I pumped every bit of moisture in my body into her.

      “Aaaaaeeeeeeeee.”

      With a final push, Midra’s breath exploded out of her and she collapsed on top of me.

      I nibbled at her neck and cheeks, stroking her tail as I caught my breath.

      It was several minutes until we were breathing normally. The sexy gnoll slipped off me to lay on her side facing me and we kissed and held each other.

      “You know,” she said. “My mother wants a turn with you.”

      I felt my dick, which had started to soften, twitch. “What?”

      “She not only would like to try to have another child, but she thinks you’re very sexy.”

      “Your…your mother?”

      “Yes. Would that be weird for you?”

      I had thought to ask her exactly the same question. “Uh, no, not really.”

      “You can always say no, if you don’t find her attractive or something.”

      I looked Midra in the eye. “You don’t have a problem with it?”

      “No, why would I?”

      “Oh. In that case, I would love to. She’s fucking hot.”

      An evil grin formed on her face. “I believe you. Your scent just spiked again and something has just woken up.” She pointed to my shaft, poking her in the belly.

      “One more time, for Nanami?” I asked.

      “Of course. Maybe two.”
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      We got back to camp a little after dark. We’d stopped at another river to clean up again, though we didn’t have to clean our clothes this time. I was pretty sure Ysduil and Amelie were going to still be able to smell the sex on us, but we did it more to feel clean than to hide anything.

      The trip back was enjoyable. I felt better, less tense in a way that only a great orgasm can achieve, and Midra seemed a lot more relaxed, too.

      “I hope this doesn’t mess up your relationship with Iante,” I told her, feeling a touch of guilt about the whole thing.

      “No. I’ve said before that our relationship was complicated. She is my best friend, nearly a sister to me. We have engaged in intimacy, but she doesn’t have much of an appetite for it. I think sometimes that she only does it because she wants to please me. It’s not even that she yearns for a man, in which case I would plead for you to help her to be able to feel things like you just made me experience. I think she doesn’t have much desire for…carnal things.”

      “Oh. Yeah, I’ve known some people like that. No sex drive. Just not interested. Personally, I don’t understand it. I mean, what we just did…God!”

      The gnoll laughed. “I feel the same. Do you think we could, maybe, do things like that again? In the future?”

      I stopped and snatched her hand, kissing it. “Midra, if I’m not able to do that with you again, I would be very sad. Just be ready for Ysduil to want to be included. Probably Glasha, too.”

      “G-Glasha?”

      “Mm-hmm. You can’t tell me you don’t want her, or that she doesn’t want you. The two of you spin in circles around each other, flirting and refusing to admit anything. That kiss you gave her on our wedding night alone tells me that you two would fuck for hours given the opportunity. I plan on making that opportunity.”

      “I…”

      “Don’t bother trying to bullshit me. Just say thank you and enjoy yourselves when I make it happen. I love Glasha and I’m very fond of you. It’s obvious you guys have a strong attraction. I want you to be able to act on it and enjoy it.”

      “I am that transparent?”

      I laughed. “Oh, yeah. Her, too. It’s normal. People who feel strongly like that sometimes don’t realize that everyone else picks up on it. I think it’s amazing and sexy. Ooh, the thought of you two together…”

      “I would be afraid I might ruin things. Will you be there with us? To help.”

      “I would love to. I’ll talk with Glasha. In the meantime, don’t worry about all that sexual energy you have sitting there unused. I intend to find time to hear you moan again, even if you don’t want to let any of the sisters help you.” I started walking again, stepping off to the side to stretch out my pants, which had seemed to have gotten tighter. “Damn, now you have me ready to go again.”

      She gave me a flirty look and I chuckled.

      “No,” I said. “I want you and I would love to do you again and again, but we need to get back before they send out a search party. Most of them are sex priestesses, but finding us like that is not something I would care for. Sorry.”

      “Don’t be sorry,” she purred. “The things you made me feel; I didn’t know that was possible.”

      “Believe me when I tell you it was truly my pleasure.”

      As I’d feared, Ysduil’s and Amelie’s noses knew right away what we’d been up to. Glasha’s expression dropped for the briefest moment and I knew I had to talk with her. Leaving Midra with the others—Ysduil started peppering her with questions right away—I pulled Glasha off away from the fire where we could talk privately.

      “Yes, I got together with Midra,” I said.

      “It’s fine. I know she is enamored of you.”

      “Glasha.” I put a finger under her chin and lifted her head so she looked me in the eyes. “Let me tell you something first, and then I’m going to ask you a question. I want you to be totally honest with me, okay?”

      “Yes.”

      “First, neither of you is fooling anyone but yourselves. It’s obvious how much you want Midra and how much she wants you. I know you’re inexperienced in all the little games with relationships, but believe me when I say that no one wants you two to get together more than me.

      “Now, with that being said, how would you feel if she became part of our little family? I’m not sure about marrying her just yet, but does it bother you—or would it bother you—if she and I enjoyed each other every once in a while?”

      “I have already said that it’s fine that you engage in relations with others. As the only man, it is not only inevitable, but it is honorable.”

      “That’s great, but I saw your face. You felt bad when you found out she and I had done what we did. Was that jealousy about me or was it that you were sad because you thought she was lost to you? The truth.”

      Glasha looked around to be sure no one else was in hearing range. “I…I do like her. I haven’t felt like that about someone I didn’t know. Before you and Ysduil and Amelie.”

      “I know. I think it’s awesome. You two are so good together. I told her that I was going to talk to you. Try to set up a time and place where you two could, you know, enjoy each other.”

      The green woman’s face flushed darkly enough for me to see several paces from the firelight. “Did she laugh?”

      “Laugh? No. She said she was afraid she would ruin it and asked me if I would be there with you and her.”

      “Would you do that?”

      “If you’re okay with it, definitely. Even if it’s just to watch, it turns me on just thinking about it.”

      “Truly?”

      “Oh, Glasha. You’re so wonderful. Hot, sexy, just a great person. I’ve told you a number of times how much the thought of you orgasming arouses me. You and Midra? I’m getting hard right now even thinking about it.”

      “I would welcome your help. No, I mean it would turn me on for you to join us. I would feel less nervous. I am comfortable with you and doing those things. I dream of it.”

      “That’s my girl. I dream of it, too, Glasha. I imagine as soon as I go to sleep tonight, I’ll be dreaming about the two of you. Together, with me. The only problem will be trying to keep Ysduil from wanting to join us.”

      The dunim laughed, finally breathing more easily. “Yes. We will have to be sneaky.” She narrowed her eyes at me. “Does everyone truly know of my attraction for doggy?”

      “Yep. Don’t feel bad, though. We can all see how much into you she is, too. Do you know, I still recall that kiss between you two on our wedding night. Often. So hot.”

      Just when her color was returning to normal, her cheeks darkened again. “That kiss.”

      “It was amazing. I can’t wait until I can get the two of you together. You’re both going to be so happy with how it ends up. I plan on each of you coming several times, with each other and with me. Does that sound good?”

      “It does. I love you, Adam.”

      I pulled her into a hug. “I love you, too. I can’t wait to give you this gift to show you how much. So, are we good? No hard feelings about me taking advantage of the situation that I found myself in?”

      “No hard feelings. Did she…um…was she…?”

      “Glasha, my love, she was fantastic. Almost as good as a certain sexy dunim wife of mine. The two of you together are going to be magic. I guarantee it. Now kiss me before Ysduil comes and tries to talk me into sneaking off with Midra and her.”

      As expected, Ysduil had a lot to say on the subject, especially when I told her that Nanami wanted a little private time with me. I laughed, kissed my foxgirl, and headed off to my bedroll.

      In the morning, my full complement of eighty warriors—along with eight horses and lots of loot we’d taken—headed toward Chiodh’s cave.

      “I will actually be able to meet her, a dragonkin?” Lulu asked Ysduil in her cute, tiny voice. The pixie had been glued to my wife’s shoulder nearly every minute since traveling from her home in the Trewetel Copse.

      “Yes. She and her sister are so beautiful and regal. Erynth was scary when we first met her, but after getting to know both her and Chiodh, I love them. Plus, they feel so good and their kisses are like magic.”

      The pixie gasped. “You have kissed them?”

      “Of course, and much more. I am a priestess of Odona, remember?”

      “Ooooh.” The tiny woman hugged Ysduil’s head excitedly.

      Once we got there and our pixie recon specialist had met the dragon woman—fangirling so hard I thought she’d faint—Lulu had gone back to the dryads, demanding promises that we’d visit again when we could. After a brief explanation of what we’d done, we bade Chiodh goodbye and headed back toward Odonasia.

      The trek back to our home was as boring as it normally was. With how many times we’d crossed through the same tunnels recently, I think we’d trained the creatures living in the deep to make themselves scarce when we were around. With our number, if nothing else, there were few things down in the caves that could stand up to us.

      That being the case, it was a long slog during which we could take the opportunity to rest a little, to heal up, and to converse with our companions. I spent a little time drifting up and down the column to check on how everyone was doing, but spent most of my time with my girls and my regular associates: Midra, DD, Crelora, Maressa, Lamari, Evina, and of course, Zeerah. Through it all, Evina rarely left my side. She and the lizard-cat were my ever-present shadows.

      “How are you doing?” I asked the catgirl as we dropped back behind even the rear scouts to check on things and get a little breathing room.

      “I’m fine.”

      The tone of her voice, and her terse response, stopped me. “What’s on your mind? Is everything really all right, or is that just an automatic response?”

      She laughed. “You’re very good at that.”

      “At what?”

      “Reading people.”

      I didn’t have an answer for that, so I shrugged.

      “I’ve been watching,” she continued. “Watching everything, but mostly watching you.”

      “Yeah? What have you decided?” I said it in a playful way, but she remained serious. Too serious. Her mouth was a thin line and her eyes intense.

      “I was wrong.”

      That definitely caught my attention. I don’t think I’d ever heard those words coming out of the princess’s mouth. “Wrong about what?”

      “I always thought myself to be the beautiful farmgirl.”

      “You’re the beautiful catgirl princess,” I fired off without a thought.

      The line of her mouth curved slightly. “Thank you. What I mean, though, is that I always believed myself to be the girl of the story. It’s why we ended up where we did. I don’t know if that was the actual village in the story and the farmgirl was real or if it was based on a real place with another story, but especially after we found the island and evidence that people had once lived there, I thought myself to be like the farmgirl. I had escaped, fled from the imprisonment of death. But that’s not it at all.”

      “No?”

      “No. My circumstances were mostly to blame, but not entirely. Instead of fleeing from imprisonment, I created a prison for myself. Not in a physical sense, though the island could be viewed as such. Through my education and training, and in the way I came to see things, I created a cell for myself, a cage of pride and arrogance.

      “I’ve been watching, like I said. The way you interact with all these people, it’s different than I have ever experienced. To me, it was always clear that I was the upper echelon of society. I was a princess, a ruler, meant to be obeyed and respected. Looked up to for guidance. I was superior. Only knowing a handful of people my whole life, and having them treat me that way, I believed it to be the truth.

      “But you, you treat everyone the same. King or beggar or even strange beast.” She pointed toward Zeerah, who tilted her head up at the catgirl. “Every one of those here and in Odonasia would do anything for you. Die for you. They all love you, and what’s more, they all respect you. Not out of fear or obligation, but simply because they deem you to be worth it.”

      My cheeks warmed. Each of us held a lamp as we walked a hundred yards or so behind the last of the rear guards. “I’m no king and I don’t want to be. I don’t expect or care for being above others. If there’s one thing I’ve found, it’s that people are the same everywhere. There are always going to be assholes, but if you give them a chance, most people can be amazing. I would rather recognize that and let them know how special they are than to try to convince them I’m extraordinary.”

      “That’s exactly what I’m saying. The people in Odonasia, any who may join the resistance effort, they don’t need a spoiled brat or tyrant, someone who demands respect. They need someone who deserves it. Earns it.” She blew out a breath. “I know you have told me the same thing. So has Vesina since we’ve been reunited. It took me seeing it in action for it to really sink in, though.

      “I have been horrid, but I don’t want to be. You included me in your conversations with others, like when we visited the different campfires before. I felt a little of what they must all feel. A belonging. Not because I was born to privilege and am a princess, not because my name has a long history. Because you introduced me as a person. Someone with skills and value completely unrelated to my lineage.

      “I’m sorry I am so difficult to deal with. You’ve given me a lot to think about. A lot to work on. Thank you for being who you are. Before, I had a begrudging kind of respect for you, but I’ve come to realize it’s true respect, based solely on your actions and how much you care about others. I’ll do better, even if it’s just to reward you for all you’ve done.”

      I took the hand she wasn’t using to hold the lamp and squeezed it. “I’m so glad to hear that. Not that you want to reward me, but that you understand what I was trying to tell you. Like I’ve told you before, we need you, Evina. Your name does hold power, and it’ll help to bring people to our cause, but your skills and knowledge—your mind—will aid us, too. It’s after we’ve drawn them that true respect will really be important. If people feel like tools, they won’t stick around and they won’t give it their all. I still think putting you at the head of the resistance is the best thing. With your new attitude, I feel even more strongly about it.

      “As for being hard to deal with, everyone has a difficult side. It’s part of being a person. It’s when we overlook those parts in favor of the more desirable ones that friendships grow. I—”

      I stopped walking. An idea had hit me like a two-by-four to the side of my head.

      Evina tugged on my arm. “Adam?”

      “Oh, shit. I just realized something. Thank you so much, Evina. You just helped make something clear. All this time, I’ve been worried about getting credibility for the resistance. I wanted to show any who might be allies that we were worthy of them joining, that we were strong and not pushovers. We attacked Sodality patrols, killed soldiers, even attacked Neallir Fortress. Twice. All that time, I was mistaken.”

      “Mistaken? How?”

      “We’ve been demanding respect. We’ve been puffing up our chests and beating them, proclaiming that we were tough and that people should see what we’d done and respect us. Fuck. I had it all wrong.”

      “I don’t understand. What—”

      “Come on. We need to talk with Shagar and Glasha and Midra. When we get back to Odonasia, we have to change our plans. I just realized what we need to do.”
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      It had been less than an hour since we arrived back at Odonasia and I stood in front of the council, still in my armor. We had a full roster, with all the members of the council, along with Glasha, Ysduil, Amelie, DD, Crelora, Shagar, Evina, Lamari, Maressa, and even the older sister Xanali.

      I gave them a rundown on what we’d done in the eastern part of the Dreadlands, including finding and allying with the dryads and the pixies.

      “You truly have interacted with the fae?” Xanali asked, hugging herself. “I have long desired to see the forest folk.”

      I smiled at the elder sister so excited over Lindera and her friends. “When we get the chance, I’ll take you there and introduce you. They have no reservations about being allies and friends with us, but they will not leave their copse. Their power is tied to it. I’m sure they’ll be happy to meet you.

      “Now that everyone is caught up, I have something else to discuss. We’ll be leaving again.”

      “We?” Nysea asked.

      “Yes. I’m not sure exactly who, but I’ll be taking around thirty warriors with me. Ysduil, Glasha, Amelie, and Midra will be joining me. We’ve discussed it already. We’re going to head into Eastern Tenos this time.”

      “Eastern Tenos,” Ymara said, “is very dangerous for you, as well as for any sisters who go with you.”

      “I don’t have to remind anyone here that everywhere is dangerous for us right now. I think with the current activity, it won’t be any more dangerous than the West. It’s a chance we’ll have to take.”

      “What’re you gonna do in the East, then?” Eydra asked, leaning forward on the table and flashing a respectable amount of cleavage.

      “A few things, but mostly try to help.”

      “Help what?” the dwarf said.

      “Help people. Something Evina said to me made me realize we’ve been going about this all wrong. Instead of tromping around, showing how tough we are, we should be showing people that we’re different from the Sodality. It’s not just a contest over who has the bigger stick. The main issue is that the Sodality doesn’t care about people. They only care about their doctrine and about maintaining control. We need to show we’re different. That to us, people are the important thing.

      “Some of you have told me, even within meetings of this council, that most people don’t really care about who a ruler is, as long as they’re able to live their lives. Well, it’s becoming clearer that the Sodality won’t let people live their lives. Their fear has made them do things that can turn apathetic people into enemies. Sweeping through villages to take people for their army, torturing people to try to get information about us, restricting men to rich Sodality friends, all of that has to be making people think about whether they can exist safely and happily under the Sodality.

      “We will help. I have a few ideas, but mostly it involves easing peoples’ suffering. Showing that we’re aware they’re having a rough time and helping to alleviate what we can. We don’t need to go into details in this meeting, but within a few days I want to have my people selected and to leave for the East.

      “I’ve talked with DD, and she’s told me she doesn’t doubt she can lead a group of thirty on a path where it isn’t likely we’ll be found. She’s spent years as a spy in Eastern Tenos and I trust in her abilities. There’s some risk, but even greater reward. Not only can we help others, but I suspect we’ll begin to gather allies. We need to decide whether I bring them back here or if we try to organize something with smaller groups all over the place.”

      “I’m going with you,” Evina said.

      “Uh, no. That’s not a good idea. If there’s anyone else in the world the Sodality wants as much as me, it’s you. You need to stay here where you’re safe.”

      “I will not repeat what you just said about nowhere being safe. What I will say is that I need to go. If you try to gather people to join you, seeing me will help. I have no doubt I will be recognized if I show myself. Isn’t that why you came to find me to begin with?”

      Nysea straightened in her chair. “She’s right, Adam. If you will be making contacts, she will be invaluable. When traveling, she can cover up with a cloak and hood, much as you have to. The bare truth is that if you are detected and either killed or captured, Evina being here with us won’t change that the resistance will fizzle.”

      “I don’t believe that. I’m not that important to—”

      “You are, Adam. If your plan is too risky for Evina to go, then it is too risky for you as well. Decide if what you’re telling us is accurate. If so, then you should take the princess with you.”

      Evina nodded firmly toward the high priestess. Nysea was too damn smart. She’d trapped me in my own justifications.

      “Fine. I’ll let you know who else will go. I will not be taking Lamari, and that much is final. This is going to be an extended campaign.”

      The mouse girl slumped in her chair and crossed her arms across her chest with a frown. I’d have to talk to her after the meeting. I didn’t want her to feel picked on or anything.

      “If there’s nothing else for now, I really need to get cleaned up, eat something, and start planning. I also need to talk to Nymyxiah. It’s about time we find out what she knows.”

      “I’ll discuss it with you before you talk to her,” Nichole said. “We’ve been asking her questions while you were gone, so we know a little bit.”

      “Good enough. We can chat right now. As for everyone else, give me a day or so to do the things I need to do and we’ll have another council meeting so we can talk about what’s been going on and what needs to be done when I leave. Thank you, everyone.”

      My conversation with Nichole was delayed as several of those present swarmed me to ask questions or to tell me things that seemed important to them. Like Eydra’s achievements while I was gone. And how horny she was. Even Nanami stroked my arm as she whispered that Midra had told her what we’d done and that she looked forward to some time with me alone in the future. Frankly, it was frustrating how many women were ready to jump me at a moment’s notice. Sexually frustrating, I mean.

      I finally had time after dinner to speak with Nymyxiah. I spotted her in the dining hall with her guards and waved. She passed by as they left and I told her I’d be over to visit when I was done eating.

      “Myxi,” I said as I entered the demoness’s room. She’d added some decorations and had several books on her table. She lay in bed, reading one. As I entered, waving at Barbanee and Yukaru, she put a piece of ribbon in to mark her place and set the book down. She got up from the bed and stood. “You don’t have to stand. Go ahead, relax. I just want to chat. How have you been?”

      Her glowing violet eyes flashed. No, I mean they literally flashed. The intensity of the light in them flared and got brighter for a moment. My question seemed to have surprised her.

      “I-I am well. Thank you for asking. How are you?”

      I laughed. “I’m fine. Don’t be so nervous. It’s customary for people to ask about your welfare before talking about other stuff.”

      “I’m not used to such things. Demons get right to the point. They neither ask about nor care of another’s welfare.”

      “Do you?”

      The sexy way she smiled sent a jolt through me. Okay, Adam. Calm down. She is a succubus, after all. “I am unusual, as we’ve discussed. Empathy is especially developed within me, due to my nature as a succubus and my work with the monsters I train.”

      “I remember, and I like that about you. Please, sit. Can I borrow your chair?”

      “Of course. It’s actually yours, after all.” Her tongue flicked up to wet her lips. I didn’t think it was a conscious act, just habit. A really nice habit.

      I brought the chair over to her bed so I could sit down and face her.

      “I hear you’ve been very helpful in talking with the sisters.”

      Even the one-shoulder shrug she gave me was off the chart on the sexy scale. “I have had pleasant conversations, but don’t think I have contributed as much as they would like. They were kind enough to answer my own questions. I had no idea there were sex worshippers in this world, and even a sex goddess. Mmmm, I’d like to meet her, I think. Compare notes.” Her eyes widened and she put a slender hand to her mouth. “Oh, sorry. What I mean is that I have learned the most delicious things about the priestesses.”

      That caused me to chuckle. “I’ll bet. So, I talked with Nichole and she told me what you’ve discussed with the sisters. If you don’t mind, we’ll start from scratch and I’ll ask you about things. Sorry if it’s repetitive.”

      “I enjoy speaking with you, Adam. It will be my pleasure to answer any questions you have, though I am embarrassed that I know surprisingly little that might be of use. Oh, hello, Zeerah. I didn’t see you there.”

      The demoness put a hand out and the lizard-cat woman slinked closer to her, sniffing. She shot a look at me, then lowered her head and moved under the hand to rub against it like a housecat.

      “You have an affinity with her,” I said. “Let’s start with that. You said some of the demons were experimenting, creating creatures like Zeerah for their war effort?”

      “Yes. I don’t know much about it because it wasn’t my group, but they mostly failed. I wasn’t even aware that Zeerah had been made, let alone that she escaped.”

      “Can you communicate with her?”

      Myxi raised an eyebrow at me. “You already communicate with her better than I can. She’s a smart one and understands a lot of what goes on from context. I think she’ll learn more words and you won’t have any trouble expressing yourself to her. Already, you seem to intuitively understand her, though I don’t know how.”

      “I don’t either. I can almost feel something. Intent? I don’t know. When she speaks, sometimes it makes sense to me, but I’m not sure if I’m just reading things into what she says or does.”

      The succubus tapped her lips with a finger. “Your magic doesn’t connect you to her?”

      “I’m not sure. I’m able to share feelings with some people, but I still know so little about it.”

      “May I…try something?”

      I narrowed my eyes at her. “That depends. The last time you tried something, we almost killed each other.”

      The demoness’s face turned a lovely shade of dark red-purple. It looked magnificent on her magenta skin. “It will be milder than that, and there will be no danger in it. I promise.”

      “Okay, but if I act strangely or if either Barbanee or Yukaru sense that you’re trying to control me, they will not hesitate to kill you.” I looked over at the two guards and Barbanee nodded her understanding.

      “Of course. I will not sing, but if I may touch your hand? It will make the connection better.”

      I reached out and took the offered hand. I’m not sure what I was expecting, but Myxi’s skin felt like any other person’s. It was warm and soft. I liked it.

      Please nod for me if you can hear my voice.

      The sound in my mind surprised me so much, I jerked my hand away from hers.

      “I take it you were able to hear my thought directed to you?” she asked. Her face was smooth and neutral, but I could swear there was laughter in her eyes.

      “Yeah, I heard. I don’t suppose I need to nod now.”

      “No. May I continue?”

      I took her hand again.

      Focus on me, and where my voice is coming from. Can you send a thought to me?

      I did as she said, latching onto where I “heard” her telepathic voice coming from. I followed it until I got a vague sense of where its origin was.

      Can you read my mind? I tried to ask, sending my thought out to the place I located, right behind the center of her forehead.

      Try that again, she sent to me. I only got pieces of your thought.

      I mentally repeated myself three times. On the last one, she spoke out loud.

      “No, I cannot read your mind. Any thought must be sent to me. You picked it up quickly.”

      “It’s interesting,” I said. “But what is that for? You can’t do that without touching me? It’s more convenient to speak.”

      She smiled at me and she adjusted her hand, squeezing mine a little. I wasn’t sure if it was on purpose or not. “Yes, although with your talent, we might be able to work toward communicating without touching. I was merely testing if you were able to do it. Now, if you agree, I will have Zeerah join us. I am able to communicate with many of the monsters, especially the ones I have trained. If I use my voice magic, especially if I sing, I can commune more closely with them. I want to see if you can form a connection with Zeerah and perhaps be able to speak to her mind-to-mind.”

      I started to get excited. “That would be great. I’d love to be able to talk to her like that.”

      “Don’t expect too much. We are different creatures, so it may not work as well as you and I talking with our minds. Let’s give it a try. Zeerah, would you like to try to talk to Adam?”

      “Rrrrrrrrrraaaaaaaah.” The sound was longer than a lot of what she normally vocalized. It sounded a lot like a purr.

      Myxi put her other hand out and Zeerah offered her own paw. As soon as the two touched, I felt a jolt and a jumble of feelings rushed into my mind. Wonder. Gratitude. Affection. Hunger.

      I barked a laugh. “You’re already hungry, Zeerah? We just ate a little while ago.”

      “Zeeeeeee.”

      When she answered my question, I felt another sensation. Embarrassment?

      “Oh, don’t be embarrassed. We’ll go and get something else to eat in a little while. Is that okay?”

      “Rrrrraaaaaah. Zeeeeeerrrrraaaah.”

      Confirmation, and affection again.

      I dropped Nymyxiah’s hand. “Wow, that was amazing. I could feel her. There weren’t any words, but I recognized her feelings, even a little of what she meant to say.”

      “That is strange,” the succubus said. “I didn’t feel any of that. Will you satisfy my curiosity? Take her hand and see if you feel the same thing without me to facilitate.”

      I did as she asked and asked Zeerah a few questions. “I still could sense a little of her, but nowhere near as strong.”

      “That is remarkable. Continue to practice and I think you will increase your connection, possibly be able to communicate without touch as I do with some of my monsters.”

      “Wow. Thank you, Myxi. I’ll definitely practice. Now, let me go and get Zeerah some more food, then we’ll continue our discussion. I still have a few more questions.”

      Nymyxiah’s smile was very sexy, but I could tell she wasn’t trying to use it to manipulate me. It was like the sisters: after a lifetime of being flirty, it was hard to turn it off.

      “May I go with you? I find myself hungry for one of those cakes I saw earlier.”

      “Absolutely. Come on.” I put my arm out to her and she stared at it for a moment. Yukaru came to the rescue.

      “He is offering his arm as a gentleman. I’ve been told that was the way of things. Before. If you desire, your response would be as such.” She stepped up to me and hooked her arm in mine, then we walked a few steps before she winked at me, dropped her arm, and returned to stand near Barbanee.

      Nymyxiah repeated her actions and I left her room, demoness arm in arm with me, Zeerah padding beside us, and the two priestess guards following close behind.
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      After Nymyxiah had gotten her cake—and eaten it, too—and Zeerah filled her own belly, we returned to the demoness’s room.

      “Now for the questions,” I said. “You told me you are not from this world. Where are you from and how did you get here?”

      “My world is called Zerythan. From what I have seen, it is similar to this one, with many caves and tunnels.”

      “Uh, okay. This world is actually mostly aboveground. We’re in caves right now, but that’s not normal. We live in cities above the ground and there are huge forests, oceans, rivers, even deserts.”

      “Honestly? I thought the trees we’d seen were a fluke. I would like to see the other things you mention. I had heard, as I was raised, that some of the powerful demons traveled to other worlds, but I have always been of a lower class, so don’t know much about how it works.

      “From when I was contracted, I have worked for a barely middle-level demon named Ulvag. He treats me worse than a pest, as I’ve explained to you before. He never told me anything. I stopped asking questions after the fifth time he beat me. I never did know when to keep my mouth shut.” The demoness laughed, but her eyes didn’t sparkle as she did when she felt humor in earnest.

      “When it came time to join whatever effort is being made here, I was commanded to report to a large portal, the first one I’d ever seen. I stepped through and knew nothing else until I woke up in the tunnels near where you found me. I have a part of a small chamber that I share with other demons and monsters.

      “Apparently, it’s common to lose consciousness when transporting, according to the other lackeys like me. I don’t know where we ended up. It could have been the tunnel I live in or it could have been on the other side of the world. I don’t know how long I was unconscious.

      “I was told to do the job I was collected for: training different types of monsters to be obedient and to act on standardized commands in a combat situation. Ulvag pushed me to be harsh with my monsters, something I don’t like to do. Many of them are injured in training—with other trainers—and a few died. None of mine, though.”

      “This Ulvag, he never mentioned his superior or any kind of plan?” I asked.

      “No. He didn’t speak around us, unless it was to yell at and curse us, screaming out his orders. He wouldn’t deign to share information about objectives with lowly ones like us, other than a few he favored.”

      “Do you think he knew more about what the overall plan was, though?”

      “He must have, though I don’t know how much. Demon society is not the best for sharing information. Everything is a competition, even among the low ones like me. I witnessed several of my fellow trainers being beaten and even killed on the word of others. Some will do anything to bring others low because they feel it will raise them up. Like I told you, my specific abilities have created a set of values that is not common.”

      “No,” I said.

      “I don’t understand. What do you mean, no?”

      “I don’t think it’s your abilities that caused you to have empathy. I think your empathy caused your abilities to skew that way. Don’t blame something intangible when it’s clear that you yourself are exceptional.”

      “Exceptional? Me? I am the lowest of the low in our society. I am lucky not to have been preyed upon and destroyed when I was young.”

      “Nope. I don’t see it that way. I think you’re strong and that you have stood firm in your convictions even in the midst of an entire race who are bent on crushing that out of you. You can’t convince me otherwise.

      “Anyway, we don’t need to argue about that. It’s obvious the demons are here for some kind of invasion. I’d like to know what the scope of it is.”

      “I’m sorry. I don’t know that.”

      “I know. You do know a lot about training, though. Have you discussed with the sisters what kinds of monsters you trained?”

      Her perfectly manicured eyebrows raised. I wondered if she actually spent time working on them or if it was a natural thing for succubi. “Actually, no. We never touched on that topic for some reason.”

      “I’ll bet you have a lot of knowledge on that front.”

      “I do.”

      “Would you write out everything you know about the different monsters and on the other trainers if I got you some paper and ink?” I asked.

      “I would. Adam, what are your plans for me?”

      “Well, Myxi, I’m not exactly sure yet. If you aren’t playing an elaborate ruse and you are as helpful as you seem to be, I would be fine with not harming you. Of course, we’re probably talking about some kind of war with your people, so that complicates things. It also means that your information could be invaluable. My question to you, Nymyxiah, is what you think our plans for you should be and what you would like them to be.”

      She pondered the question for a moment. Zeerah, lying on the cave floor at my feet, sniffed and grunted, shifting her body. She’d fallen asleep soon after we got back to the demoness’s room.

      “If I were a soldier, I would keep a prisoner from my enemy locked up tight, bound at all times. I would not bother with comforts or decent food or civil discussion.”

      “Is that what you want?”

      She laughed. “Since I am the prisoner in question, I would have to say no. What I would like is to be able to help you and have a chance to see more of this world, if it’s as fascinating as you have described it.”

      “You don’t have a problem with betraying your race?”

      “They have never done anything but try to crush me and demean me. Even with me doing work that should bring me joy, they taint it by turning my pets into weapons and treating them even worse than me, if that’s possible. You have shown me kindness, even though I tried to dominate and kill you. The priestesses have been kind to me, even the guards who stand watch to cut me down if I prove to be a danger. I have never experienced such things. My senses and my magic have told me that not only are these people full of sensual energy, but there is genuine affection and respect. I have never known such a thing. On my world, people say ‘respect’ when they mean ‘fear.’ I am happier and feel more appreciated here as a prisoner than I have in my entire life.”

      “I’m glad of that. You seem to be the type of person I could work with. Of course, it could be that your abilities are very good at convincing me of that, so I can’t make any promises. But if you are how you seem, I think we can be allies, maybe friends. I hope so. Your treatment of Zeerah hasn’t gone unnoticed. She seems to like you, which is important to me.”

      “You would put so much faith in a hybrid monster who was created by demons to be a weapon?”

      “I would put faith in what my friend feels and decides. Where she’s from and that she’s been abused doesn’t come into it. I have seen her actions and now—thanks to you—I have felt her emotions. Knowing nothing else, I would give you the benefit of the doubt.”

      The demoness’s eyes drilled into me. Was she trying to figure out if I was telling the truth? Finally, she spoke.

      “Is everyone in this world like you?”

      I snorted. “That’s kind of a general question. I’m not originally from this world—”

      “You’re not?”

      “No. I’ll tell you about it some other time. But like I said, I’m not from here, so I can’t answer your question. What I can tell you is I am surrounded by people who I know would sacrifice their lives for me. I would also die to save them. Or kill to do so. My friends are the most important thing in two worlds to me. I don’t think I’m too different from all the others who live here in Odonasia in that respect.”

      “I…didn’t know there were worlds like this,” she said.

      “That’s the saddest thing of all, Myxi.”

      I had Barbanee go and fetch me some paper, a pen, and an ink bottle so Nymyxiah could write out the information she promised me. While we waited, I told her the story of how I arrived in this world and how I came to be in the company of all the priestesses and others living in our little village.

      The demoness was spellbound, listening with wide eyes, actually leaning forward until her face was less than a foot from mine. Each description of people I’d met, animals and monsters I’d encountered, and even the different types of terrain we’d passed through, fascinated her. By the time I was done, she was panting.

      It wasn’t lost on me how extremely sexy the succubus looked leaning toward me, her glowing eyes meeting my own, with a prime view of what were my first demon breasts on display. The panting only sealed the deal. I needed to be careful I didn’t let my little head do the thinking for me.

      I left her with her writing supplies, smiling at Barbanee’s wink. I knew what was on the priestess’s mind, but I had other things to deal with. I found myself hoping that Nymyxiah turned out to be sincere.
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      Two days later, the morning saw me and my thirty companions at the mouth of the main cave.

      “You know where we’re going, right?” I asked DD. We’d spoken about the different possibilities and settled on getting some information first.

      The elf laughed at me. “Yes, I know where we’re going. We’ll head over to Mistlight. It’s a fair-sized town, out of the way from the Summit and some of the cities surrounding it. I spent almost two years there as a spy, gathering information for the sisters before I joined you during our great escape. I have several good contacts there, so we should be able to get information on where to go next.”

      “Great. Thank you for taking on lead scout duty. Your experience is the only thing that makes what we’re doing possible.”

      “I hope we can make a difference. Things have gotten bad, from what I hear.”

      I looked out over the women gathered in front of me. My core group was going, of course. That consisted of my girls, Evina, Midra, Zeerah, DD, and Crelora. Added to that were the assassins Lagakh and Venom, along with Odrifa, Iante, some of the sisters who were scouts, Azhora the healer, and a number of other dunim, gnosta, and sisters to fill out the ranks. Everyone was capable, and unless we ran into a group of a hundred soldiers or more, I gave us good odds to be able to handle any danger that confronted us.

      The trip would be as stealthy as we could make it. We weren’t going to Eastern Tenos to try to conquer anything. We would decide on an objective, complete it as efficiently as possible, and then reassess. I had some ideas, but no plan had been finalized yet, pending the information we’d get in Mistlight.

      Nysea and the rest of the council filtered through the group, saying goodbye to us. She gave me and Ysduil kisses, of course, which spurred many others to do the same. I think I ended up with the most well-wishers, including Eydra, Maressa, Lamari, and a few random sisters.

      Nymyxiah had dragged her guards to say goodbye also. She watched me, seeming especially interested in the kisses I shared with many of the women, and I caught her licking her lips. I wasn’t sure if that was for me or for the particular woman she saw kiss me, but I thought it was probably for me.

      “Go kiss her goodbye,” Ysduil whispered to me, in purely Yssy fashion. She wasn’t close with the demoness, but she seemed to enjoy looking at her. I did, too.

      “No,” I told my wife. “I like her, but I’m still not sure if she’s telling us the truth. Until I know I can trust her, I won’t give her any more power over me. She’s a succubus, for fuck’s sake. That’s playing with fire.”

      “Hot,” she said, drawing the word out breathlessly.

      I laughed and grabbed her ass to distract her, resulting in her sweet, tinkling giggle.

      “Be safe, do what you need to do, and come back to us quickly and safely,” Nysea said. “You won’t recognize this place when you get back.”

      “We’ll do our best,” I said. “Keep up the good work. If we’re successful, the resistance is going to grow. We’ll miss you all.”

      We left Odonasia, going through the newly constructed east gate of the palisade. I looked back at our home over my shoulder and smiled. With the palisade, the structures being built outside the cave, and Eydra’s forge, which was partially visible from the gate, Odonasia was finally starting to look like the community we’d dreamed about. What would it look like by the time we returned?

      DD led us east in the closest thing to a straight path from Odonasia to the edge of the Dreadlands. We encountered a few beasts and monsters, but with the size of our group, most didn’t try to attack. Those that did—a group of aanem, who never seemed to learn—we mercilessly cut down without too much trouble.

      Our path took us near the kobold territory. I’d already planned for that, and when we spotted one of the scaly little creatures, I held up a package of the spiced meat they liked so much. It was only a few minutes until the leader we’d dealt with before, along with a dozen of his underlings, showed up.

      When they first noted Zeerah, lying down near me and taking advantage of the pause to get in a quick nap, the kobolds tensed, which woke the lizard-cat. They stared at each other for a moment, then all of them relaxed. I wasn’t sure what had happened, but none of the scaly figures glanced at her again. Was it a lizard thing? The scales on both species seemed to indicate some common ancestor.

      In a repeat of what we’d done before, I handed the leader the food. He accepted it readily, nodding at me in what I liked to think was thanks. I said a few words to him he didn’t understand and he grumbled at me in noises I didn’t understand. A few barked commands and he and the others disappeared into the undergrowth.

      “Why are you feeding the little monsters?” Glasha asked.

      “We’re passing through their territory. It’s only polite. We may never be able to communicate with them, but at least they won’t see us as enemies.”

      “No, they’ll see you as free food. What happens when they come upon us or any of our scouts and there’s no food? They may attack.”

      I shrugged. “Maybe. I think they can reason enough to know we’re being nice and not trying to bribe them.”

      “Is that what we’re doing?”

      “Uh…hmmmm. Maybe you’re right.” I chuckled. “Maybe we are bribing them.”

      “Don’t let your tender heart kill you,” she said with a grin.

      “It worries me not,” I said, trying to imitate her voice.

      Glasha shook her head at me.

      We made it safely to the edge of the Dreadlands and into what most called the “civilized lands.” It took us more than two days to get close to Mistlight, where DD showed us a section of heavy forest to hide in while she and Daria Menseth went into town. Daria was another scout for the sisters I’d first met when she scouted out Dunim Dell as we were running from Sodality armies and, being human, she was almost as readily accepted in any Sodality city as DD was. If the Sodality was going to be preferential, then we’d take advantage of it.

      With nothing to do but wait, I sat around chatting with the other members of the group or spent some time cuddling with my girls. I gave Ysduil a massage, then did the same for Glasha while my foxy wife provided the same for Amelie. Then the three of them all cooperated in giving me a rubdown that made me wish we were alone.

      As the day stretched on, the sisters, by themselves or in couples, moved away from the main group to take care of their daily rituals. I watched with interest the way Zeerah sniffed when the sisters came back, a strange burbling sound coming up out of her chest. I took her paw at one point and tried to recreate the connection I had when we were with Myxi and found that she had several emotional responses at the scent of sex. There was a little arousal, which was natural, but mostly it was curiosity and contentedness. It seemed the lizard-cat naturally knew what it was all about and approved of it.

      While I was learning about her, I also tried to push thoughts into her mind, as I’d done with the demoness. It didn’t seem like she understood exactly what I was trying to do, but she did recognize I was trying to communicate. Overall, it was disappointing, but I’d keep working on it. I really did want to be able to talk to her.

      When I opened my eyes and released Zeerah’s paw and scratched her ears, I found Evina staring at me.

      “Nymyxiah helped me to form a mental connection with Zeerah, based on what she does with the monsters she trains. It’s crude right now, but I’m hoping we’ll be able to communicate better if I practice.”

      “Can you do it with people?”

      “Huh. I…don’t know. Yes? Maybe? I did something like that with Midra when I pushed some of my energy into her when she was weak after being healed from poison. I can sense things about people I’m close to, especially Ysduil. I might be able to use it to talk to them. It hasn’t been a priority because I can actually communicate with people by speaking.”

      “Will you try? With me?”

      I glanced at Ysduil, who nodded at me.

      “I guess it’s worth a try.” I turned to face her and started to close my eyes, but aborted when she snatched up my hand in hers, interlacing our fingers. I’d planned on trying to do it mentally, but her hand was warm and felt good. Maybe I’d start from scratch, like with Zeerah, and see how it worked.

      Evina sat on the ground in a cross-legged position like mine and I adjusted so our knees were touching. I put my other hand out and she took it with a little smile. If we were going for contact, I figured we might as well use both hands. I closed my eyes and searched for her aura, the energy that was uniquely her own.

      I found it quickly and reached out.

      “Uh.” It was a small sound, one that conveyed surprise.

      “Did you feel something?” I cracked an eye open to find her fair cheeks nearly the color of her red hair.

      “Surprised, that’s all.”

      I closed my eyes again and reached out with my mind more carefully this time. I got the sense of a bubble, human-shaped and made completely of some kind of energy. I mentally described it with intangible hands, running them over it to feel along the edges. Evina started to hum softly. Could she feel what I was doing?

      To test it, I stroked the side of the bubble, running my mental hand down until I reached approximately where her butt would be. I grabbed it.

      “Oh.”

      “Did you feel something?”

      “I…yes.”

      I caressed the area, hoping I hadn’t bruised her, or her aura. If that was even possible. As I petted the spot, another sound grabbed my ears. One that shattered my concentration and pulled my eyes open.

      A soft, pleasant rumbling came from what I thought was Evina’s upper chest. I looked into her gorgeous green eyes and found them slightly glazed.

      “Is that…purring?”

      Her face was scarlet now, her hands clenching my own in a death grip. The purring broke up and then faded away.

      “Evina?”

      “I’m sorry. It felt really good.”

      “You purr?”

      Her mouth twisted like she might vomit.

      I immediately tried to put her at ease. “I’m just asking because I didn’t know menna did that. I think it’s great. Very sexy.” I squeezed her hands as I said it.

      “Most don’t,” she said. “From what I understand, only maybe one in every few hundred menna are capable of it. I’m one of the lucky ones, I guess. It can be embarrassing.”

      “Oh, hell no. Why would it be embarrassing? I mean, you’re talking to someone for whom it’s very obvious when they get aroused. I think purring is awesome. Now I’m going to have to try to make you do it whenever I can. Uh, it’s about you being happy, right? Not just being…you know, not only when you’re aroused?”

      She gave me a nervous laugh. “It’s when I’m happy. When I feel good. Mostly. It doesn’t always happen when I’m aroused, though. Sometimes I think if I get too horny, that overpowers the purring.”

      “Hmmm.”

      “What?”

      “I was just thinking that if I could get to the point where I can connect with you like I’m trying to do with Zeerah, I might be able to make you purr without even needing to touch you physically.”

      “You’re talking about being able to give her pleasure with only your mind?” Ysduil asked. I hadn’t realized she was standing over me, almost leaning on me as I sat.

      “Yeah, maybe.”

      “Oooh. I can’t purr, but I would like you to be able to do that to me. Do you think you can bring someone to orgasm with your aura?”

      I laughed at my silly wife. If I hadn’t had Evina’s hands in mine, I would have grabbed Yssy and pulled her down into my lap. “I don’t know. It’s probably not the best use of my practice time, but just for you, my sexy wife, maybe we can work on it.”

      That got me a few kisses from behind. Which, shockingly, caused Evina to purr some more.

      I gave up on what we were doing when Ysduil pushed herself in between us and put her ear to Evina’s chest.

      “Can I listen? Oooh, it’s so beautiful. I wish I could purr. It must sound amazing during sex.”

      Evina suddenly realized she had something else to do and with a few muttered excuses, left my wife sitting on my legs with a confused look on her face. I couldn’t help but to kiss her. So naughty and so naïve at the same time.

      DD and Daria came back in the early evening.

      “Okay, everyone gather round,” she said. “Let us tell you what we found out.”
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      After we were all settled in front of the two scouts, DD nodded to Daria and cleared her throat.

      “I spoke with two of my contacts. They have not had any more trouble with the Sodality than normal, though things are tense within the city. They did report the problems we’ve heard about in other places, especially in Western Tenos. Because citizens in the east tend to be more pro-Sodality, there haven’t been many cases of mistreatment to get information on sisters and on Adam. Not that they have heard of. That may change if what we do attracts attention here.

      “There have been a few monster sightings, as we’ve heard about in the West. A shambler and some small groups of trysk were spotted. Though the occurrences are few, it’s unusual enough to catch peoples’ attention. With the cities closer to each other, especially near the Zyoxi Range, it should be expected fewer monsters would make themselves known than in the West.

      “My contact has received news of a group or groups of people who are claiming to be the resistance. They haven’t actually used the name Echo of Yequn, which there are rumors about here, but these supposed resistance fighters are not doing us any favors. In most peoples’ eyes, these groups are the resistance.

      “They are attacking Sodality personnel, especially when they can find them in small numbers. Guards, soldiers, and particularly low-level functionaries have been attacked. If it were only that, I wouldn’t mind, but they have also attacked private citizens, calling them Sodality sympathizers. Two women have been beaten to death. People are crying out for the Sodality to take care of the problem. They’re calling for the army to root out and destroy the resistance.”

      “DD,” I said. “Where are these zealots doing their work? Is it in one place, or do they travel around?”

      “Much of it seems to be happening in the outlying cities, the ones not included in the ‘inner ring’ near Aycrish Summit. One attack has happened right here in Mistlight. They are definitely affecting peoples’ perception of us, and not in a good way.

      “Some here will be interested to hear that the Sodality’s patience seems to be at an end for the bandit K.” DD looked toward Ysduil and smiled. Of course, my wife perked up when she heard the name. She was a big fan of the outlaw. “The reward for her capture or death just went up. My contact’s source within the Sodality—a lower-level functionary but still a reliable one—has reported that Command is planning on handing out orders to Nemaea when she returns to have the assassin go and kill K.”

      Crelora, standing next to Ysduil, whispered to my wife. “Who is this K she is talking about?”

      “Oooh, she’s a famous bandit. She has been terrorizing the Sodality for years. She changes her appearance so they don’t know exactly what she looks like. Also, she always has fabulous clothes.”

      I mouthed the words “fabulous clothes” as Ysduil said them, then laughed. I wasn’t the only one. DD had stopped talking and more than half of the people there had heard Ysduil’s explanation.

      I waved the report away. “Nemaea won’t be returning, so she’ll be safe for now. I’m sure the Sodality has other assassins, though.”

      “They do,” DD agreed. “They’ve tried to kill her before, and they’ve worked on getting the people to hand over information on her. None would. She’s something of a hero to them.”

      I thought about the enigmatic bandit. I wondered again if it would be possible to get her to join us. She knew Eastern Tenos well, had an army of bandits, and enough wealth to do anything she wanted to. All that combined to make her very appealing as an ally. I just didn’t know what we could offer her.

      “The final thing we found out is the most promising, at least so far as what we’re doing here in the East. My contact found out about a recruitment facility. She is unsure how many there are, but this one, at least, accepts those taken by the troops to be inducted into the army. They train the inductees, get them ready for their service, then split them up into different units all across the world.”

      We’d talked about finding where the Sodality took those they captured in their invasions of the villages. We’d missed our chance to do anything about the one in the West because we were pressed for time to go and find Evina. Plus, it had been too much for us with the mere handful of people we had then. This might be our chance.

      “Where is this facility?” I asked.

      “It’s near a town called Shadowrun. At least, that’s the historical name. The Sodality renamed it Paragon’s Virtue, but they’re the only ones who call it that. It’s little more than a day’s journey from where we are.”

      I glanced over at Amelie. She was bouncing slightly, burning off some excited energy. There was no telling if her family was in the facility. It had been a few months since their capture.

      “Any idea what size or how many soldiers we’re talking about?” I asked.

      “No. We would need to scout it out. Apparently, they’re trying to keep it secret, so I doubt it’s that large, but who knows? If our purpose is to help others, it seems like trying to get the zealots under control or going to check out the recruitment facility would be the two obvious choices. Some small villages are facing troubles, but not like what we saw was happening in Duskenweald to the west.

      “Oh, one more thing I almost forgot: no sisters have come through Mistlight since I left. My contact hasn’t heard of any being found and executed either, though. I can only assume increased attention has prompted all sisters to withdraw from the public completely and hide somewhere, like I did. It may take some doing to find them, even with our combined knowledge of where the hiding places are.”

      “Thanks, DD. I think it’s pretty clear. We need to be on the lookout for those fake resistance people. Maybe we can talk them into joining us and not creating more problems with what they’re doing. In the meantime, we’ll go and check out that recruitment facility. I want to know what’s going on there, how many people are held, and what we might do to end their operation. If we’re going to do something to help the common people, it seems like rescuing them from slavery is a pretty good place to start. Any disagreements or comments?”

      Amelie looked ready to burst, but I knew she wouldn’t ask the question. I decided to say something before she pulled a muscle or something.

      “For those who might be hoping to see friends or loved ones at the recruitment facility, let’s remember that we don’t know what the process is. They may keep people there for months to get them adequately trained, or they may only keep them there for weeks, or even days. We’ll have to figure all that out, then we can do whatever we can for those taken by force to join the army. Let’s not get our hopes up about finding anyone specific.

      “Anything else?” No one spoke up. “Okay, we have our objective, then. We’ll rest tonight and head out tomorrow morning. We will be taking things slow. We’re in enemy territory, so we need to try to keep from being seen. Don’t get impatient. That could put an end to our mission, and us. If you have ideas, you can always come and talk to me. For now, let’s eat and relax. Tomorrow we head toward the recruitment facility.”

      We skirted the town of Shadowrun—I wasn’t about to call it by the stupid name the Sodality had made up—and headed for a valley nearby. I looked out over the town from a few miles away. No wall, scattered structures that didn’t seem to be master-planned, and a little activity of people moving around. It was like any other small village I’d seen from a distance. One of these days, I really needed to visit a community. I was tired of not being able to see whether or not they were different from my world, or at least from what communities were in my world several hundred years ago.

      I’d been expecting some kind of military base, but when DD pointed the recruitment center out, I had to blink and rub my eyes. The damn thing looked like a campground. Well, a campground with a fence around it, but still. Granted, we could only see so far into the trees, but the Sodality had done well in hiding the place in plain sight. I’d have never thought anything important was in there.

      We found an elevated spot on which to set our own camp. I met with DD, my girls, Midra, a few of our scouts, and the two assassins we’d brought with us.

      “Venom, Lagakh, are you two up for a little stroll to see what we’re up against here?”

      The dunim assassin gave me a feral grin and the elf sister answered me verbally.

      “Of course. It’s what we do. I assume it’s recon only? No killing just yet?”

      “That’s correct. Size, configuration, troop count, captive count, other people who are there, that type of thing.”

      “No problem,” Lagakh said. “We’ll get to kill later, though, right? When we come up with an infiltration plan?”

      “You bet. Get us the info so we can figure out our strategy and we’ll get to the killing soon enough.”

      The two headed out as soon as it got dark. DD sent two scouts with them so they could check out the surrounding territory a little. Better to know too much than too little.

      The assassins returned first, with the scouts nearly half an hour later.

      “Minimal staffing. It looks like maybe twenty people who are military, but we think they’re the trainers,” Venom said. “Somewhere around sixty or more trainees—a mix of beastkin with no humans or elves—four sotin that we could see, and a handful of people in plain clothes. Not sure what they’re there for. It’s all in a lightly walled large clearing inside the trees. It was no trouble at all crossing the perimeter without being seen. Our opinion is that we could probably kill all the Sodality people there and rescue the captives without too many casualties.”

      “Did you observe how the captives reacted? Did they seem to be resisting or have they already been trained to respond instantly when they were given orders?”

      “We couldn’t tell,” Lagakh said. “They were settling down for the night, four to six people per small hut.”

      “What about the area outside the facility?” I asked.

      “Mostly undeveloped,” Kaylessa, the squirrel beastkin sister said as she joined us mid-discussion. “There were a few paths, and we saw some sentries, but they’ve kept it mostly forested, probably to hide what they’re doing there. Some areas have heavy undergrowth, but it shouldn’t be a problem to sneak up to the fence, as long as we take out the sentries.”

      “All of that sounds good,” I said. “Is there a preference for when we attack? We can sneak around better in the dark, but it may make it tougher to keep track of the entire camp with only thirty of us.”

      “I suggest a daytime attack,” DD said. “With the forest, it won’t be hard to get to the wall. Lagakh and Venom will be able to take out sentries and any guards around the wall and gate, so that leaves us to attack quickly to overwhelm the sotin and the soldiers or trainers.”

      “Any disagreements? Venom, Lagakh? No? Okay, tomorrow morning, then.”

      Glasha had watched and listened silently, but she spoke up now.

      “Is this like we have been doing? No survivors?”

      I thought about it for a moment. “No survivors, unless someone seems like they might be able to provide us some information that would be valuable. Some kind of commander or something? Don’t take chances to keep anyone alive, but if we can capture someone to question without too much risk, let’s do that. The rest, make sure they can’t report what they see.”

      “Zartuka.” It was Lagakh who’d said it, and she did it with a big grin on her face. One look at Glasha, and it dropped right off her face.

      “Come, Lagakh,” my dunim wife said. “We need to talk about something.” Glasha put her hand on the back of assassin’s neck and the woman winced as they walked off to speak alone. I showed Ysduil my gritted teeth and she giggled.

      I hoped my sexy warrior didn’t harm the assassin. We needed her skills.
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      “So,” I said to Glasha. We were in place near the recruitment center, ready for our attack. The assassins had already taken care of the sentries. “What’s the deal with Lagakh? You looked like you wanted to kick her ass when she stole your catchphrase.”

      “Catch…phrase.”

      “Yeah, you know, your thing. Zartuka. The word you use all the time.”

      “I do not own the word. It is from an ancient tongue.”

      “So again I ask. What’s the deal with you giving her the evil eye when she used it yesterday.”

      “It’s my word.” She said it with a straight face. For a moment, I thought she was gaslighting me, but then her composure cracked a little bit and I caught her ghost of a smile. The green woman looked me in the eye. “We merely discussed her trying to steal my opportunities to use it. I have a reputation to uphold, after all.”

      “A reputation. Hmmm. Oh, wait…aaah…aaahhh…bullshit. Pardon me, I had to sneeze.”

      Glasha laughed at me more silently than I thought she was capable of and I leaned over to kiss her on the side of the face.

      “I told her how Shagar hates it when I use that word. Disrespecting our ancestral language, even though no one speaks it anymore. I told Lagakh that I don’t want to get scolded by Shagar over others saying it, so I asked her—very nicely—not to use it.”

      I had to cover my hand to keep from laughing out loud. “Fair enough.”

      We got the sign from Venom and everyone moved to their assigned locations. The assassins would have taken out any guards who would have spotted us and opened the gates from the inside. It was nice to have badass specialists like her and Lagakh. It made things so much easier.

      The elf leaned in close and put her lips to my ear. “There are groups of Sodality soldiers minding the recruits. They’re being drilled right now. Five guards around them, six trainers, and another group of ten or so standing by. There are others inside the buildings, but we’re not sure yet how many. We agree that what is outside at the moment is the bulk of the personnel for the facility, at least as far as fighters go. There may be more support personnel, but I’m not worried about them.”

      I gave her a thumbs-up. At a signal, the groups at both gates would enter the facility and the archers would start softening up the Sodality soldiers. With how they were arranged, the only problem would be the guards standing near the recruits. The others were together and far enough away from the innocents that the archers should be able to take them down quickly.

      A complex birdcall resounded across the area. I’d heard the same call from local birds, but this one had a slight difference, an inflection that someone wouldn’t notice unless they were paying close attention. It was the sign.

      Venom swung the gate open and we poured through. Fifteen bows or crossbows sounded simultaneously and Sodality soldiers dropped to the ground or screamed in pain. While the crossbow wielders reloaded, the archers let loose with another flight of arrows. DD and Ysduil, both very accurate, started picking off the guards around the recruits.

      At first, it looked like we might not have to fight with any of the soldiers face-to-face, but then a few charged the archers. The distance wasn’t that great, so those in our group who had melee weapons stepped up to engage.

      A jolt struck me and I automatically spun to see a Sodality archer who had poked her head out of a building let an arrow loose. Straight toward DD. The elf was facing away, releasing an arrow of her own at the final guard near the recruits and would have no way of dodging the shaft coming toward her.

      I blurred several steps to put myself in front of her and snatched the arrow—which seemed to be moving more slowly than normal to my blur-enhanced sight—out of the air. When I came to rest, DD’s eyes widened at the missile in my hand right in front of her. She side-stepped while nocking a new arrow, then launched it in the blink of an eye. It passed within an inch of my face. I felt the draft from it.

      I turned my head barely in time to see the shaft punch through the face of the dog beastkin archer that had tried to shoot my elf scout.

      DD nodded at me. “Thanks.”

      “Any time.” I charged the last soldier I saw standing, a dunim sotin whose job was apparently to stand and look intimidating. The man got his sword up as I engaged, blocking my halfhearted slash at him. I’d been practicing something and I wanted to try it out.

      I backstepped and set my sword into guard position. As the sotin came at me, I reached out with my mind. It took a second or two to latch onto what I needed, then I pressed some of my magic into the man’s head.

      He stopped midswing and stood still with an even more blank look on his face than normal.

      Nice.

      “Sorry, man, but even if you don’t have control, you’re still the enemy.” I ran my sword through his heart and watched as he continued standing in the exact same place for a moment, then collapsed when his body wasn’t able to maintain the posture.

      That was some scary shit.

      I motioned for some of our number to take the recruits in hand so they wouldn’t get in the way and then pointed at my girls, Evina, DD, and Midra to join me. The remainder of my fighters headed into the other buildings while my squad and I went for the largest. Zeerah padded along at my side.

      As I rushed through the door, my senses warned me to duck, so I dropped to my knees and slid into the room. A sword flashed over my head, but mine was already en route and cut halfway through another sotin’s torso. He fell over and wasn’t going to get back up again.

      Two more sotin, a dog beastkin, and a boar beastkin came at us. Ysduil intercepted the dog, handily battering his sword aside and smashing his face with her staff, while Glasha evaded the other’s blade, lopped off an arm, then took the head off on the next strike.

      We went through the rooms at a run, easily taking down the few enemies we found. Most were sotin, but there were a few women as well. When we got to what I thought was the final room, we found the door closed and two sotin standing guard.

      As soon as I caught sight of them, I pulsed magic into the closest one, freezing him up. I decided to try something new and did the same to the second one. For a moment, both of the men stood like stringless puppets propped up on a stand, but then I felt something like a rubber band breaking and the first one blinked his eyes and moved his head slightly.

      That was all he had time for because Evina reached him and tore his throat out with her claws. She barely slowed as she lunged for the second one, who was still frozen, and nearly took his head off with her other set of claws.

      We’d hardly made a sound as the two dropped to the floor.

      I gestured and prepared to charge into the room, Ysduil at my side. When I nodded, Evina swung the door open and I went in full speed ahead.

      A human woman, wearing only short boots and a hair tie, with not another stitch of clothing on, bounced and thrust her hips as she moaned softly. The dog sotin lying on his back on the bed had his pants pulled down to his upper thighs with his hard dick standing straight up inside the woman. His face was as blank as always. Poor bastard.

      The woman’s head snapped toward us at the sound and barked, “Defend” as she leaped off him. Then her eyes widened when she noted that he hadn’t responded at all. Practice had made me faster at locking them up.

      Ysduil went in as the woman reached for a knife.

      “Don’t kill her,” I shouted.

      Yssy swept the woman’s legs out from under her with her staff, possibly crushing some ligaments or breaking a bone. The knife clattered to the floor and the woman got almost horizontal as she fell onto the sotin, still lying there motionlessly.

      She landed on top of him with the most horrible crunching noise I’d ever heard, muffled by her body. When she rolled onto the floor, I saw the results. The sotin’s shaft had a serious kink in it now, no doubt due to the crushed cartilage from the full weight of the woman falling on his dick.

      I crossed my legs and bent forward. “Oh.” I felt a bit nauseous.

      “You all right?” Midra asked as she calmly slit the sotin’s throat. “You’re looking a little pale.”

      “You wouldn’t understand,” I said, swallowing down the taste of bile. “God, what a horrible last experience. At least they don’t feel anything. Or is it that they just don’t react to the pain? Arrgghh. I don’t want to think about it anymore.”

      I took in the sight of the knocked-over tea cup on the table and the woman, who displayed a fair amount of wet skin between her legs as Glasha pulled her arms behind her and stood her up.

      “Sorry to interrupt your fun,” I told her, “but your days of using these men for your own pleasure is done.”

      She blew a lock of hair from her face and eyed me coolly. I had to hand it to her, she was pretty composed for having been interrupted fucking a sotin, and then slammed to the ground and held by a dunim.

      “You’re that khresha, the one all the rumors are about.”

      I gave her a mock bow. “I am. And you are what, the commander here?”

      No answer.

      I sighed. “Get some clothes on her and find some rope to bind her up. We’re taking her with us.”

      “Trainer,” DD said.

      “What?”

      “She’s a trainer. Those clothes, that patch. I’ve seen it before. Trainers are the top of the heap when it comes to regular Sodality lackeys.” The woman’s mouth went into a tight line. She didn’t seem to appreciate that statement at all.

      “What kind of trainer? For the recruits out there?”

      “No. For sotin. Her job is to train and control sotin. Like handlers, but the highest level. She’s one of those who actually changes a free man into a sotin.”

      “Ah.” I looked her in the eyes. “This is a bit different from what you would’ve expected when we met, isn’t it?”

      She shivered. It seemed like she was freaked out that a man was speaking to her, especially a man not bound up and held by Sodality guards.

      As DD and Midra put the woman’s clothes on, I picked up the tea cup and sniffed the little bit of liquid still in it.

      “Ugh. That smells horrible.”

      “Stone draught,” Ysduil said. “Gets you hard as a rock in seconds.”

      I tossed the cup and raised my eyebrows at her. “You do that, and you smell—and taste—great. I think I’ll keep doing it the way we’ve been doing it.” I blew her a kiss and she giggled.

      When we got back to the courtyard, I found Kaylessa waiting for me, along with dozens of recruits, all dressed in grey uniforms.

      “No one is left alive. What’s this one?”

      “Sotin trainer. We’re taking her with us. We’ll be having some nice conversations soon.”

      “Oh!” a voice shouted. I turned in time to see my bunny girl racing toward the recruits.

      I cursed and ran after her. We weren’t sure yet if the recruits had been conditioned by the Sodality. With all the people in the way, I didn’t want to blur, so Amelie made it to the line of people before I could catch her. She slammed into another obsil woman, one with hair and fur slightly darker than hers.

      “Momma, you’re alive!”
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      I stood there with my mouth open like an imbecile as my mind caught up.

      “Am, how are you here? I thought you were dead.” Now that I took the opportunity to look, I could see the resemblance between the woman, who Amelie was currently squeezing with one arm, and another obsil trying to get in on the action next to her, with my bunny girl.

      Of course, obsil being obsil, the woman looked like Amelie’s slightly older sister while the other bunny girl, with hair and ears of a dusty grey-brown, like a wild hare’s color, looked to be a few months older than my bunny girl. If that.

      “Momma, Kayla, this is Adam.” She gestured toward me and smiled. “He has something to ask you.”

      Fuck. I was going to spank Amelie’s hot ass for that later on. I’m pretty sure we’d both enjoy it. But for now, she’d put me on the spot.

      I cleared my throat, images of me crushing my nonexistent hat in my hands running through my mind.

      “Uh, hi. You’re Amelie’s mother?”

      The woman eyed me like no one other than a disappointed mother could. I’m sure she’d dealt with enough sotin that all her alarm bells were going off. “Who trained you to speak like that?”

      Okay, so things aren’t going so well. I moved my mouth without any sound coming out until Ysduil slinked up to me and put her arm around me. She’d been wearing her dress again, covering it with a cloak when we traveled, but displaying it in all its glory right now.

      “No one trained him. He’s khresha and he happens to be the leader of Odonasia, the village dedicated to Odona.”

      The woman’s eyebrows shot up her forehead. “I…pardon, priestess. I meant no…I didn’t…”

      I put my hands up, not believing we were doing this in the middle of a battlefield, even if the battle was over. “Listen, we really need to get going. I’m not sure how long it’ll take a Sodality army to find us and we need to get all of you safe. It’s a pleasure to meet you, ma’am—”

      “Elsbeth. Elsbeth Lendon. This is my other daughter, Kayla.”

      I nodded to Amelie’s sister, who I didn’t think had blinked since Amelie introduced me. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Missus Lendon, and you too, Kayla. I promise explanations and, uh, my question as soon as we’re safe. Is everyone all right? Unhurt?”

      Chatter broke out in the group, but Glasha stepped up and distracted me.

      “Adam, we need to go. Are we going to burn the place down like we did the fortress?”

      “No. I’d like to, but there’s a chance no one will find what we’ve done for a day or two. We can hope, anyway. I don’t want to draw them here too soon. We can take whatever might be useful, but I want everyone into the forest and following DD in fifteen minutes.”

      Glasha nodded, then smiled at Amelie and her family and gave a cute little wave. One of those where you hold your palm up and wiggle your fingers.

      “That’s Glasha,” Amelie said. “I love her.”

      I had the most powerful urge to smack my forehead, but I refrained and followed Glasha away from the recruits.

      “It’s time,” she said. “Time to ask mommy for her daughter. Do you want to tell her what you two have been up to, or should I?” She barked a laugh before channeling her inner drill sergeant and ordering everyone to make a sweep for valuables before heading out.

      I stayed near the head of the column as we left the scene. DD, as always, brought us unerringly to a sheltered area to rest. We finally managed a count and the status of our rescued recruits.

      Seventy-four women, with ages ranging from nineteen to forty-eight, they’d been taken from several towns and villages. Most of them were from Sharton’s Hollow or Riverview. I explained to them that Sharton’s Hollow didn’t exist any longer. I was also disappointed to find that Amelie’s Aunt Nemia was not in the group. Whether that meant she hadn’t survived or that she’d been taken somewhere else, I wasn’t sure. I hoped it was the second one.

      “As Ysduil said earlier, I am the leader of a community called Odonasia. It consists of about a hundred sisters, a tribe of gnosta, a tribe of dunim, and assorted other friends. We are wanted by the Sodality, for obvious reasons. It’s dangerous where we live.

      “We will take you to Odonasia, where you will be safe. That’s if you want us to. You’re welcome to go off on your own, whether to your hometown or somewhere else, but I have to warn you. Things have gotten dangerous everywhere lately. Not only because the Sodality is taking people for their army, but because new and unknown monsters have been spotted, even near cities. No one will force you to go where you don’t want to, but we can’t escort you to where you want to go, either. I’m sorry. We’re building a resistance, and fighting the Sodality is a full-time job.

      “While we rest for the night, I’ll be available to answer your questions. Or, you can ask any one of us. About half our number are priestesses, though only a few wear their dresses instead of armor.”

      I asked Amelie to get her mother and sister and to bring them to our fire. What I had to ask was nerve-racking enough without doing it in front of a bunch of unknown people. When she happily bounced up holding her mother’s and sister’s hands, I took a deep breath.

      “I’m so sorry I challenged you before,” Elsbeth said. “I haven’t seen a man who could think for himself for twenty years. It surprised me, is all.”

      I took the obsil’s hands in mine. “Don’t worry about it. I’m used to the reaction. I’m also sorry I couldn’t spend any time talking to you earlier. The middle of a Sodality facility with dead soldiers all around isn’t the best setting to chat and get to know someone.

      “What Amelie said was true, though. I have been waiting until I could meet you two ever since I met your beautiful daughter. I promised her that once we found you, I would ask…uh, I’d ask for permission. That is, I love Amelie and would like to make her my wife. I would appreciate it if we could have your blessing.”

      Kayla gasped and put her hands to her mouth. It was so similar to the action I’d seen Amelie do countless times.

      Elsbeth flipped into pure business mode. Her eyes narrowed and drilled into mine. “Marry my Am? That’s quite a shocking question. You know, I never thought much about that happening. I mean, yes, I knew my girl would find herself some others to seek pleasure with. That’s only natural. But marry? That never seemed likely.

      “Tell me, Adam, do you plan on bedding my girl?”

      I could feel the color draining from my face.

      “Ha. I can tell by your look that you have already tasted my sweet Amelie. What do you think Am, is he worth hanging onto?”

      Amelie nodded so vigorously, I could hear her ears flapping and striking her face and the back of her head.

      “That good?”

      If anything, she nodded faster.

      “Do you love him?” her mother asked.

      “I do. So much. I love Ysduil and Glasha, too. He married them and asked if he could marry me but told me if I wanted to wait until we found and rescued you, then we could do that and it was so romantic I wanted to take him to bed right away.” She took a breath. “I love him and I want to be with him forever, Momma.”

      “Well, then there’s only one more question to ask.”

      I waited for it, my mind shooting in all directions trying to predict what she’d ask me. I looked from her to Amelie to Kayla, who still had her hands over her mouth.

      Finally, Elsbeth asked, “How many grandbabies are you going to give me?”

      Ysduil giggled and bounced on her toes next to me. Glasha audibly let out a breath. Amelie bit her bottom lip and looked at me like she’d just fallen in love with me all over again.

      I squeezed Elsbeth’s hands. “As many as she wants.”

      The woman pulled her hands from mine and threw her arms around me. “Welcome to the family, son-in-law.”

      Ysduil and Amelie hugged and spun around in circles while I returned Elsbeth’s hug. It bothered me a little how young and beautiful she was and how good she felt in my arms. Damn obsil magic. Between the boobs and always looking young, they made it hard on a guy.

      When we released each other, I put my arms out to Kayla, too, since I was afraid she’d feel left out. She sunk into my embrace and buried her face into my shoulder. I patted her on the back and rocked back and forth.

      “I’ll discuss with you all what kind of ceremony you think we should have. I’ve also got permission from the high priestess, since Amelie is an initiate for Odona’s priestesshood, so if Amelie wants to do the ceremony the sisters normally do, that’s fine, too.”

      That started a whole new conversation, and I had the two obsil women sit down at our fire so we could all eat dinner and chat. It was a good time, with Amelie glued to me along with Ysduil, and Glasha rubbing my shoulders occasionally. I went to bed happy that night, cuddled with my three girls.

      The next morning, it was time for decisions. Fifty-two of the recruits we rescued decided to go with us, while the others chose to head back to their towns or villages or to go where they thought they’d be safe. From the recruitment facility supplies, we gave them all packs with a little food and other supplies. I apologized for not being able to do more, but things were heating up with the resistance and we needed to get back home.

      DD headed us toward the west and we started off with our new citizens to add to the population of Odonasia.
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      DD took me aside the next day as we were preparing to continue west. “Adam, I need to split up from the main group for a little while. I have something I want to do.”

      “I don’t like it. It’s dangerous to be by yourself like that. We’ve seen two small armies already and we’ve only been in East Tenos for four days. What’s so important?”

      “I’m going to head over to Dunim Dell. We’re close to halfway between there and Axecleft. The sisters told me about the flight from Haven and the troubles you all ran into. I have a contact there and want to see if there’s any news.”

      “Are you taking someone else with you?”

      “No.” She put her hand on my shoulder and leaned in to give me a soft kiss. “I’ve spent years traveling alone and spying for the sisters. I’ll be fine.”

      “It’s worse than it ever was before. I don’t want anything to happen to you.”

      “It won’t. I promise. Daria will stay with you. She knows the area.”

      “Yeah, I remember,” I said. She’d been one of the two scouts who had scouted Dunim Dell during our mad flight from Haven.

      “I’ll be back with you in no time. I need as much information as I can get. Don’t worry. I’ll be back with you long before you head back into the Dreadlands.”

      “Okay. Be safe and come back to us quickly.”

      DD gave Ysduil a hug and a kiss, spoke with Daria for a few minutes, then waved and headed off with her smooth, fast hiking stride that I sometimes needed to jog to keep up with.

      The day was uneventful—as I’d hoped it would be—as we inched toward the setting sun. The women we’d saved were all in decent shape because of the training the Sodality had forced upon them, but they weren’t used to hiking all day long. I’d have thought soldier training would be more hike-intensive. It was a little frustrating, being used to the faster pace the warriors and I usually kept, but it was fine. We’d be home soon.

      After we crossed the road we’d taken with the entire group from Haven, Daria called a rest and came to talk to me.

      “We’ll be able to see Axecleft pretty soon. I’m not sure what the situation is in the town, so I assume you want me to bypass it? When we came this way before, we were traveling at night. Instead of doing that, I know of a little-used road that will keep us from being seen while at the same time allowing us to keep the same speed, or close to it.”

      “That sounds good to me. When do you think DD will make it back to us?”

      “I’d guess sometime after we pass Axecleft. Maybe half a day after?”

      “Okay.”

      The human woman laughed. “She’ll be fine, Adam. She’s the best. That woman has done things that amaze me, and I’m one of the best scouts and spies the sisters have.”

      “I know. I can’t help but to worry, though.”

      “I love how much you care about people, you know that?”

      “Uh, thank you?”

      She gave me a hug and headed back toward the front. She called out over her shoulder, “Come up and join me sometime. I’ll wiggle my ass for you, if it helps.”

      Goddamned sexy priestesses. “It’s on my list,” I shouted back. She wiggled for me and laughed.

      We were in sight of Axecleft when I spotted a dust cloud coming toward us. We weren’t on the main road, but were passing through a barren section that looked to have been cleared of trees within the last decade. For what reason, I had no idea, but it provided a view of the city for us and apparently a view of us from near the city, though whoever was making that dust had to have been outside the limits when they spotted us.

      “Shit. Glasha, we’ve got company coming. I can’t see how many with that dust, but it looks like a decent number. I don’t know if they’re Sodality. Have the recruits in one area, back behind us. We’ll take the brunt of whatever this ends up being.” I pulled my cloak tighter and pulled my hood down further over my face. I noticed Ysduil pulling her own cloak around her priestess dress. A glance around showed no trace of the other white dresses some of the sisters still wore.

      Soon, a group of a dozen or so women, all of them beastkin of some kind, rode up to us. At first, I thought they had to be Sodality, since they were all mounted. Horses were relatively rare and very expensive in Tenos. They stopped a few dozen paces from us and dismounted. I was glad for that. I’d much rather fight with them on the ground than to have them charging at us with horses.

      “What are you doing?” one of them said. She was a tacanem with floppy ears, like a cocker spaniel’s. She wore a nice suit of tooled leather armor. Also expensive.

      “What is it to you?” Glasha responded, standing tall with her feet a little more than shoulder width apart and her hand on the hilt of her sword. “Are you bandits looking for easy pickings? If so, move along. You’ll not find that here.”

      “What if we are?” the woman said. “Do you think your ragtag collection is enough to protect you?”

      “Collection?” Glasha’s face sincerely looked like she was confused. I chuckled inwardly. She wasn’t loquacious, but damn, the woman could intimidate like nobody else. “Oh, these other people? No. They’re spectators. I don’t need them for the likes of you.”

      “Can you count, dunim? There are thirteen of us.”

      “Oh.” Glasha looked up toward the sky, thinking. “Yes, you’re right. I’ll have to tie one of my arms behind my back. Don’t want to make it too quick.”

      The dog woman’s hand went to the hilt of her sword. “We are the resistance. Are you doing Sodality work? We don’t stand for that around here.”

      “The resistance,” Glasha said. “What are you resisting, little puppy? Are you the group we’ve heard about, the one who claims to be helping people but then attacks ones who disagree with you, calling them sympathizers?”

      “It sounds like you know us. Then you must know that we are the righteous hand that strikes down all those who uphold the wicked Sodality’s ways.”

      “Then you’re in the wrong place. Go east, to Aycrish Summit. There are plenty of people to smite there.”

      “We may go there, after we’re finished with you. We’ll teach you to fear the resistance.”

      The woman started toward Glasha, her companions baring their steel to do likewise. I’d decided I’d had enough. I held onto my hood and blurred to the dog beastkin, ending up in front of her before she could blink. She opened her mouth to say something and I snatched the sword from her hand and put it to her throat. Every one of the false resistance fighters stopped. A few of them gasped.

      “Enough,” I said, and more of them gasped when they heard my male voice. “We’ve had enough of killing for now, and though I am thinking it would be nice to have your horses, I’m going to give you the benefit of the doubt. You say you are part of the resistance? What are you called?”

      “The Resistance,” one of the women said from behind her horse.

      “Well, you of the Resistance resistance, I commend you for having the guts to go against the Sodality. I also condemn you for being stupid. You may have heard of me. They call me the Cloak. I am the leader of the Echo of Yequn, a group of resistance fighters against the Sodality. Our goal is not only protecting the priestesses of Odona, but taking down the Sodality itself.

      “I’ll make this simple for you. If you insist on riding around and dispensing your own brand of twisted justice, go right ahead. If you attack and kill Sodality soldiers, I will applaud you. If you help others being attacked or persecuted by the Sodality, you have my thanks. If, however, I see or hear of you acting like bullies and going after so-called sympathizers, I will be coming for you. Like I came for those in the Neallir Fortress. No doubt you’ve heard how that turned out.

      “So, resistance fighters, I want you to think very hard about what will happen next. You can leave here and think upon what you’ve been doing, or you can become food for the scavengers in the area. I hope you believe me when I say that I have faced dozens of trained Sodality soldiers at a time—by myself—and I still stand here while their bodies have rotted where they fell. Make your choice because I will not abide anyone smearing the name of my fighters and harming innocents.”

      I pushed a little energy into my arms and shoved the leader hard. She left her feet and flew through the air to land in a heap twenty feet away. I threw her sword down, point-first, and it sank into the dirt halfway down the blade.

      “Well?”

      Every woman in front of me, including the leader, went to their knees.

      “We were just doing what we thought was right,” one of the others said.

      “I very much doubt that. If you want to help the resistance, you will limit your attacks to the Sodality. I suggest you be a little more circumspect, too. Once they see you as a threat, they will come for you. Believe me, you do not want them to come for you.”

      I spun to walk back toward the group and the leader stood up.

      “We want to join you.”

      I turned slowly and looked into her eyes. “No.”

      “But…”

      “If you want to help, do as I say. Gather others, train, do little things to affect the Sodality’s ability to chase down the priestesses. When the time comes, all the little groups that have been preparing will be called. Do that, and stop bringing shame on our name, and we’ll be back for you. If you prove yourselves. If you disappoint me and harm innocents, putting a bad light on our name, well, it would be better that the Sodality got hold of you, I promise.”

      “We will. We’ll show you.”

      “I hope so. If so, I’ll be seeing you again, but this time as friends.”

      “What’s your name?” she asked.

      I took my hood off so she could see my face. “You can call me the Cloak. That works for now. What’s your name?”

      “Phaerille Renomunus.”

      “Very well, Phaerille. I hope to hear about the good you do. We can use all the allies we can get.”

      I had Daria lead everyone farther down the road while I waited. When they’d all gone, I gave a little salute to Phaerille and her horsewomen and strolled after my friends, putting my hood up as I went.
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      Later that evening, I sat on a hill looking out toward the east with Ysduil, Glasha, Amelie, Midra, and Crelora around me. The shadow of the hill on which we sat wasn’t quite long enough to reach Axecleft yet, but darkness would soon swallow the town for the day.

      “How many do you think?” I asked, pointing toward the large group of what had to be Sodality soldiers marching north on the road to Axecleft.

      “At least five hundred,” Glasha said with barely a pause. She’d shown an uncanny knack for troop counts, so I wasn’t about to question her statement. “They’ll camp soon. No reason for them to keep going when it gets dark.”

      “Like the last time we were here? You think they’ll circle around the town again? They’re not all going to fit easily inside.”

      “Maybe not circle it, but probably one big clump near the road.”

      “I hope our new friends with the Resistance resistance don’t get snatched up. By that, I mean I hope they’re not stupid enough to start shit with an entire army.”

      “Sounds like it would make a good bet,” Midra said. “With their attitudes, I wouldn’t be surprised if they challenged the soldiers to single combat. Bunch of stupid rich assholes.”

      I snorted at that. “Yeah, it did look like they had money to burn, with the quality of their gear and that many horses. Well, it’s out of our hands now anyway.”

      “What’s out of your hands?” DD said as she reached our little relaxation spot on the hill.

      Ysduil was up and hugging the elf in no time flat. I got up more slowly and stepped over to her and hugged DD around Ysduil, making a nice little foxgirl sandwich on elf bread.

      “We got to know the so-called resistance earlier. They didn’t impress us.”

      DD could hardly keep a straight face. “Daria mentioned it when I saw her just now. Why didn’t you do your super-scary aura thing and make them wet themselves?”

      “Oh. I didn’t even think of that. I’m not sure it would work anyway. I have my doubts whether they have enough brainpower to be afraid. What about you? Come on, sit down, have something to drink. How was your recon?”

      Zeerah lifted her head lazily where she’d been lying near my feet. She blinked at DD, then settled her head on her paws to continue her nap.

      “Well, I confirmed that things are not great. The general consensus from all the places I visited during this trip is that between the persecution of citizens and the things those resistance zealots have done, people would just as soon let the Sodality have us. There is a contingent calling for the resistance to give themselves up to end the suffering. It’s pretty ugly. If things don’t change, there may be more fighting between people who support the Sodality and those who aren’t happy with how things are. It could very well come to civil war, but with private citizens fighting each other instead of the Sodality itself.

      “There was also news of K raiding Frostharbor and not only taking quite a bit of gold, but seizing many crates of weapons that were to go to a fortress near there.”

      “Frostharbor?” I said.

      “Yes, it’s north, near the edge of the Surtoran Waste. Not too far from Hollow Wood, as the crow flies.”

      “K again, and she scored a big cache of weapons.” I looked over at Ysduil out of the corner of my eye. “Any news on if she was wearing fabulous clothes?” I chuckled, but Ysduil didn’t react to my teasing. Instead, DD answered me.

      “Actually, yes. She wore tight pants, a barely there top that accentuated her chest wonderfully, a cape, and her hair in one long tail bound with ribbon. All in various shades of red. Oh, and bright red lipstick with her skin tanned to a nice golden brown.”

      Ysduil giggled and my mouth dropped open.

      “What?” DD said. “There are a fair number of people who live for reports of what K looks like in every one of her appearances. Some even bet on it.”

      “This world is crazy.”

      DD ignored my comment. “Any other excitement?”

      “We were talking about the troops down there,” Ysduil said. “Do you know where they’re going?”

      “No. Just regular troop movements, I think. They don’t seem to be in a hurry. I think the Sodality has been having parts of the army march around so they’re visible. They want it to look like they’re busy and like they’ve got everything under control. Are you all ready to go back into the Dreadlands tomorrow?”

      “I am,” Crelora said. “It has been interesting going through these lands, but I miss my home.” She gave me a wink. “Both of them. The one in the roost and the one in Odonasia.”

      “Get some rest, then, because if we leave early, we may be able to make it home not too much after dark, depending on how fast we can move. If we’re slow, we’ll probably camp on the edge of the Dreadlands tomorrow night and then make the final push the next day.”

      We did, in fact, go slow enough that we camped again the next evening. I agreed with DD’s assessment that it would be better to take an extra day than to have to camp in, or travel in, the Dreadlands at night. Though we knew more about the reasons why, we still weren’t sure about what was going on with the wild monsters. Better to be safe than to take a chance we’d run into something like the trillon in the dark. We could easily lose half the people with us.

      We came dragging back into the gate at Odonasia in the early afternoon. The sight of all the new people caused quite a stir. Almost as much as the surprise of the rescued recruits seeing so many sisters and others in what was looking even more like a town than it had before.

      I caught Nysea by the arm as she helped to organize things. She pivoted smoothly and turned what was me trying to get her attention and pull her aside into a firm hug and a very nice, wet, soft kiss.

      “Welcome back,” she purred at me.

      “Wow. I’ll have to leave more often if that’s what’s waiting for me when I get back.”

      “Oh, that’s not all.” She shimmied her body at me and my mouth went dry. “If you could only fit me into your schedule, I’ll make sure you’ll run back here whenever you have to leave.”

      Ysduil plowed into the high priestess, kissing her repeatedly. “You make sure it’s a plan including three. I don’t want to miss out.”

      “Of course, my dear. I wouldn’t think of doing it without you,” Nysea said.

      I tried to get us back on my intended subject. “In case no one has told you, we have a prisoner. She’s the main sotin trainer for the Sodality, so we’ll have to make up a secure place to keep her. These others are some of the forced recruits the Sodality took, including Amelie’s mother and sister.”

      “Oh! That’s wonderful. You found them.”

      I smiled at the priestess. “We did. I also asked permission for Amelie’s hand in marriage, so now I have her mother’s blessing and your blessing as a sort of mother figure since Amelie is going to be a priestess, so we’ll be having the wedding as soon as we can figure out what type. Anyway, there are fifty-two women, so if someone can see to them getting settled, maybe we can have a meeting with the council in…I don’t know, three hours? I want to clean up and rest a little.”

      “I’ll make sure it’s all done. Another wedding. I’m so glad you are adding wives like you are. Many don’t care about such things, but there are still plenty who would like to experience your special talents, and your special accessory that no one else has available. Will you go for the full orgy with this wedding?”

      “Uh, no. We won’t be doing that. I will try to get some time with you and Ysduil, though. I’m sorry for putting it off for so long. Damn Sodality and monster problems, you know.”

      “I know, darling. I understand. I will be grateful whenever we can arrange it. I’ll try my hardest to make you grateful for squeezing me in.” The voluptuous priestess ran her hands over her hips as she said it, squeezing, and I wondered if I could fit her in right at that moment.

      “Adam!” An altitudinally-challenged hunk of sexy muscle slammed into me and the next minute and a half consisted of my tongue wrestling with Eydra’s as our hands searched for the perfect place to hold each other. She broke the kiss and smiled up at me. “I’ve missed you. I have some things to show you.”

      I rose an eyebrow and she put her hands up. “Nah, I mean legitimate things. Council business. Well, I have those other things, too, and wouldn’t say no to a little cuddle and tickle, but I know you’re busy right now, so that may need to wait.”

      “Washing up, resting, and the council meeting first. How about you show me your newest and greatest tomorrow morning?”

      “Aye, we can do that. I’ll have to be satisfied with ogling you at the council meeting then.” Eydra turned to Ysduil. “Can I kiss you to welcome you back as well?”

      Ysduil nodded and the two women performed an impressively arousing kiss that had me wondering if I had my priorities straight. Nysea watched carefully, licking her lips. Damn, it was good to be back home.

      My cleaning up and resting consisted of a towel, a bucket of water, and sitting in my room while thinking of how I’d explain everything that happened on our trip. Before I knew it, I was on my way to the admin area for yet another meeting. Ugh, I hated meetings.

      “I’d like to make this short,” I said to those assembled. I’d hardly had time to wave at Maressa, Lamari, Nanami, Shagar, and most of the others that filled the room. “We visited a few towns—and when I say we, I mean mostly DD because I had to hide my identity most of the time—and ended up in a place near what I am told used to be called Shadowrun, though the Sodality has renamed it. We found the recruitment facility near Shadowrun that DD’s contact in Mistlight told us about. There were seventy-four recruits, plus a total complement of forty-three Sodality trainers, soldiers, and sotin.

      “We chanced upon a woman, uh, enjoying one of the sotin. She’s the only one we left alive. DD recognized that she was not only a handler for sotin but a trainer, so we thought it wise to bring her back here to press her for information. Have we been able to make a cell yet to hold prisoners?”

      Eydra answered immediately. “Aye. We converted a small room off the training chamber. Put sturdy wooden bars on it until we can craft some metal bars. It’s ready for use now. We didn’t move your demoness into it.”

      “Good. Nymyxiah has shown a willingness to help us. Her house arrest is sufficient. In fact, we’ll need to talk about that. When we can trust her enough, we may want to revoke her captive status altogether. That’s a discussion for another time, though.

      “We need to get as much information out of the sotin trainer as we can. It could mean us being able to neutralize the advantage the Sodality has with the men. Moving on, there is at least one group saying they’re the resistance and causing problems in the east. I gave them a stern warning, and hopefully they’ll take it to heart. If not, we will eliminate them. If they do, we may have more allies to add to our count.

      “My priority right now, besides squeezing every drop of information from that trainer, is to find out more about the demons. I want to explore the tunnels where we found Nymyxiah and get answers about how many there are, what they’re doing here, and what we have to worry about. I’ll be spending most of my time doing just that for at least the next several days. I know I have a lot to catch up on, including seeing what progress we’ve made on building up the village, but I ask for your patience. I can only do so much at once.

      “Which leads me into something that’s mostly unrelated. As you may have heard, the people we rescued from the recruitment facility included Amelie’s mother and sister. I was finally able to ask her mother if I could marry Amelie and I got her approval, adding to Nysea’s as high priestess. I plan on making her my wife within the next day or two. I’d like some help with setting all that up, so—” Every hand in the room went up. Including Amelie’s. “Oh. Thank you. I don’t know what to say. Uh, Nysea, since you are so good at organizing, could you get together with the volunteers and figure something out. I think a simple ceremony with a party afterward is the way to go. Sorry, but no orgy this time, either. We’ll discuss the other stuff with Amelie and make a decision as to when and how.

      “That’s all I have. We can meet tomorrow after I’ve had a chance to unwind and you can tell me all about what we missed. Let me just say how happy I am to be home and to see you all. I look forward to when all of this trouble ends and we can live here peacefully, without constant emergencies cropping up every few hours.”

      I spent a few minutes after the meeting with Nysea and Amelie to work out some details of the wedding and then headed off to dinner. It was nice relaxing and eating good food, Ysduil at my right, Evina at my left, Zeerah nearby, and my other girls across the table from me. With a full belly, I turned in early, anxious to get some rest and get started on the long list of things I had to do the next day.
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      As I had promised, Eydra had first crack at my time the next morning. The sexy dwarf had a bounce in her step and smiled and joked, her light blue eyes sparkling. Not that she wasn’t almost always like that, but it had been a while since I’d spent any time alone with her. It was a great way to start the day.

      “First, I wanted to show you how we’ve expanded the palisade to surround the whole hill. Seeing that you’re so cramped for time, I won’t take you to walk around the whole thing.”

      The hill into which the opening to our cave was set wasn’t much of a deterrent to anyone wanting to attack us. It was steeper on the south side, which was where the cave mouths and the largest space within the palisade and outside the cave were. The other side, to the north, was not as hard to ascend and would be the first route I’d take if I wanted to attack our position.

      Building the sharpened log wall completely around the hill was quite an undertaking, but Eydra and her crafters had managed it. It would be much more difficult now for wild monsters or hostile monster tribes to get to us. Well, other than the harpae. They could easily fly over the palisade. Good thing they were our friends.

      “This part, though,” the dwarf said, “I’ll not skimp on showing you. I don’t want to hear you whine about it. I promise it’ll be worth it.” With that ominous statement, she led me to a path that started near the forge area and wound around the hill and upward.

      It wasn’t a strenuous hike, especially considering the increased strength I had in this world, but it did have me sweating by the time we stopped.

      “We’ll refine the trail, of course, and widen it. It’s just the bare skeleton of what it’ll be, something for the workers to use to go up and to haul materials.”

      “Materials for what?” I asked, starting to wonder what the muscular woman had created wherever it was we were going.

      “For this.” Eydra stopped at a turn in the path and gestured up the hill a little and over from where we stood.

      The ground had been dug out, or an existing flat spot had been refined. I wasn’t sure which, but what resulted was a massive shelf with what looked like about half an apartment building sitting on it.

      “Wow, that’s impressive. To build anything up here is amazing, but look at that thing.” I turned to my left and looked out over the area in front of the caves. Where the trees weren’t blocking my view, I could see the palisade as it wound around into almost a perfect circle. “Look at that view! That’s gorgeous.”

      Looking out over what had been done so far, a lump formed in my throat. The different structures that had been built so far were impressive enough, but imagining what it would look like when more were built, it took my breath away.

      “Do you like the view?”

      I glanced back toward Eydra, figuring she was fishing for a compliment—and fully ready to give one—but she was casting her gaze out over the whole of Odonasia’s outside section, like I had been.

      “I do. I need to bring the girls up here to see this. It’s incredible.”

      “Ha! I’m glad you said that because this modest structure here, it’s your new house.”

      I blinked at Eydra. “It’s what, now?”

      “Your house. Will be, when it’s done.”

      “My…house. That’s way too much for me and the girls. There are only four of us.”

      “Aye. For now. If you balk over that, I’m afraid to tell you it’s not even a third of the way complete. You’ll have room for a few more wives, don’t you doubt it.”

      “But…”

      “No arguments. You might be the big muckety-muck around here, but the council voted unanimously on the whole thing, including the exact plans. It’s approved and it’s happening, so don’t bother bitching about it. Just say thank you and enjoy it when we’re done.”

      I swept up the dwarf in a hug, picking her up and swinging her in a circle. The sounds she made alone were worth it.

      “You ruddy daft bastard. I dislike heights. Don’t be flailing me around on the edge of a fookin’ mountain.”

      I laughed and set her down, then hugged her while she stood. I gave it a second thought and added a kiss. “Sorry. I just wanted to thank you.”

      “That’s fine. Not too many can pick me up like I’m a child. I may be short, but I’m solid.”

      “Don’t I know it.”

      She patted my shoulder. “If it makes you feel any better, there will eventually be several homes up here on the hill. We’ll be building some watchtowers along the palisade and maybe one at the very top of the hill, but all the other structures up here will be homes. None so grand as yours o’course, but bigger than average.”

      “I don’t know what to say, Eydra. The girls are going to love it.”

      “Aye, they might. At least until they have to hike up and down that hill many times a day.” She barked a laugh loud enough that a few sisters coming out of the cave below us looked up in fright. “C’mon, that’s not all I’ve got to show you. Follow me to the building office.”

      “Building office? We have a building office?”

      “We do, as you’ll see if you would stop yammering and follow my fine ass down this hill.”

      I reached over and slapped said ass and Eydra laughed again, not even breaking her stride.

      She led me over to a simple structure near the forge area. It consisted of one big room, the majority of it taken up by two things: a sturdy drawing desk in one corner and a massive model on a pedestal in the center of the room. As I came through the door, Eydra stepped aside and waited for my reaction.

      The platform on which the model sat was huge, easily twenty feet by twenty feet. Items painstakingly carved from wood, some even painted, dominated the tableau. It only took me a moment to realize it was a scale model of the entire outside part of Odonasia. It included the hill, the palisade going completely around it, and everything inside the perimeter. Including the very building we were standing in.

      “Whoa. That is fucking amazing.” I bent toward it to look at things more closely and marveled at the detail. Crelora’s house even had her planter and a few flowers carved out of wood and painted in vibrant colors. The only thing missing were most of the trees I’d seen when we were up above.

      “This is how far we’ve gotten in the planning. Most of these buildings are proposed. You can see what your house will look like when we’re done. There are the watchtowers, guardhouses, the crafting buildings, market area, administration building. How would you like having windows so we can see sunlight during all those council meetings? This is what Odonasia will look like soon. Course, now that you’re back, you can argue against any of these designs—except your house—and maybe the council will change them for you, but this is where we stand.”

      “God, Eydra, it’s perfect. I can’t think of a single thing to change.”

      “Good, because Tatiana has spent a lot of time making these little buildings. Until we have children and need to make a dollhouse for them, I’d rather they be accurate and can stay on the map.”

      “You are a wonder.”

      “Aye, I am. You remember that when you have a little extra time. This wonder is raring to fuck you until you can’t see. Remember that, too.”

      “I always do, my sweet, sexy dwarf. I always do.”

      I took the dwarf woman’s hand and kissed it, then kept hold of it as we walked toward the cave. Nysea wanted me for a meeting when I was done with Eydra’s tour, so we walked hand in hand toward the administration area in the cave. Her words about meetings with sunlight coming into the room made me wish she’d built the admin building before she worked on my house.

      Ysduil shot across the clearing like a reddish, auburn-haired rocket and snatched up my other hand.

      “Hello, my love,” she said.

      “Hiya, foxy wife. What’re you up to?”

      “I was talking to Nichole and saw you two. Are you going to Nysea’s meeting now?”

      “We are. Are you joining us?”

      “Of course, silly. I have your hand now. I’m not letting go for the rest of the day.” She giggled at me and swung our arms in an exaggerated manner. I pulled her to me and gave her a kiss.

      “Eydra just showed me the most amazing things.”

      Instantly, my foxgirl’s smile turned wicked. “Really?”

      Eydra snorted and I chuckled. “Not those kinds of things, Yssy,” I said. “I’ll show you and the other two girls after Nysea’s meeting. You’ll want to give our beautiful dwarf here a big kiss.”

      “I already do.”

      I shook my head as the three of us entered the cave, still hand-in-hand-in-hand.

      Nysea saw us as we walked into the meeting room. “Oh, good. Welcome Adam, Ysduil, Eydra. Take a seat or stand, whichever you prefer.”

      I noted that all the other members of the council were there, along with Glasha, Amelie, Midra, and all of the elder sisters. “Sorry if I held things up. Eydra was showing me what you’ve all done with the place when I was gone. It’s amazing. Fantastic job, everyone.”

      “You’re not late,” Nysea said. “Most have only just gotten here. I’ll go ahead and get started.”

      What followed was report after report of what had happened since I was away from the village. I gave more information on what we’d done in Eastern Tenos and what we’d found out from DD’s contacts. When the meeting started finally winding down, Nysea stood to add some last-minute comments.

      “With the help of many, we have set up the wedding ceremony for you and Amelie for tonight, followed by a feast and party. Amelie has chosen minimal vows and ceremony, with the emphasis on you two quietly and briefly standing before everyone to confirm your commitment. Is that acceptable to you, Adam?”

      “Sure. Whatever my beautiful bunny girl wants, that’s what we’ll do.”

      “I get embarrassed being in front of all those people,” Amelie said.

      “I know, honey. As far as I’m concerned, we’re already married. We’ll show up, let everyone see us, and then we’ll find a nice place to…uh, hide.”

      Amelie blushed the most beautiful pink. I wanted to jump across the room and ravish her.

      Nysea looked fondly at Amelie, like she was her daughter. “Wonderful. The next thing might help with you two not wanting to be up in front of everyone for too long. The sisters have decided that because we don’t know which of our number are still alive outside of Odonasia, we will not wait any longer. We have voted on it and the elder sisters have decided to elevate me to the office of Grand Priestess. If you don’t disagree, I thought we could do a simple ceremony with the sisters passing the staff to me and anointing me before your wedding. That way, I can officiate your marriage as Grand Priestess of Odona.”

      Amelie clapped her hands and bounced on her toes. I was going to go out on a limb and take that as agreement.

      “I think that’s a great idea,” I said. “It will be an honor to be involved with your first official action as Grand Priestess. It’s unfortunate that it’s necessary, but congratulations. You are a fantastic high priestess and will make a wonderful Grand Priestess.”

      “I will do my best. When any of the other high priestesses make their way here, we will decide if a change is needed. We will assume my title will be temporary, solely because the sisters believe that having someone in a position of leadership is important.

      “There is one more thing. Adam, would you present the staff to me during the ceremony?”

      “I…what? Why me?”

      “You are our leader. I told you once that we would call you king if you wished it. I wasn’t speaking carelessly. You are the authority in Odonasia, second only to Odona herself. Since she will not appear to present the staff, I would ask you to do it in her stead. Will you? Please?”

      “Sure. If you want it, I could never tell you no. You’ll have to tell me what to do. I haven’t ever given a Grand Priestess a staff of office before.”

      “We will discuss it beforehand. Thank you. Today will be a day for all to remember. There is still work to be done. Thanks to everyone for coming. Now let’s get ready for a magical evening.”
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      I got caught up in talking with a never-ending number of people who had urgent matters to discuss with me. Between Lamari, who asked that I visit the king in the near future; Crelora, who was expecting a scholar from her roost to arrive at any moment; and going over more specifics with Nichole about our trip and about what we’d do with the sotin trainer we’d captured, I’d almost run out of time before the ceremonies would start.

      Kalli Wen was one of the priestesses I hadn’t had much interaction with. The pesin—rat beastkin—was a tailor and currently made all of the priestess dresses, as well as other clothing with the limited material she was able to obtain in trade to the nytis and the harpae.

      Kalli caught me as I headed toward Nymyxiah’s room. I hadn’t talked to the demoness since I’d returned and wanted to make sure she knew she was invited to the wedding.

      “Adam, please do not think me presumptuous,” the pesin woman said. “I made these for you so you will look your best for the ceremony. I also made something for Amelie I think you will like.” The tailor was slender, with wide hips and a plush behind, a geometry that made her slightly resemble a pear. With her thin, pointed face, she’d never be called beautiful, but she was pretty and had sensuality in spades. Every motion she made was flirtatious and disturbingly arousing.

      She handed me a cloth package, tied up with string.

      “You made clothes for me?” I asked.

      “I did, if that’s all right.”

      “That’s great, Kalli. Thank you so much. I’ve been so busy, the only real clothes I have are the ones I wear under my armor, and my armor itself. I bet my wives will appreciate me not getting married in my beat-up armor.”

      “I haven’t told anyone, not even Nysea. It will be a surprise for all of them.”

      “That’s even better. Thank you. Can I hug you?”

      She gave me a look that made me feel like an idiot. “I’m one of Odona’s priestesses, Adam.”

      I laughed and hugged the woman. She patted my cheek as she turned to leave. It was kind of nice to deal with a woman who wasn’t all about pleasure like most of the sisters were. If it had been any of the others, they would have grabbed my ass instead of patting my cheek affectionately. Don’t get me wrong, I loved it when assertive women did things like that, but it was nice also to have someone appreciate me for being a person and not a sperm factory or a sex toy.

      I was running out of time, so I undid the string on the package as I walked to Nymyxiah’s room. I’d just opened it up when I made it through the opening to the room and saw Odrifa and Asami standing near the wall, Nymyxiah’s current guards.

      “What have you got there?” the succubus said. Her voice, so incredibly sexy, drilled through my middle and gave my heart a little jump. I wondered for the hundredth time if that was natural or if she tried to do that. So sexy.

      “Oh, Kalli just gave this to me. She sewed it for the ceremonies today. Oh, right, I’m not sure if anyone told you. Nysea is going to be named Grand Priestess, the highest position among the sisters. Also, I’m going to marry Amelie after that.”

      “Oooh. The anointing of a priestess and a wedding? Some of the sisters have told me of this marriage tradition in this world. It’s fascinating to me. Am I correct that the customary response to such news is for me to say congratulations?”

      “Yeah,” I said, chuckling. “I guess it is.”

      “Congratulations, then. May I embrace you? I have learned that is a normal activity when there is happy news. Or sad. Some parts of it aren’t clear.”

      “Sure.” I set the clothing down on her table and put my hand out to her. She took it daintily and rose to her feet so gracefully, it reminded me of princesses in children’s stories. She stepped forward and sank into my arms.

      I didn’t know if demons hugged, but the woman was a natural. She put her arms around me and applied the perfect amount of pressure, holding me tight but not too tight. It was a little awkward for me, trying not to interfere with her wings, but she felt really good. Some bodies were made for holding, and hers was definitely one of them. The leather bikini-armor thing she wore had enough give that her breasts molded to me. Her tail swung up and rubbed my lower back, dragging a happy, relaxed moan from me.

      We may have held on a little longer than was appropriate, but I wasn’t upset about it. When we released each other, I looked into her glowing eyes and found myself leaning forward a little bit before I realized what I was doing. I blinked, leaning back to abort going in for a kiss. Had she used magic to make me do that? I hated not knowing if she was manipulating me at any given time.

      “Congratulations,” she said again, and I heard a soft giggle from Asami.

      “Thank you, Myxi. I just wanted to stop by to…actually, do you mind if I change into my new clothes here? I have underclothes on, so it’s not like I’ll be getting naked or anything. I’m running behind and need to get to Nysea’s ceremony.”

      “Of course. I will turn around if you are embarrassed. I find the body to be fascinating, but I can understand if you’re shy.”

      I laughed. “It’s fine. Like I said, I have underclothes on. I’ll finish what I was saying while I change.” I pulled off my boots, dropped my pants, and took off my shirt, then reached for the clothes on the table. The demoness’s eyes roamed over me as I moved, but I didn’t mind. “So, the reason I actually came to see you is that I wasn’t sure anyone told you. About the wedding, I mean.”

      “They did not, nor would I have expected them to. Thank you for informing me.”

      “Oh, uh, yeah. You’re welcome. I didn’t just come to tell you about it, though.” I put the new shirt on and tightened my pants over it, then started putting my boots back on. “I wanted to invite you. With everything going on, I figured you might be forgotten.”

      “No, not forgotten,” Ysduil’s voice said from behind me. “Ooooh, are those new clothes? Did Kalli make them for you? She is wonderful, and you look amazing.”

      I turned to find my foxy wife checking me out. “Hold on a minute. There’s one more thing.” I picked up the tunic and put my arms into it, then did up the wooden toggles to cinch it closed.

      “Ooooh.” There were at least two or three voices in there, but I was looking down to make sure everything was straight. I was pretty sure at least one of the guards was involved, too. Probably Asami. I didn’t peg Odrifa as an “ooh” girl. I put my arms out and spun in a circle.

      “Well?” The pants were snug enough not to sag but still allowed me to move comfortably, the shirt molded to me like it…well, like it had been made for me. The fit of the tunic permitted me to move easily in any direction without binding, but hugged my form in a way that I thought probably looked pretty damn good. I wished we had mirrors. I didn’t quite understand how all these women looked gorgeous all the time without ever looking in a mirror to check themselves.

      “Amelie is going be wet as soon as she sees you,” Ysduil said. “Like I am right now.”

      A soft hissing moan came from Nymyxiah. At least I thought that’s what I heard.

      “Those colors suit you,” the demoness said. “The light blue of the pants and your shirt contrasting with the darker color of your tunic bring out the blue in your eyes quite well. I must agree with Ysduil. You look very alluring.”

      “Thanks. I hope Amelie likes it. It’s her day, after all.” I turned just in time to catch Ysduil slamming into me. “Ugh. Try not to break my ribs before the wedding, baby. So, why are you here? Were you looking for me?”

      “No, though I’m happy I found you putting on a show for Nymyxiah. I actually realized she probably hadn’t been invited and I wanted to ask her myself.” She poked her head around me to address the succubus. “Would you like to come with us?”

      The slow smile that stole onto the demoness’s face was a perfect example of how minute actions could be sexy as hell. “I would love to, especially with such a beautiful escort. I would like you to know that I hugged your husband in congratulations on his marriage. I hope that does not make you upset at me.”

      Ysduil’s mouth formed the cutest O as she swung her head between me and Nymyxiah. Then, like someone had used a cattle prod on her, she lunged at the demoness and wrapped her arms around the other woman.

      “Hugs are some of the best things in life. Will you congratulate me on my gaining a sister-wife?”

      I stood shaking my head at the two women as they held each other. A glance at the guards showed both of them with proud smiles on their faces. The whole fucking world was crazy.

      “Ahem. We should probably go, now that I’m dressed appropriately.”

      Ysduil stepped back from Nymyxiah, giving her a flirty wink while straightening her priestess dress. “Of course, husband.” She cupped her hand to her mouth and said, at a normal volume, “Do you think her body is perfect for hugging, too? Feels sooooo good.”

      “Come on, you.” I took Ysduil’s hand and started to head toward the door, but stopped and put my other hand out to Nymyxiah. She slinked up to me and put her hand in mine, causing Ysduil to giggle for some reason. The three of us headed for the main cave opening, our two guards walking behind us, laughing.

      I got several winks and a few cat calls. One from an actual cat beastkin! I was used to the constant flirting from the sisters, but it seemed that the consensus was that the women liked my new clothes. We left the cave into the diffused sunlight that filtered down through the tree boughs.

      It took me a moment to blink away the brightness and realize what a fantastic job the volunteers had done to set up for the party. Decorations, ribbons, stand torches ready for lighting when the sun went down, and people everywhere.

      Then I saw Amelie.

      My newest wife was near a little stage that had been erected at the edge of the large clearing in front of the under-construction administrative building. She stood with her hands clasped together in front of her, swaying back and forth with her typical shy-girl downcast eyes.

      My bunny girl was always absolutely stunning, but as my eyes took in the new dress she had on, my legs stopped working. I lurched to a halt and the two women holding my hands almost pulled me over.

      “My God,” I whispered.

      Kalli had outdone herself. She’d taken the basic design of the priestess dress, but modified it. It was longer, for one thing, though the outlines of Amelie’s legs were just as sexy, if not more so, than when they were bare. Somehow. The top was slightly different, too, with the straps more off-the-shoulder and the neck cut to accentuate the magnificent cleavage formed by the bunny girl’s perfect breasts. Ribbons of the same off-white, shiny material wove through Amelie’s braids and drew the eyes toward her beautiful face.

      In a word, she was resplendent.

      “If that doesn’t make you horny, we’ll need to get you to a healer,” Ysduil said. “What do you think, Adam?”

      “I…wow.”

      Glasha approached and put her finger under my chin and lifted to close my mouth as she kissed me on the side of the face. “Our rabbit looks very hot, doesn’t she?”

      “Uh, yeah.” My mind still wasn’t firing on all cylinders. A little voice kept screaming at me. You’re gonna fuck that tonight! I told it to shut up. I loved my bunny girl and it was an important day for her. More than just sex. My inner voice whipped back, yeah, more than sex, but you’re gonna fuck that tonight! A third voice—how many damn voices did I have in my head?—added its own comment. Zartuka!

      I looked at Glasha guiltily. She barked a laugh at me. “Don’t look at me. I want to fuck her. I’m not going to judge you for it.”

      Amelie spotted us and skipped over. God, the way that woman’s chest moved when she skipped!

      “Amelie,” I said. “You look like a goddess. Odona is going to be jealous of you.”

      Her cheeks flushed and she put her face in my chest. “You look so handsome in your new clothes.”

      “Awww, honey, I look like a dirt clod compared to you. Are you ready to officially be my wife?”

      “Yes. I’ve dreamed of it for so long. I love you.”

      “I love you, too.” I kissed her and tugged on one of her ears playfully. “First we have to do the ceremony for Nysea, then it’ll be our time. Soon, my sexy bunny. Soon.”

      I spotted Evina and Midra wandering around and motioned them over. It was nice, having so many people that meant so much to me all around. I couldn’t remember ever feeling so comfortable and welcome as I did at that moment. If it was this good with a barely-built village, what would it be like when we’d established our homes and settled in?

      One of the many white dresses surrounding me stepped up onto the stage. The curvy body, the dark hair and rabbit ears, and the magically young and beautiful smiling face of Nysea Ott quieted the crowd.

      “We will have a short ceremony before the marriage. Please quiet down. We will start in a moment. Adam, I see you there looking so dashing with your new clothes. Please come up to take your part in the historic thing we will do.”

      I gave quick kisses to Amelie, Ysduil, Glasha, then impetuously did the same for Midra, Evina, and even a surprised Nymyxiah. As I took a step to head to the stage, Crelora showed up with another harpae woman I hadn’t met, and I kissed my bird-woman friend, to the surprise of her guest.

      I arrived at the stage, dodging a few others that I would have liked to have kissed as well, but didn’t want to hold up the ceremony. I whispered, “Catch me later,” to Eydra, Lamari, and Maressa before I climbed up the steps to give Nysea a kiss that was a bit longer than it probably should have been for such a solemn occasion. Several sisters whistled and clapped their hands.

      “Are you ready for this?” Nysea’s soft, sexy voice asked.

      “I think so. I practiced my lines. Let’s do this, Grand Priestess.”
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      “As we have announced,” Nysea said in a clear, loud voice, “Gesin Wenet has been killed by the Sodality. Adam was able to retrieve her staff during his travels in Western Tenos. The elder sisters have discussed the issue and have decided that we must have a sister to lead us. Depending upon if we find the other high priestesses alive, the new Grand Priestess will hold the position temporarily until we are all united.

      “As Adam is the leader of this community, we elder sisters have asked him to present the staff to the new Grand Priestess. Sister Xanali will give you more details. Sister.”

      Xanali smiled at Nysea as she took the bunny priestess’s place on the stage. The senior sister was a human in her early sixties, but looked more like she was in her early-to-midforties. She wore the priestess dress well with her slender figure and she had her long brown hair hanging loose. Only a few lines on her face, mostly from smiling, and a few grey streaks in her glossy hair betrayed her age.

      “A blessed day this is, truly,” the older priestess said. “Though the news about our dear Gesin is unfortunate, Odona teaches that all things occur in cycles. Birth, life, death, these are all important things to each of us. We will miss our sister and her guidance, but we must look to the future as well. The elder sisters, including Gesin’s constant companion Aewen Insen, recently returned to us, have unanimously decided that our sister Nysea Ott will be anointed as Grand Priestess. The position may be temporary, as she has said, but only if the other high priestesses return and want to be considered for the post themselves.

      “For the time being, please watch with me as the staff of office of the Grand Priestess is presented to our sister in recognition of her elevation to the office of Odona’s highest servant. But first, the anointing. Nysea, sister, please approach.”

      The obsil woman did as asked and knelt in front of Xanali, who produced a small vial. She opened it and sprinkled several drops of some kind of oil onto Nysea’s hair.

      “With this oil I do anoint you as Odona’s chief servant, Grand Priestess of the priestesses of the goddess. You may rise. Adam, if you please.”

      Nysea had explained to me earlier how the anointing of high positions in the priestesshood was usually only performed in front of other sisters, but seeing that one of the major responsibilities of the Grand Priestess was to act as an ambassador to those outside the sisterhood, they would make the ceremony public this time. I thought it was a good call.

      I moved to center stage and waited for Xanali to receive the staff we’d found at Gesin’s cairn from another sister and hand it to me. I nodded to her, then turned to Nysea. I intoned the line I’d been coached on and memorized.

      “As leader of the community named Odonasia in reverence for the goddess Odona, I bestow this staff upon Nysea Ott, anointed by the elder priestesses of the goddess as Grand Priestess.”

      Nysea gave me a sexy smirk which, while maybe not appropriate for a solemn ceremony like this one, was certainly in character for her and most of the other priestesses I’d ever met. I imagined Odona would approve. I handed the staff to her, holding it out horizontally with one hand. She accepted it by putting her hands on it to either side of my fist, about shoulder width apart.

      “Let me be the first to congratulate you, Nysea, Grand Priestess of Odona.”

      The bunny priestess went off script and wrapped both arms around me, the staff in one hand, and gave me a long, deep kiss. Some of the sisters shouted or whistled. I thought I heard Ysduil’s voice in there. We parted and Nysea delicately dabbed at the corner of her mouth with a finger.

      “Thank you, Adam, Xanali, and all of my sisters. I will endeavor to serve to the best of my abilities. I am no Gesin Wenet, but I hope to lead you all to Odona’s glory. Shortly, we will have another important ceremony. Adam will, before all of us, wed his beautiful bride and our future sister, Amelie Lendon. Allow us several minutes to prepare and we will start.”

      I looked across the audience and spotted the group of my girls. Amelie was chatting with her mother and sister, both of whom looked up at me proudly. Leave it to obsil to understand how the sisters act and not be fazed by me sharing a kiss with a hot Grand Priestess minutes before getting married to their family member. My eyes found others, including Eydra and her companions, still in the same place they were when I promised them kisses later. Well, it was later, so I whispered to Nysea that I’d be back in a few minutes and headed down to do my duty. Yeah, sometimes all the responsibility was tough, but I’d do my work diligently, as any leader should.

      By the time I climbed back on stage, I’d thoroughly kissed Eydra, Maressa, Adrisse, Nichole, DD, Nanami, a few random sisters who’d slipped in, and even the cute and undeniably sexy Lamari.

      I watched Amelie saunter her way up to the steps and I reached out a hand to help her up. Her gait was so smooth and sexy, she was already driving me wild. When she joined me, she positioned herself halfway behind me, like she was hiding from the eyes of all those watching.

      I put my mouth up to one of her ears and whispered to her. “Honey, will you please stand over here so I can face you and so everyone can see how beautiful you look? I know it’s a little embarrassing, but in a few minutes we can get off the stage and feel more comfortable. I don’t like being up here in front of everyone, either.”

      “You don’t?”

      “Nope. I’d rather be alone staring at you right now.” I kissed her ear and then her cheek and positioned her facing me, at about a forty-five-degree angle to the audience.

      Nysea beamed like Amelie was her daughter. I guess in a way she was, since Nysea was now the Grand Priestess and Amelie was an initiate to the priestesshood. Elsbeth and Kayla were right at the edge of the little stage, both of them with watery eyes looking up at Amelie in all her glory.

      The new Grand Priestess rapped the bottom of her staff against the wooden stage to get everyone’s attention. Voices trailed off, then went completely silent.

      “It is my pleasure today to have as my first act as Grand Priestess the joining of these two in matrimony. Amelie is an initiate to Odona, but has chosen a simple and short ceremony without all the frills of a traditional wedding for Odona’s servants. We will forgo the kissing line and the”—she glanced down at Amelie’s mother and sister — “other activities that often accompany such a happy occasion. We will have a nice party, however.

      “Adam Townsend, you have made known your desire to take Amelie Lendon as your bride, and she has expressed her desire to take you as her husband. We have seen the love you have for each other and no one can deny your coupling is a gift from Odona herself.

      “Adam, will you cherish and nurture Amelie, showing her respect and love as your wife for as long as you both shall live?”

      “I will.”

      “Amelie, will you in turn respect and nurture Adam and your sister-wives for as long as you all shall live?”

      “Yes.”

      “In my position as the highest of Odona’s servants on Tenos, and in the sight of all gathered here, I bless this marriage and sanctify it in the goddess’s name. May you experience and cherish your love for each other for as long as you both shall live. Please, the kiss to signify the validation of this most holy of agreements.”

      I put my hand under Amelie’s chin and looked into her amber eyes. She looked back without embarrassment and I saw the love burning there for me. I whispered “I love you” to her and pulled her into a kiss. She not only fell into a hot, passionate kiss, but she managed to take up my tongue and suck on it while everyone was watching.

      I was happy my tunic was long enough to cover up the obvious sign of how much I enjoyed it.

      When we broke the kiss, a deafening sound of cheers and clapping assaulted us.

      “How do you feel, wife?” I asked, having to speak it right into her soft ear.

      “This is the happiest day of my life,” she said.

      “So far.”

      She gave me a smile that promised so, so many pleasures. “So far.”

      I kissed Nysea on the cheek and thanked her, then my new wife and I climbed down the steps. Ysduil and Glasha were waiting to pull us both into hugs and I swam in the embrace of all three of the most important people to me in all Tenos. When we allowed some space in between us, the bystanders were kind enough to allow Elsbeth and Kayla to squeeze in for more hugs and kisses. When they’d had their fill, it was a free-for-all, dozens of women swarming us to congratulate us in all their varied ways.

      Things had barely settled down when a group of women pushed through the crowd, dirty and tired looking. I recognized Tamalan Veela, an obsil priestess who often did scouting duty, and the look on her face filled my insides with lead. The handful of dunim and a couple other sisters with her didn’t seem in any better shape.

      “Tamalan? What is it?”

      “We have news. We’ve been out scouting to the west and we need to speak to the council immediately.”

      I looked over at Amelie, then at my other two girls, and sighed. “Come with me. Nysea, can you please get the council together? I’ll meet you in the meeting room.”

      Great. I couldn’t even have a night off to get married? As I escorted the scouts to the cave, I wondered what kind of shit we were in now.

      Once we were all seated and quiet, I turned the meeting over to Tamalan. The more I looked at her and those with her, the more I realized how exhausted they were, with their weary eyes, slumped shoulders, and slow, heavy movements. I was definitely going to make them rest as soon as they finished telling us what was wrong.

      “While you were gone, Adam, we went through the tunnels to scout around in the west. Some of the dunim wanted to see if anything changed with their destroyed village and we looked to see if anything has happened with the fortress. The Sodality has not tried to rebuild it. Not yet.

      “We had only been in Willowbrook for one day when we overheard a report of more problems in Duskenweald. The Sodality soldiers that were in Willowbrook closed the town, not allowing anyone to leave. Of course, I and the sister with me had no trouble outsmarting the guards and departing. We checked Duskenweald and confirmed that the report is accurate.

      “The Sodality has moved even more troops into the town, but they’ve also gone further. Most of the people were rounded up and put in pens. Martial law has been enacted and the citizens are being pressed for more information about the Cloak and the resistance. Pressed hard.

      “Before we left Willowbrook, we heard some soldiers talking. They’re to hold the town until the work is done in Duskenweald, at which point the forces will move on to there and do the same thing. There was talk of taking all the people as recruits, and possibly eliminating those who wouldn’t make good soldiers. It’s like they’re at war and those towns are the enemy. It’s not right.”

      I ran my fingers through my hair. “It’s not right, but not much the Sodality has done is. This is all because of us and the problems we caused when we were there?”

      “It seems so. We weren’t able to find out if it’s a local commander who is overstepping her authority or if the Sodality headquarters ordered it. Either way, the people in Willowbrook will face the same as Duskenweald soon. We came back as quickly as we could. We have to do something. Don’t we?”

      “Yeah, we do. I’m not sure what we can do for Duskenweald. They already had a lot of soldiers there when we passed by last. Even if we brought all our fighters, I don’t think we could take them down. Willowbrook, though…”

      “It’s too dangerous,” Nichole said. “Besides the obvious problem that it might be a trap for us, going near a Sodality army is too ambitious right now. We can’t risk the whole resistance to help out a few dozen people.”

      “There are more than two hundred people in Willowbrook,” Tamalan said.

      “Hold on a minute. Let me think.” I cupped my hand over my mouth, rubbing at my jaw for a moment. “I think we need to go.”

      “What?” Nysea said.

      “Here’s my reasoning. We are responsible for causing the problem. Between the fortress and killing off those patrols, we were asking for Sodality attention. I mean that quite literally. The reason we did all that was to draw attention away from here. To there. We can’t invite the fox into the hen house and then turn our backs on the chickens.

      “Also, I think the time has come to take things up a notch.”

      “We can’t beat that army at Duskenweald,” Nichole said.

      “I agree with you. I’m sorry, but there’s really nothing we can do with that town right now. Willowbrook, however, that I think we can help. It’s not only trying to help them escape, but it’ll serve our purposes as well. Tamalan, you said they’ll go to Willowbrook when they’re done at Duskenweald?”

      “Yes.”

      “We know how long it took them to get to the point they’re at in Duskenweald. What’s your best estimate on when they’ll flood Willowbrook with troops?”

      “A week? No more than that, but probably not less than four or five days.”

      “In the meantime, according to what you heard, the existing soldiers will hold the town, keep it under control?”

      “That’s correct.”

      “How many soldiers?”

      “Two dozen, maybe three. If all the citizens rose up, they could probably overcome the guards, though they’d have a lot of casualties. They won’t, though. There may be relatively few soldiers there, but they are Sodality soldiers. No one wants to anger the Sodality.”

      “Okay, here’s what I think we should do. We’ll leave tonight, traveling as fast as we can through the tunnels. We’ll rest a full night when we get to Chiodh’s caves. Then we’ll to go Willowbrook, take out the soldiers, and tell the people to flee. Before they go, though, we give them a little speech.

      “More precisely, Princess Evina will give them a little speech. She is recognizable by her coloring and her race. She can talk up the resistance and when the citizens flee, they’ll take information of her presentation all across at least Western Tenos, possibly even to the east. That’s assuming, of course, that Evina will do that.” I glanced over at the cat woman.

      Evina sat straight in her chair, chin raised. “I will do what I can. If you feel this is the time, I will trust you and do as you ask.”

      I gave her a smile, which she returned. “There we have it. We’ll discuss it and I will give over if the council decides it’s too risky. Keep in mind that we were always going to get into the thick of it. I think now might be the time we’ve been waiting for. Exposing that Evina is alive and fighting in this situation, which is more controlled than any other I think we will be able to engineer, seems like the most practical thing to do. It will be dangerous, yes, but if we can get in there, take care of the soldiers, show everyone what we’re up to, and leave before the main troops travel the day or so from Duskenweald to catch us, I think it’ll be worth it.

      “Arguments?”

      There were some, of course, many focusing on both me and Evina going to certain doom. We systematically dismantled what our opponents said, though. In the end, it wasn’t an ideal situation, but the good to be done far outweighed the risk. Being so close to the Dreadlands, I had no doubt we’d be able to escape an army coming after us. Especially since the domain of the dryads and pixies was where we’d probably enter the trees if we fled Willowbrook.

      “Fine,” Ymara said with a sigh. We’d worn her down. “You will take all possible care and you will abort if significant troops are too close. Your promise.”

      “I promise,” I said with a snort. “Okay, Nichole, you and I need to talk troops. Everyone else, gather the supplies those who are going will need for a very quick march through the tunnels. Obviously, Glasha and Ysduil will be going. Amelie? Okay, good. Yssy, can you please organize getting the supplies? Glasha, choose some of your dunim who will go. Amelie, please ask Crelora and Midra to see if they want to join us. We leave in exactly two hours.”
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      As everyone shuffled out of the room, I was left standing there as three figures were gradually revealed. My three girls stood at the edge of the room, near the doorway, waiting for me. My eyes went to Amelie, who had an expression that was too perfectly neutral to be natural.

      “Awww, honey,” I said, putting my arms out. “Come here.” She shuffled to me. Gone was the bouncing step and the smiling face of my newest wife. Her ears wilted as I put my arms around her. “I’m so sorry this happened on our wedding day. Are you all right?”

      She sniffled softly and burrowed her face into my new tunic. “I’m fine.”

      I glanced at Ysduil and Glasha, who both wore almost identical frowns.

      “You’re better than fine. You’re the most beautiful bride ever and we just got married. Are you happy about that?”

      “Yes. I wanted to spend time with you. I understand, though. I’ll wait…”

      Ysduil jerked her chin at me repeatedly. It could mean a thousand things, but somehow, it helped me form a thought.

      “We have a little time until we leave. If I can get someone to—”

      “We’ll handle everything,” Yssy said. “Don’t worry. Supplies, who will be coming with us, everything.”

      “Right,” Glasha said. “Why don’t you go to our room and spend a little alone time together. Maybe that will soothe your disappointment?”

      I kissed the air at my two fantastic wives. “How about that, Amelie? Can I take you away from all this stuff for a little while and just spend time being with you and only you?”

      She sniffled again and when she spoke, her voice was muffled in my chest. “Can we?”

      “Of course we can. I’m the leader around here, right? If I can’t use that to sneak a little time with my favorite new wife, then what good is it?”

      She giggled into my clothing and her arms squeezed me tightly.

      “Come on,” I told her. “Your wonderful sister-wives will do a better job than me at getting things together, anyway. Let’s you and me go and take some time. I promise I’ll make it up to you that we can’t spend the whole night by ourselves, but for now, I need to be able to hold you on our wedding night. For at least a little while. Is that okay?”

      Her face finally made an appearance, coming out from being smashed against me. She nodded, one of her ears nearly smacking me in the eye. “Yes. Thank you.” She turned to Ysduil and Glasha, who both wore smiles now. “Thank you two, also.” She leaped at them and an awkward but totally sweet wrestling match where all three hugged each other at once ensued. Amelie finished by kissing each tenderly and whispering, “I love you” to both women.

      “Thank you, Yssy, and you, Glasha. I owe you big time for this.”

      “Psht,” Glasha said. “No need to owe us, but I do expect a really good massage later, and…other stuff.”

      Ysduil giggled. “Me, too.”

      “Of course. Lots and lots of other stuff. I can’t wait.” I put my hand out toward Amelie. She reached for it, but I took it away. “Wait. That won’t do at all. Come here, you radiant, gorgeous bunny. This is more fitting.” I swept my arms underneath her legs and picked her up, giving her a quick kiss as I held her. “We have a tradition in my world that the husband carries his new wife over the threshold of their house…or room, as it may be. May I carry my lovely new wife into our room for a little bit of stolen time together?”

      The prim expression my bunny girl put on her face had me wanting to turn my head so she wouldn’t see me laugh. It was so adorable.

      “I believe that I would enjoy that. I accept your gracious offer.” She leaned in to put her lips to my ear. “But I expect that you will ravish me as you should on our wedding night.”

      This time, I did release the laugh. “Oh, you can bet your incredibly fine, tight ass on that. Come on. Too much more of holding you and I won’t be able to walk right.”

      Amelie threw her arms around my neck and smiled as I carried her off. She waved at my other two wives behind my neck and they enthusiastically waved back.

      Most people were still outside the cavern, either getting ready for our trip or socializing at the party. The communal cavern was quieter than normal and once I stepped inside our room, it was almost completely silent.

      I set Amelie down in front of me and put my lips on hers. “I’m sorry we don’t have more time.”

      “It’s all right. I can accept only a little time with you. It doesn’t have to be much. I’m not selfish or greedy.”

      I stroked one of her soft ears. “I know. It’s one reason I love you so much.” I kissed her hard, pulling her body into mine as she sucked my tongue into her mouth as I knew she would. When I broke the kiss, I stepped back. “God, you’re gorgeous and so, so sexy. Look at that dress. Hell, look how it cradles your body.”

      “My body is yours. Will you play with me?”

      “That was the plan all along, though unfortunately it’ll have to be quick. I so wanted to spend the entire night worshipping your body. Promise me we can do that as soon as this crisis is over.”

      “Yes, yes. Adam, fuck me now and we can make love when we have more time.”

      I growled at the bunny girl and put my arms around her. This time, I picked her up in a hug and carried her to the bed, laying her gently on her back. Standing over her, I licked my lips. Even horizontal, she looked fabulous, the dress like a second skin. The only problem was that I wanted her in her first skin.

      “Let’s get this dress off you. If I have to wait another minute, I may tear it to shreds to get to your body.”

      She put her arms wide in welcome and waited for me.

      I slipped my hand up along her legs, exposing every little curving line as I pushed the dress up. I couldn’t help it, I had to kiss her calf and up her knee to her inner thigh. The warmth and her sweet scent washed over me and I had to grab hard on the outside of her hips to keep myself from going down on her right away.

      “Yes, Adam. Your hands and your tongue feel so good. Yeah-yeah. Do you like my soft, wet pussy?”

      “You know I do, my sexy wife.”

      “Lick me. Taste me. Do you want to?”

      I didn’t bother answering her. Change of plans: I’d lick the juices off her succulent lips right now. I forgot what I had been doing anyway.

      “Ooooh. Yeah-yeah-yeah.” Her voice had that slightly higher pitch than normal, and I’d found out long ago how much even hearing it in my memories drove me crazy.

      My hunger was vast. Maybe it was anticipation of being with her this night, then the disappointment that I wouldn’t be, and finally the rekindling of the assurance that I could have her, even if briefly. I thrust my tongue between her lips, sucking and licking furiously as Amelie bucked and moaned.

      I glanced up and watched her hands go straight to her chest, squeezing and rubbing her tits through her dress. My member was already rock hard and witnessing that while I was eating her only made it harder.

      My hands grabbed the edges of her dress and pulled it all the way up and over her head, allowing her breasts to bounce free. Her hands went right back to them, one tweaking a nipple as the other rubbed her other breast in circles.

      “More, Adam. Eat me.”

      I paused to tear off my tunic and shirt, then to discard all my other clothing. Cursing how long it was taking to get the boots off, I settled for an awkward hybrid twisting position, licking Amelie’s slit with my neck tweaked at an angle while working the boots loose. Finally, I was as naked as her and I went back to lapping up the nectar she produced as fast as I could lick it up.

      “Yeah-yeah-yeah. I’m so horny. You’re going to make…aaauuuughhhh!”

      Fluid gushed from her, soaking my face and tongue, filling my mouth with the sweet, lilac taste. Her hands clawed and squashed her tits as her back arched and her whole body shuddered. I rode her orgasm, slurping up her juices as my finger belatedly found her clit. The little nub was engorged and the slightest pressure made Amelie’s body jerk in time with my stroking.

      “Taste!” she screamed. “I want a taste. Gimme.”

      I nipped at her lips, then bit my way up her navel and tummy, over her chest and nipple, up to her neck. I stopped to linger there, taking the skin of her throat in my mouth and biting down softly.

      “Oh. Yeah. Yeah-yeah-yeah.” The vibrations in her throat sent a tingle through me and I had to close my eyes to block out everything else to enjoy it. When I moved up to her mouth, she grabbed my lip in her teeth and sucked it into her mouth, then proceeded to work that magic tongue of hers to clean off all that remained of her juices on my face.

      “Fuck me?” Her voice was a soft whisper, so unlike how loud and demanding she usually was in the middle of sex. It was like her non-bed persona and, frankly, it drove me fucking wild.

      “Definitely.”

      I maneuvered and pressed my dick to her wet, engorged slit.

      “Oh God, Amelie. You feel so good. Do you want me in you?”

      “Yes. All the way. Do me, Adam. Do me now. I want your hard fucking dick all the way inside me.”

      Ah, there she was. That’s my girl.

      I did as commanded and pushed, letting loose a moan when my head spread her tight lips. I didn’t stop, but thrust ahead steadily until I felt the pressure of her cervix on the tip of my dick.

      “Yeah-yeah-yeah. I want you to give me all your seed.”

      I thrust, drawing almost out of her completely then burying my dick so far into her canal that it physically couldn’t go any farther. We kissed, hungrily and frantically as our hips moved with a motion that was so perfectly in sync, I never wanted to stop.

      I broke away from our kiss abruptly and latched my mouth on her left tit. The nipple was so tight and red from her tweaking it, I imagined I could feel it heating up in my mouth. I bit down softly on it and Amelie bucked wildly.

      “Suck it. Suck it harder, Adam. Grab my tail and fuck me!”

      I reached down and squeezed her tail and bit down again on her nipple.

      “Yeah-yeah. Yeah-yeah-yeah. Yes! More, more.”

      The feel of Amelie’s soft body, her magically firm tits, and her hot, wet canal surrounding my dick was too much to take for long. I rubbed her soft cotton tail and pulled on it, helping with the vigorous thrusting we were both doing. All those sensations built and built until I wasn’t sure if she or I would finish first.

      The answer came when…well, when she did. I moved my mouth to her neck and bit down hard while squeezing her little cotton tail and pulling on it at the same time. She’d moved her hand down to her clit and was furiously working it.

      “Oh. Yeah-yeah. OH!”

      The velvet vise inside her clamped down on me as her body shuddered and bucked. Like a switch had flipped, the entire bottom half of my body went weak as my hips thrust as hard as they could without my conscious direction. Cum spurted out like a restricted water hose and I gasped, making involuntary sounds.

      “Uh. Huh-huh-uhhhhn.”

      “Oooooh. Adam. Hold on…hold on. I…aaauuugggh.”

      The bunny girl’s body was racked with convulsive motions and her breathing became disturbingly fast.

      “Uh-huh-uh-huh-uh-huh…”

      One more full body clench, along with Amelie’s thankfully short nails digging into my back, and then my gorgeous bunny girl collapsed under me. My dick twitched for several more seconds and the last of the moisture in my body trickled out of me into her.

      “God, Amelie.” I supported myself with my arms and kissed her damp face, ending with a soft, sensuous kiss that lasted a full minute. “That was incredible. Happy wedding day, my love.”

      “Mmmmm. Happy wedding day, Adam. I love you.”

      We could only cuddle for a few minutes, very aware that we had to get to traveling. I helped to clean her spectacular body with a basin and cloth we kept in the room and then she did the same for me. Even that little task somehow felt so sensual, it made my heart feel like it was swelling in my chest.

      I kissed the tip of her absurdly cute little nose. “I can’t wait until we can take our time. If a quickie is this good, God. I’m not sure I can survive a long session.”

      She giggled at me and rubbed one of her ears on my face. “We can train to make sure no one is injured. It’ll be fun to train.”

      “Definitely. I can’t wait.” I sighed and started putting my clothes on. Not my new wedding attire, alas, but my familiar armor. “Thank you for marrying me, and for understanding about, you know, all this.”

      “There are important things to do.”

      “Yeah, like you. Doing you is at the top of my list right now.”

      She giggled again. I did love it when she was happy. I vowed to always do what I could to make that the default condition. She swatted at my chest.

      “You know what I mean. You’re such a good man. You always put everyone else first. People need you right now, so I’ll be satisfied with what you just gave me, even if it leaves me hungry for more. It’s what I get for marrying a hero.”

      “You, my exquisite bunny girl, are a hero. Or heroine. Whatever. We better get going or someone is going to come looking for us.”

      Dressed in clothing more appropriate for fighting, we headed out of the room. I stopped at the entrance, looking back over my shoulder. So many memories in that small stone chamber. I couldn’t wait to make more in our new house. Me and my three sexy wives. The thought of it reminded me of what I was fighting for.

      “Best get to it,” I said, pinching Amelie’s well-formed ass as we headed outside.
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      Amelie and I met the others near the west gate of the palisade. Looking around, I realized I should have told the council I’d only be taking all the same people who had gone to Eastern Tenos with me. Those and ten extra fighters. The only one I really had second thoughts about was Nichole. She was staying in Odonasia because I needed her to keep things under control, but I would have really liked to have taken her with me.

      Eydra would have been welcome, though she was much too busy to go scampering off with us when there were so many projects going on at once. The only hiccup was the two women standing before me as we were preparing to leave. Actually, maybe one of the two.

      “But you didn’t let me go last time and now you won’t let me go this time, either. You promised me adventure.”

      Lamari was so cute as she pouted, I wanted to smush her face between my hands and kiss her until she stopped talking. I didn’t, though.

      “I totally understand, Lamari. I do. I don’t think this trip is for you, though. We’re going to be going into a town to fight with soldiers. While I have seen your skills and know you can handle it, the thought of taking you to where hundreds of people can see you doesn’t sound wise. Your people are supposed to have gone extinct, remember? We don’t need the complication, and you don’t need to be mobbed with people trying to figure out if you’re worth any money to them.”

      “Money? Why would I be worth money?”

      “Because, if you’re the only one of your kind in the world, there will always be some asshole who would want to cage you up and show you to his…oh, that’s right, her friends. Trust me, it’s better that you don’t go.”

      She wasn’t having it. The wide square stance, the arms under her breasts, the glare, it was all standard operating procedure for every woman I’d ever disappointed or angered. I needed to head it off before she raised it to Defcon 3.

      “Besides, if I took you now, then people would think I’m playing favorites when I bring you on our next mission.”

      “What mission?” Her voice was flat and still full of anger.

      “When we get back, I really need to investigate some of the other tunnels. Like the ones where we found Nymyxiah. They’re brand new and no one knows what’s in them. Even Nymyxiah only went so far into them because her boss was very strict about where she went.

      “I know that everyone knows how much I adore you, but I can’t have people thinking I do favors for you all the time just because you’re so damn cute.”

      “Sexy,” she said, but her mouth wasn’t quite so tight as it was before.

      “So cute and extraordinarily sexy,” I said without a pause. “Can you imagine how jealous others are already? I mean, the council would probably have to scold me about treating you like a princess.” I winced. Maybe I was laying it on a little thick. I nodded toward Evina. “No offense to any actual princesses present.”

      The cat woman scoffed, but did it with a smile on her face.

      “You’ll…let me go to explore the caves?” Lamari asked. I think the part about her being sexy really softened her up. “I live in caves.”

      “I know. You’re my first choice for people who know all about caves. We really need your help on that one. I’d appreciate it so much if you’d go with us on that trip.”

      “I am pretty good.”

      “You’re the best. So, do we have a deal?”

      She shifted her stance, still with her arms crossed under her breasts, but with a slight turn of the knee and a little more arch in her lower back, now she looked like she was doing a superhero pose.

      “Kiss on it?”

      I put my arms out and she skittered up to me. I gave her a big kiss, which, I have to admit, I thoroughly enjoyed. Aside from all the joking around, the mouse girl was damn sexy, and she knew how to use those small lips of hers. We broke our kiss, but then I pulled her into another one just because. I rubbed her back and, when we finally parted, I grabbed her tight little ass.

      “Ooh.” She glared at me for half a second before she broke out in a grin. “Our deal is struck. Woe be to he who reneges on a kissing agreement.” She giggled and stepped back to where Maressa stood.

      “Ahem,” the sexy elf said. “I’m being left out yet again as well. I expect fair and equal treatment. You will take me with you when you explore the caves.”

      I snorted. “Definitely. I would appreciate your help. You know I would bring you two on a lot more of these little jaunts if it wasn’t for your important work for the king.”

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah. Don’t try to distract me. I said equal treatment.” She pursed her lips, then ran her tongue over them.

      I went to her, took her in my arms, and kissed her until her soft moans turned into groans from lack of oxygen. Then I kissed each of her cheeks, her forehead, and the tip of her nose.

      “There. Are we all squared away, or do I have to spend the next hour kissing everyone here?”

      Glasha grabbed Amelie’s shoulder as the bunny girl started walking toward me. “It was a rhetorical question, rabbit.”

      “Huh?”

      I clapped my hands. “Okay, enough playing around. We need to get going. I promise more kisses when I return and have the time and opportunity to do so. For now, we have to leave.”

      We emptied out of the palisade gate. I slapped Asami’s hand as I passed her. I’d taught a lot of the women to give me high fives and for some reason, it tickled me to no end when I could share in the ritual with the serious and proper foxgirl. It didn’t take long to get to Erynth’s cave, where we found the dragonkin woman waiting for us in her entry chamber.

      “I figured you’d be coming back through here,” she said to me. “Do you need help?”

      “No, I think we’ve got it. Thank you, though. Have I told you how much I appreciate your help?”

      “A few times, though never enough for all the heartache you put me through.”

      “Well, I really appreciate your help, and I really enjoy looking at you. You are even more stunning than when I first laid eyes on you.”

      “Oh, you mean when you were running for your life and were scared to death?” she said with a chuckle. “You probably didn’t even see me, but some horrible monster.”

      “I remember exactly what I saw and exactly what I thought. I’ll tell you about it in detail sometime, when we have a minute or two. Which reminds me. Even though I would love to talk about how delightfully sexy you are, we need to talk about what’s been going on lately. I’m going to explore some caves when we get back and I’d like your input. So, expect me to come and pester you to spend some time with me.”

      “Mmmm. That sounds fun. I’ll look forward to it.”

      “Me too.” I leaned forward and gave the gorgeous dracora a quick kiss and led my fighters into the tunnels that were so familiar to me by now.

      The pace we kept was the fastest we could keep for long periods of time. We’d go for four or five hours, stop to have a snack and drink, then do another round. After three rotations, we stopped for four hours to sleep. One or two of us would split the watch and only get two hours of sleep. It wasn’t grueling so much that it ground us down slowly. Having the extra energy and endurance in this world, I took one of the watches each time we stopped.

      When we were actually moving, there were two constant companions I could count on to be within a foot or two of me. Zeerah, my ever-faithful shadow, slinked around easily by my side. The other was Evina. My girls were around me most of the time, too, but they would also wander among the others, chatting or carrying on important business. After all, Ysduil was basically Nysea’s right-hand girl and Glasha was the commander for the dunim. Nichole had officially given my green-skinned wife the authority as commander for all troops when the human sister wasn’t there herself. Amelie had made friends in the ranks of the sisters and also had formed an illogical sisterly relationship with the assassin Venom, though Amelie always referred to the sister by her actual name, Aedyl.

      “That was a lovely wedding, if a bit rushed,” Evina said.

      “Thank you. From what I’ve seen on this world, weddings aren’t as big a thing as in mine. At least the ceremony part. The partying is right in line with what it’s like in my world.”

      “You’d find that weddings for nobles is a different thing altogether,” she said. “I haven’t been to any personally, of course, but I’ve been told about them.”

      That got me to chortling. “I’ll bet. That doesn’t surprise me at all.”

      “How are you?” the princess asked.

      “How am I? I guess it’s kind of complex. I mean, I’m happy because of Amelie, but I’m not thrilled about what’s going on in Duskenweald and Willowbrook.”

      “That’s understandable. What I mean is with what we saw in the East and the rumors. It seems pretty messy everywhere.”

      “I…yeah.” I looked around at the others traveling with us. We were in a wide tunnel, so everyone had spread out. I leaned in closer to Evina. “How the hell are we going to take on the Sodality? You saw some of the armies. We have two hundred and something people. At most, we can field maybe a few more than a hundred fighters. They’re attacking innocent citizens, snatching up dozens of them to train them to be in the army, and that’s not even mentioning whatever is going on with the monsters going crazy.”

      “It is a lot,” she said.

      “It is. Half the time I feel like I’m stumbling from one emergency to another.”

      “Isn’t that how life always is? I was sheltered on my island, but even I felt like that sometimes. The stories of problems in the wide world always sent me into bouts of anxiety. What can we do but keep fighting?”

      “I don’t know. Sometimes it seems like it might overwhelm me, but then I pull out a little bit more strength.”

      The princess smiled at me and patted my arm. “That’s what you’ll continue to do. Mainly because you have to. We’re all counting on you.”

      Not a very comforting thought. I let the conversation die as we continued our march. When we stopped for the night, it was still on my mind.

      Later, I sat on the floor of the tunnel, watching over the sleeping members of my group. Zeerah lay sprawled on the floor at my feet. The lizard-cat was such an enigma. Her past, the way she clung to me. Did she have plans for the future?

      My mind was restless. So many things to think about. The Sodality, monsters, all those men who’d essentially had their minds wiped. It was all too much. Despite the abilities I’d gained in this world, including the use of magic, I felt more powerless than I ever had. Even more than when Amy left me. What the hell could I do?

      Dwelling on it all would only drive me crazy, so I decided to do what Adrisse always suggested. I dove down into myself, seeking the peaceful thoughts I always strove for when using my magic. Out of habit, I reached out to Zeerah’s mind as she dozed.

      An image appeared in my mind. A net, some ropes, a bit of food.

      What the hell? I tried to keep the picture, but it faded away. I reached out for Zeerah again. Fear, hunger, loneliness. Each feeling assaulted me like a physical attack. Other visions. Me in the forest, sisters, animals.

      Zeerah, I sent to her with my mind, like Nymyxiah had taught me. The lizard-cat raised her head and blinked, her soft blue eyes with her pupils almost at full width locking onto me.

      Are those your memories? Of when you were trying to survive, attacking the scouts?

      Some sensation I knew was affirmation, though not how I knew that, flowed into me.

      You were scared, hungry, and lonely. Then we fought. When I caught you, your heart beat so fast. You were frightened that you would die.

      Affirmation again. Then something else filtered through whatever bond I had established with her. Happiness, security, affection.

      Oh. Once you thought you would die, I gave you food. Showed you kindness. When things were at their worst, you pushed on ahead and everything changed.

      “Rrrrrraaaaah,” she said softly. Not in my mind, but verbally. She sent along the feeling of affirmation to confirm her meaning.

      “Huh.”

      I scooted over to her and scratched her ears and petted the little ruff of fur between them. Her eyes slitted and closed and her soft purring and breathing continued for several minutes until Ysduil found me staring out across the cave, thinking.

      “Hi,” my foxgirl said, giving me a kiss. “What are you thinking about?”

      “Oh, just stuff. I was a little bit freaked out about everything that’s going on.”

      “You are?”

      “Was. Zeerah helped me put stuff in perspective.”

      “Zeerah did?”

      “Yep. She’s really something. So brave and so wise.”

      Ysduil tilted her head at me. “Wise?”

      “Yeah. I really need to work harder on being able to talk better to her. Rather, on how to figure out how I can understand her way of communication more fully. I feel…peaceful. More at peace, anyway. I’m glad I got a chance to talk to her.”

      “Oh, um, okay. I’m glad. I love her even more now. Like she’s part of our family.”

      I eyed my wife sideways. “Not that kind of family, but yeah, she’s definitely cherished. Don’t get any ideas about…you know.”

      “I don’t have any ideas.” She bit her bottom lip. “Now.”
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      The dark-haired dracora sister, Chiodh, was waiting for us when we got to her caverns, looking as breathtaking as ever. She eyed me and the women with me.

      “A rush job?” she asked.

      “Yeah. Did they tell you about what was going on when they left?”

      “They did. Do you need help?”

      I focused on Chiodh’s glowing blue eyes. She’d never offered aid like that without there being something else attached. Were we finally at the level of friendship that she would offer her help freely, or did she know for a certainty I’d pay her whatever she asked?

      “No, I think we’ve got it.” I ran my fingers through my hair. I needed a bath. “I don’t want you going and showing yourself off to the whole world. Then everyone would be here outside your cave begging you to give them all that superb dragon loving.”

      She snorted and put her arms out to me. I gave her a firm hug and a long kiss. “Thank you for the offer, though. When we get done with what we’re going to do, you and I need to have a talk so I can tell you what I’ve been up to. It has something to do with the strange monster behavior.”

      “Ooh, that sounds interesting. I’m looking forward to it. Do you want to stay here and rest? You all look exhausted.”

      I thought about it. I’d planned on heading over to the area we camped in the last time we were in the area, when we attacked the fortress for the final time. “Uh, what time of day is it?”

      “Late afternoon. I have plenty of space for you all.”

      I glanced at Glasha and she nodded.

      “In that case,” I said, “we’ll definitely take you up on your offer. Thank you. We pushed it pretty hard to get here.”

      After sleeping the entire night with Chiodh standing guard, I felt like a new person. I’d been so tired, I didn’t even think of getting together with one of my two favorite dragonkin for a little fun. Well, okay, that’s not completely accurate. I did think about it, but even she didn’t mention it. Ysduil did, but only briefly.

      Refreshed, if still a little grungy, we headed westward. Toward Willowbrook.

      We did stop at a stream on the way to bathe. It was more than an hour lost, but it was so worth it. Sure, we were going to battle, but what happened after that would go better if we weren’t filthy and smelly.

      DD led us to the forest north of the town. In fact, we stalked the edges of the Dreadlands to circle around and leave the trees north of the Neallir swamp. In the darkness of night, we crossed the small open area and made our way into the heavy forest that came right up to the town limits.

      Of all the sides, the north would work best for our purposes. The gap between the trees and the town was smaller than in other parts around the town, and there were no roads there. We sat as Daria and Kaylessa scoped out our target.

      “We’re all straight on the plan, right?” I asked our command group when the scouts returned. “Taking down the soldiers is only the first part. Probably not even the most important part.”

      Just to be sure, we went over it again before gathering the entire group and explaining it to them. The fighting itself wouldn’t be the hard part, though there were more soldiers than we had expected. Our primary concerns were that we didn’t harm the citizens and that we could do what we needed to do afterward that would make the entire thing worth it.

      With everyone on the same page, we set sentries and slept the rest of the night. The attack would be in daylight.

      The next morning, Lagakh and Venom ghosted into the town to take out the three sentries we’d identified as being immediate risks. Meanwhile, scouts had been sent to sweep the area farther out, especially in the direction of Duskenweald, to make sure no large forces were near. The assassins returned victorious, calm and cool like the stone-cold killers they were, and the scouts returned to report there was no danger of surprise by a Sodality army. The stage was set.

      Glasha and I decided we didn’t want a complicated attack. Especially since the scouts—and the two assassins—confirmed that most of the citizens were in their homes or businesses, we decided to go for a direct approach. I gave the signal and ten archers, including Ysduil and DD, climbed up buildings on the north edge of town. Once they were in position, they waved at us.

      Time to take back Willowbrook.

      Like a wave, I and all those except the archers advanced into the town. We made surprisingly little noise, even with the buckles and straps on the leather armor most of us wore. When we got to the first three soldiers patrolling the street, arrows rushed in ahead of us and took the two sotin and one woman down. Next were two pairs of stationary soldiers, one on each side of the main street. Those were also taken care of by the archers.

      After that, it was hit and miss. We were pushing the limits of accuracy for most of the bow-wielders, so fewer soldiers dropped from shafts and more from swords and other melee weapons. When one of the soldiers finally shouted an alarm, we knew the easy part of the battle was done.

      Ysduil was suddenly next to me as I cut down a dog sotin. The fox woman was a fucking ninja.

      “Come on,” I said. “We need to find the commander. The mayor’s office?”

      “Yes,” Yssy said. She was in business mode. No cute quirks, no giggling, just pure badassery. “The commander would definitely use that as a command post.”

      She and Evina followed me, along with my trusty shadow Zeerah. I smiled down at the lizard-cat, stalking on all fours. She blinked her eyes at me in slow motion and a spike of excitement surged from her. After our last time “speaking,” it was getting easier and easier to sense the emotions I think she was purposely sending to me.

      “You ready for this, Zeerah?”

      “Rrrrrrrraaaaahhh.”

      “That’s my girl.”

      We only ran into one more pair of soldiers, running out from behind the mayor’s building in response to the alarm. Zeerah made an incredible leap and took one down in spectacular fashion, like every wildlife documentary I’d ever seen on the big hunting cats. Evina, not to be outdone, made her own bounding attack and cut into the poor sotin before he even knew she was there. Ysduil and I didn’t slow our stride at all. Amelie appeared beside me, breathing heavily. She must have seen us and run to catch up.

      I burst through the entry into the reception room to find seven figures in the dark Sodality armor, armed and ready for us. Or, at least, they thought they were ready for us. Four sotin and three women, only one of which triggered my priority meter. My first target: a rat beastkin sotin with a crossbow.

      I dropped my hood so my peripheral vision wouldn’t be obstructed, then pushed magic into my limbs and blurred across the room, ignoring the other combatants to zip through where the rat was. I stopped several feet past the sotin, turning toward my next target as the hapless man’s head teetered and then tipped over to fall onto the ground. I’d struck so hard and fast, it was like the old tablecloth pulling trick. Before any of the soldiers reacted, I took advantage of my location and ran my sword through a dog beastkin woman wielding two long knives.

      Another sotin, this one a dwarf with a battle axe almost as big as he was, rushed me, a female squirrel beastkin right on his heels. A rare elf sotin with a slender sword and a deer beastkin with two clubs that appeared like fatter versions of Amelie’s fighting sticks headed toward Evina. A boar sotin with a hammer swung his weapon at Ysduil.

      The way the dwarf used his axe, I figured these were some of the better soldiers in the place, though not quite at elite level. I dodged the short man’s strike, spun to outside his centerline, parried the arming sword the squirrel slashed at me, and struck out with my own weapon. My blade, infused with a little bit of magical strength, cut cleanly through the armor on the woman’s arm. Not enough to do serious damage but enough to make her drop her sword.

      A I turned back to the dwarf, Zeerah launched herself toward the woman I had just injured. A few powerful swipes with her claws and the squirrel beastkin was no longer a threat. Zeerah turned to find a new enemy to pounce on.

      There was no doubt the dwarf was strong, swinging the massive axe he held with speed and control. I turned a diagonal slash at me with a tap from my sword. The parry caused the man to overreach and I kicked his shoulder hard, upsetting his balance. He wrestled the weapon under control and transformed the motion into a respectable horizontal strike, trying to cut me in half. I leaped back a step, spun around to his unprotected side, and cut down vertically, burying my sword in his skull. I put my boot on the dwarf’s face to yank my blade free.

      I turned as Ysduil rushed toward Evina. The boar beastkin she was meant to be fighting was down, his neck at an awkward angle with the front of it flattened out a lot more than I remembered.

      Evina was still engaged with the elf sotin. The man was fast and graceful, but it was clear he was never going to touch the cat woman. She twirled between the man and the deer woman, not breaking her flow even when she lashed out with her claws and cut one of the woman’s clubs in half.

      The deer tried to bring her other club to bear, but Evina was too fast. She brought up her left-hand claws and blocked the stick with the dull side of the blades and rammed her other claws through the beastkin’s chest. With a spin, she tore her claws from the woman and put herself in the perfect position to keep fighting with the elf.

      She found Zeerah and Amelie already engaged with the sotin. His face as expressionless as all the men’s were, he launched a flurry with his sword. A straight lunge transformed into an upward slash, then to a downward diagonal cut, and finally into a horizontal slice. Zeerah dodged them all with ease while Amelie did a marvelous job of batting the attacks away with her sticks. She counterattacked, forcing the elf to give ground until he backed right into Zeerah’s claws. She slashed his back, opening the skin in wide rents.

      Amelie lunged in, battering the man on both sides of his head and darting back out of range. Zeerah danced around him and raked her claws across his throat. He dropped to the floor, his breaths bubbling in his throat and blood pouring from his wounds. Amelie had already started a series of attacks and slammed her sticks into the sotin’s head as he fell, splashing blood across a triangular area beside the dying man.

      Ysduil slid to a stop, barely avoiding the blood as it splashed. She gave a flat look to Amelie. The bunny girl’s cheeks reddened and she mumbled a “Sorry.”

      The closed double doors to what I thought would be the mayor’s office beckoned us forward. I nodded at the women and kicked hard, splintering the wood planks.

      Inside, my eyes found the commander.
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      The office of the mayor of Willowbrook was what I’d expect for a medieval town official’s place of business. Wood-paneled walls, a large desk, fireplace, and three big windows on two sides of the room. What was not so common were the four people standing in the large room, holding weapons and glaring at me like I owed them money.

      It was easy to pick out the commander. Besides being slightly behind the others, her uniform—still in the dark brown and black of the Sodality with emblems of rank and unit—was fancier, better fitting. Tailored. I’d have expected that from an elf, with how the Sodality fawned over those of that race, but this woman was no elf. My first clue was the head that seemed bald at first glance, but was really covered in fine scales. Even the way she stood indicated that her body was not quite built the way others were. Too loose, too flexible. The snake beastkin, serpen to the initiated, held a sword in one hand and dagger in the other, her serious face showing no fear.

      What it did display was disgust. Pointed directly at me.

      “It’s true, then. A filthy khresha is loose and causing trouble. The Paragon wants you alive, khresha, so I will make sure to get you healed after I remove your limbs.”

      The stank she put on the term khresha made me want to take some Q-tips to my ears. I felt dirty from hearing it.

      Of course, she could spout big words when standing behind her minions. I only had to watch the way they stood ready to know they were elites. A wolf beastkin woman with dual swords, a tacanem sotin with sword and shield, and a menna sotin with two daggers, even the way they gripped their weapons explained why the commander was so damn confident. They obviously thought they were the shit.

      I supposed it was my job to disabuse them of that belief.

      “You done?” I said, rolling my wrist. “I wouldn’t want to interrupt your villain monologue or anything. If you’re finished explaining your evil plan, how about you lie down and die nice and easy and save us all a lot of hassle.”

      Ysduil giggled softly. Okay, maybe she wasn’t all business when we were fighting. I smiled over at her, but she was already charging the wolf woman, who was closest to my wife. Evina noticed and pounced on the cat sotin. I guess that left the commander to me.

      I rushed in, not quite blurring but still moving faster than most people could, but the dog sotin had enough time to place himself between me and his boss. I redirected, lashing out ineffectually at the hunk of metal he held in front of me.

      To my left, Evina and the other cat mixed it up just as I would have expected from two menna. Whirling, slashing, hissing, and spitting—I couldn’t decide if it was more like two felines fighting in the street or two high school girls in a hair-tearing, skin-ripping brawl. The sotin was fast, flexible, and skilled, but he had nothing on my catgirl. Evina turned every attack and counterattacked quickly enough to slowly lay down minor cuts on the unthinking man.

      Ysduil, on my right, spun her staff and lashed out. Sometimes with parries, sometimes with strikes, but in every movement her form was precise, controlled, and oh-so-beautiful. The wolf, as I’d found wolf beastkin to do, attacked aggressively with both swords as if certain that sheer persistence and aggressive violence would win the day. Yssy calmly batted away the flurries, using her angles to slip and juke to the sides, only to strike her opponent from wherever she was open. If it weren’t for the mass and the impressive arms and legs the wolf woman had, I think my foxy wife would have broken bones with some of those strikes.

      In response to one particularly intense series of attacks, Ysduil’s staff clanked against the swords as she positioned herself at an awkward angle to the wolf’s center, blurring her staff to slam into the Sodality soldier’s knee.

      As much as I loved to watch my companions work, I had things to do myself. I attacked the doggy, angling my sword to get around the shield, but I couldn’t. His blade couldn’t reach me, either, but that didn’t matter that much since the commander stepped around her underling to add her blades to my troubles.

      I moved to the shield side to evade the dog’s sword, but the commander was there, lashing out at me with her sword and dagger. She had no problem moving the two independently without them interfering with each other, and it took every bit of my speed to keep from getting bitten. When she came at me with two horizontal attacks, sword from my left and dagger from my right, I had no room to evade with the dog pressing in on my other side with the shield.

      I frantically threw my sword up in an awkward rising block, barely batting both blades up so I could duck under them, spin to the side, and slash downward to slam the dog’s sword to the ground before it got to me. But I wasn’t out of hot water yet.

      The commander’s blades circled around to lash out at me again. The way she moved her body, I was pretty sure she didn’t have the same vertebrae configuration a human did. Well, she was a snake beastkin. I managed to flip my sword back behind me to deflect hers, but her knife skittered down my backplate and found a gap where it kissed my flesh. I whipped out a back kick, scoring a lightning-fast heel on her belly and launching her back several feet. That was enough for me to reset my guard and gain some space.

      Fuck, that dagger strike hurt. Blood dripped down my hip, but I decided it wasn’t serious enough to worry about for now. One thing I was sure of, though, was that I wasn’t going to let them box me in like that again.

      “Come on.”

      Believing they got the upper hand before—something I couldn’t successfully contradict—both came at me at the same time again. The shield pushed at me while the commander slipped around the side and cut down at me with a vertical chop with her sword. I brought my blade up, point down at an angle to deflect it, then engaged my shoulders to bring the sword around and parry the dog’s blade on my left, knocking it far from its trajectory just in time to torque my hips for a hard block on the commander’s knife as it came in. Converting my twisting movement to gain some power, I threw out my right foot and landed a front kick on the center of the shield with my strength magically enhanced.

      The dog slammed back into the wall, bounced off, and stumbled around. It was my opportunity. I blurred a few steps to the commander, who had spun away a couple of paces to regain her balance. With my muscles still energized, I slashed at her repeatedly from several directions. She parried and evaded until with one downward slash, I pulled my arms back toward me just enough that the tip of my blade wasn’t where she expected it to be. It passed by her block and cut deeply into the forearm of her knife hand.

      The weapon clattered to the floor.

      Checking on the doggy, I noticed Evina off to one side, in an example of perfect timing and skill, twist her claws to trap the knife blade of her opponent and tear it from his grasp. Then she shifted into superspeed mode, viciously cutting at him so quickly, there was no way he was going to survive the next few seconds.

      Zeerah had waited for an opening so she wouldn’t collide with me, and now she had jumped to engage the dog sotin I’d blasted. The two traded blows, many of Zeerah’s claw slashes being blocked by the man’s shield. He wasn’t nearly fast enough to catch her with his sword, but it looked like it might take some time until she could crack his defenses. Still, she kept him off my back, which was the most important thing at the moment.

      Ysduil, meanwhile, maneuvered the wolf, who was unable to put too much weight on her damaged knee. Yssy danced in and teased her opponent, drawing her into a lunge that was a bit too far. My foxgirl slammed her staff into the wolf’s hand, knocking the sword from it, then quickly circled the tip of her staff around into a straight jab. Right into the wolf woman’s throat. It wasn’t a killing blow, but the wolf brought her hand to her neck out of reflex and Yssy flicked the staff around to bash the woman’s cheek.

      Dazed from the strike, the wolf woman couldn’t prevent Ysduil from spinning her staff around and batting the other sword wide, then whooshing around and battering her head so hard she rocketed to the ground.

      With a little room to move, it was only me and the snake commander. My magic was at less than half of what I’d started with, but I doled out some of it to speed up and strengthen my muscles.

      I had to hand it to the woman, she was persistent and had the skills to keep my sword from her for a little while. But she was slowing and I knew I was wearing her down. I was about ready to strike when I caught the doggy coming at me from the side.

      Son of a bitch.

      He suddenly spun off and away from me, courtesy of my lizard-cat, who had pounced directly on his shield to throw him from his trajectory. With the shield guy occupied again, I didn’t waste any time, slashing at the commander. In a desperate lunge, she paused, a little too stretched out to react quickly enough to stop me from taking advantage. I turned my sword, sliding it along her blade and circling it around as if it were a fencing foil, bypassing the guard and cutting into her hand.

      Her second mistake in a few seconds was to try to readjust her grip. I slammed my sword down on hers, bashing it downward, then brought mine around in a tight arc to finish with a horizontal strike with strength-infused muscles. A scale-covered head dropped to the ground.

      When I turned to survey the rest of the room, I found all the others had been taken care of. I wasn’t sure if the one Ysduil had cracked in the skull was dead, but it didn’t matter at this point. The dog’s throat and half his face was slashed into shredded meat. I was pretty sure I didn’t have to worry about him getting back up. Amelie still stood in the entry. The cramped space had kept her out of this fight.

      I let out a breath. “Okay. I guess we should go out and check on everyone else. Then it’s on to the real reason we’re here. Ready? After you, you awesome badass girls.”
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      I flicked my hood back up to cover my face as I left the mayor’s building. The main street of Willowbrook was a mess of broken bodies and bloody patches of ground. Glasha spotted me and stalked over.

      “It’s done. There may be one or two soldiers hiding somewhere, but we’ve taken out all we could find.”

      “Thanks, Glasha. We took care of the commander. Did we lose anyone?”

      “No. There are some serious injuries, but Azhora has already stabilized them and she says they won’t get any worse.”

      I looked up and blew out a breath, my eyes feeling a bit moist. “That’s great news. That part of things was a success all the way around then.”

      Glasha glanced at Evina. “Now, the next part…”

      “Yeah. The next part. Can you have some of the sisters announce that the Sodality has been taken care of and that we would like to address the citizens? I’m sure most won’t come out right away, afraid it’s a trap or something, but if we can get a few and get started, the others will at least listen from inside their hiding places.”

      “Of course.” The dunim looked at Evina again, then stepped over and put her hand on the catgirl’s shoulder. “Breathe. You’ll do fine.” With that, she marched off, calling sisters to her to give them their orders.

      I smiled at my sexy warrior’s back and scanned the area for a suitable location. I spotted an empty wagon near the small market area and headed over.

      “Evina, come with me, please.”

      The catgirl breathed more heavily than normal as I picked up the wagon’s tongue and pulled it to the center of the street.

      “Are you okay?” I asked.

      “I’m…yes, I’m fine.” Her face was drawn and she was panting.

      I took her hand and pulled her into a narrow alley between an herbalist’s shop and a clothing store.

      “Do you remember how we promised to talk, to let each other know what is going on in our heads? How I told you what was bothering me during our trip through the tunnels?”

      “Yes.”

      “I need you to do that now. Tell me what’s up.” I narrowed my eyes at her. “Actually, let me give you a hug and hold you for a moment. You’re shaking like you’re standing in ice water.”

      I wrapped my arms around her and lent her my strength for several minutes. When she finally resumed normal breathing and wasn’t trembling, I took her hand.

      “Now, what’s up? I know talking to a big group of people is scary. I don’t like it myself, and you were raised with only a handful of people.”

      “It’s not that. I’ve always enjoyed being the focus of attention.”

      I laughed. “Yeah, that sounds right. What’s wrong, then?”

      “I…I don’t know. It’s just that, well, you know. We talked about my viewpoint on how a ruler should be and all that, but what if they scoff at me? What if they don’t respect me and they don’t take what I say from a position of power and authority? What if they laugh at me?” She started to breathe faster again and I squeezed her hand.

      “Evina. You don’t have anything to prove to anyone. We discussed it, you know what to say, and you’ll do fine. I’ll be standing right next to you. If you get too nervous, you can give me a look and I’ll start talking. I think it’s important that you let them know who you are. Not that you’re a princess necessarily, though you’re the princess, but that you’re a person who cares about what happens to them and their families. Their community. You feel their pain and you’re willing to do something about it. You don’t need to be a storybook hero, not today. You need to connect with them. Be sincere and they’ll be drawn to you. That may not lead to commanding all their respect today, but it’ll be a start. That’s all you need. Okay? I’ll be right by your side.

      “Are you upset by what the Sodality is doing? Does your heart ache for what the people of Duskenweald and other places are suffering?”

      “Yes, of course.”

      “Then let those feelings give you strength. Can you do that?”

      “Yes. Can we go and do it and get it over with?”

      I brought her hand up to my mouth and kissed it. “We can. We’re going to shake the world today, Princess Evy. Don’t you doubt it for a minute.”

      I released her hand as we exited the alley. A group of maybe twenty-five people stood close to each other, as if for protection, in front of the wagon we’d set up. Evina strutted toward the makeshift platform and leaped up on it. I half expected her to turn a flip as she did it. It was like all that uncertainty was left in the alley and her inner princess had come out to take control. Good for her.

      I climbed up on the wagon in a more conventional—and less flashy—way and raised my hands. There had only been soft chatter, but even that died down. I noticed that all my companions had sat down nearby, their weapons sheathed or put down so as not to make the townspeople any more nervous. Heads poked out of doors and windows, waiting to see what would happen.

      I glanced at the princess and nodded.

      “I,” Evina started, her eyes widening at how loudly she’d said it. She lowered her volume a bit, loud enough for everyone to hear her, but not booming like she was shouting at them. “I am probably unfamiliar to you, though you may recognize my distinctive coloring. Coloring shared by some of my family. My name is Evina Isameine and I wish to tell you of my experiences with the Aycrishi Sodality.

      “For those of you who recognize my name, you should know that twenty years ago, the Sodality sent soldiers into my home and slaughtered my entire family. They tried to kill me as well, only a toddler at that time. Through the brave and selfless acts of some of my family’s advisers, I was taken from the site of that massacre and subsequent razing of everything I had ever known and began my life of living on the run. Always hunted, always afraid.

      “I know that you understand my loss because I was not the only one robbed of things that were precious to me. The Sodality continued their affront, taking loved ones when they gathered up all males like they were livestock to be slaughtered. Worse than killing, though, they were changed into monstrosities to serve the Sodality’s wishes.

      “For long years, we ran, myself and my handful of companions. We faced danger and threat of death, but finally found a haven where we could live our lives. It was safe for many years. Until recently. The Sodality sent their greatest assassin after me. She murdered all of the only people I’d known for most of my life. When she came at me, I was rescued at the last moment by a few heroic people. One of whom stands beside me now.

      “You may or may not recognize this heroic figure or the familiar apparel. You may, however, know the name that you yourselves gave this resister of Sodality control. It was here, in Willowbrook and the surrounding lands that the name was first uttered and has grown in recognition since then. I give you…the Cloak.”

      I’d been watching from under my hood more people coming out into the street to see the princess that had been missing their entire lives. When she pronounced me the Cloak, many of them gasped. A few put hands over their mouths.

      Well, if they were surprised now, just wait.

      I took a step forward, reached my hands up, and pulled the hood off my face.

      Some of the women darted back toward their homes, others cowered, no doubt afraid it had all been some elaborate trap from the Sodality. I needed to clear things up as quickly as I could.

      “Please!” I shouted. “Please, calm down. I am not one of the Sodality’s sotin. In fact, I am probably their biggest enemy. Even bigger than the mysterious K, though my clothes aren’t nearly as fabulous.” I heard Ysduil’s giggle from somewhere off to my right.

      “My name is Adam Townsend,” I continued, “and yes, I’m the one you have named the Cloak. Thank you for that. It has served to put fear into the Sodality. I, and my companions, are responsible for the deaths of Sodality soldiers, including these who until moments ago held you captive. I hope to ease your mind. We want nothing in return. Our goal was to keep Willowbrook from becoming like Duskenweald. That, and to tell you what we have been doing.

      “I, along with more than a hundred of the priestesses of Odona, with a few monster tribes and other assorted peoples, are gathering those who are tired of the Sodality oppression. Tired of the way they have taken and taken and taken, and treated you like animals. Some towns have it better than others, but you know the suffering the Sodality can cause, even if by casting your eyes to Duskenweald.

      “My friends and I are mounting a resistance. You may have heard of us. We call ourselves the Echo of Yequn.”

      I heard a few soft voices intone, “Yequnites.”

      I chuckled. “Yes, some have called us Yequnites. Whatever you call us, though, the Sodality has different names. Scum, rebels, fools, dead people walking. Their worst nightmare. None of that matters to us. What matters is…well, I will let Princess Evina Isameine continue.” I glanced over at the princess and found her to be maintaining her air of calm, even though I picked up on a little trembling in one hand.

      “Yes,” she said smoothly. “What Adam says is true. The Sodality has been acting like we were pests, insects they could squash when they turned their attention to us. Quite some pests, we are. Pests strong enough to destroy the Neallir Fortress and tear the stone buildings and walls down to the ground. Do you know of the destruction of their mighty fortress? Ask your woodswomen, hunters, and scouts if they have seen it. The Sodality is learning not to underestimate us.

      “We need to tell you that hard times are coming. There is no growth without pain and we intend to bring pain to the Sodality. My family were caretakers for all of Tenos for centuries and I intend to carry on that stewardship by helping in any way I can to bring an end to the tyranny the Sodality has wrought. Though there will be danger and difficulty, have faith that in the end, when we emerge from the fire, it will be to a better world.

      “That being said, everyone here has a choice to make. Will you help us to usher in this better world, or will you support the current, corrupt system? I hope to work with you to bring about change, but it’s up to you to decide if you will help. The Sodality will send soldiers from Duskenweald, from Honor Reach, even from Paragonia. When they arrive, it would be best if you were not here, lest they try to punish you for our actions.

      “We will not apologize for what we have done. The Sodality forced our hand, and our compassion for your treatment—and your future treatment, like that of Duskenweald—motivated us into action. You may flee, disappearing in other towns or villages, you may stay and see what the Sodality does to you, or you may throw yourself upon their mercies and hope for civil treatment. Whichever choice you make, tell others about what you’ve seen and heard today. Spread the word. The Echo of Yequn is coming for the cruel masters and they will not survive our wrath.”

      Evina turned toward me and I nodded at her. That was it, what we had come for. It was time to make ourselves scarce.

      “Can we join you?” a voice from the enlarged crowd asked.

      “Yeah,” another said. “You can’t just leave us here after killing all these soldiers.”

      More muttering sounded as even more people came from out of their hiding places. I raised my hands and took a step forward. Some people flinched as if I was going to cast lightning or some other magic at them.

      “You can join our cause,” I said loudly. “You can become part of the movement. Unfortunately, you can’t come with us when we leave. It would be too dangerous where we go, especially with the Sodality chasing us. Go to other towns, flee the violence the soldiers mean to do to you. When the time is right, we will call for all supporters to gather. It’s all we can do for now.”

      Arguments broke out between the crowd, but we’d said all we could. I felt like I was being physically beaten, watching and listening to people who had been put into a difficult situation. I wish I could have taken them all to safety, but other concerns outweighed my empathy for the citizens of the town.

      “That makes me feel like shit,” I said to Evina as I dropped from the wagon bed and took her hand to guide her down. As if she couldn’t have done a double backflip or something equally badass to get down on her own. Still, she gave me a smile for my chivalry.

      “We discussed this,” she said. “There’s no way we could bring all these people back to Odonasia, through the Dreadlands and the tunnels. Besides, it only takes one to find out where we’re located and then report to the Sodality to bring ruin upon all of us.”

      “Yeah, I know. It doesn’t make it any easier, though. Some of these people are going to be beaten or killed when the Sodality gets here, if they haven’t fled by then.”

      I met Glasha near the town hall. The warrior had a frown on her face.

      “I need to talk to you about something. We may have a problem.”

      Great. Just what I needed. Another problem.
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      Glasha led me into the entry area of the town hall. The bodies I’d helped to put on the floor still lay there.

      “What is it now?” I asked.

      “Aedyl has something to tell you.”

      “Aedyl? Oh, Venom.”

      As if she’d been summoned, the elf sister with the mad stealth skills appeared instantly at my side. I might have jumped a little bit.

      “Holy shit. How do you do that?”

      “Do what?” she asked, tossing her hair over one shoulder. She’d let it down. I guessed that meant all the danger was over. “Drag your eyes to me because I’m so sexy you can’t resist?”

      Up until that point, Venom hadn’t been comfortable enough with me to flirt like nearly all the other sisters did constantly. Now that she’d relaxed a bit, I finally had to admit she was spectacularly gorgeous, like almost all the women in Odonasia.

      “Uh, no. I mean yes. I mean, yes, you are very sexy, but I was talking about how you just disappear and appear and…you’re fucking with me, huh?”

      “Mmmm. I’d like to fuck you. Ahem, with you. To you. Interested?”

      Glasha barked a laugh and even Evina, who’d followed me into the room, chuckled.

      “Is that why you brought me here, Glasha?”

      “No, of course not. Go ahead, tell him.”

      Venom winked at me, but finally got to business. “We spotted an artist, hiding in one of the buildings and drawing sketches of you. We haven’t done anything but put people in position to make sure she doesn’t escape. What would you have us do? Do you want me to kill her?”

      “What? No, of course not. We’re not going to kill someone for drawing.”

      “She will take those sketches to the Sodality,” the assassin said.

      “So what? They don’t need drawings of me to identify me.” I pointed at my chest. “Me, man. Every other fucking person in the world who can think independently, woman. Who cares if they know my face? If someone gets close enough to see it, we’ve already got a problem, right?”

      Venom frowned, but I was pretty sure it wasn’t for me. She hadn’t really thought it all through.

      “Leave her alone. If others see the sketches, it might even help us. Confirm that what the rumors will say is true. That there’s a khresha and he belongs to the resistance.”

      “I’ll spread the word,” Glasha said. “Aedyl, good job. Thank you.”

      “Yeah,” I added. “Thank you for watching out for us. For me. Great job with the scouting and preparing for us to make it in smoothly without getting any fatalities, too. You’re awesome.”

      The frown disappeared as one edge of her mouth quirked up into a half-smile. “Awesome enough for a reward?”

      “Sure. What do you want?”

      “How about a kiss? For now. I’ve heard it’s different from kissing a woman.”

      I snorted. “I would hope so. To answer you, I would love to kiss you. All you had to do was ask.”

      I pulled her lithe, toned body to me and gave her a kiss. It wasn’t super hot and passionate, maybe about a six or seven on the heat scale, but it was nice. I did love the feel of elven bodies. When we parted, I ran my fingers through her long hair.

      “You look amazing with your hair down like that. I mean, you look great all the time, but that look definitely suits you.”

      The assassin licked her lips, which were in a full smile now. “Mmm. The others are right. I enjoyed that.”

      “Me, too. So, are we ready to leave town?” I got no answer. I turned my head to see Glasha staring at me and Venom. “Glasha?”

      My green wife blinked. “Yes. We’re ready. You know some of them are going to follow us, right?”

      “I do. We’ll camp in the forest and rest up. Then, after dark, we’ll head back toward the Dreadlands. Our scouts will deter any who try to follow us in the dark. If any are too persistent, they’ll be rendered unconscious. Once we get into the trees, I don’t think we’ll have a problem with them tagging along. No one in their right mind would follow us into the Dreadlands. We’re done here. We need to go home.”

      “What if the Sodality comes before dark?” Evina asked.

      “We’ll send some scouts out to make sure they’re not coincidentally already on the way. Even if someone escaped and headed over to Duskenweald to report what happened, it’s a day’s travel or more between the two towns. They’ll never get here in time.”

      Our scouts noted some of the citizens of Willowbrook packing items and heading out of town, mostly to the north. It was less than half the townspeople, but that was better than nothing. Hopefully more would leave before the Sodality soldiers showed up.

      We made it back to Chiodh’s cave late the next day. As expected, some few people tried to blend in with us or tail us from a distance. We only had to knock two people out and leave them before no one tried to follow us any longer. I gave the black-haired dracora an update on all the things we’d found out, especially in regard to Nymyxiah and the other demons.

      “Demons,” Chiodh said. “I didn’t think they were real, or at least that they existed any longer. That’s quite a discovery. I would be interested to know what else you find out about them. Even the existence of those other caves is news to me. Erynth didn’t know about them?”

      “I don’t think so,” I said. “I haven’t talked a lot about it, but we came through her cave with the demoness, so I told her some.”

      The trip back to Odonasia was at a more comfortable pace, with full periods of sleep. I still had no idea how to track time effectively while in the caves, but I was definitely more rested when we got back than when we’d arrived in the West.

      Evina seemed a lot more relaxed on the trip home. We chatted quite a bit and she smiled and joked more than she had before. I liked it. I think she’d finally come to terms with expecting respect and actually earning it. I started to think of her more like a princess, a leader, than the spoiled girl we’d saved from the Sodality assassin. She stuck even more closely with me, keeping a little distance when Ysduil or my other girls wanted some attention, but my constant companion otherwise. Her and Zeerah, my two shadows, as Yssy described it with her customary giggle.

      We returned to Erynth’s caves in the afternoon. I took the opportunity to explain to her all the things I’d told her sister. She was interested in the news about the demons, but also about a series of caves she was unaware of. I promised to keep her updated and even offered her a spot with the group when we went to explore the caves. She said she’d think about it and for me to let her know before we left.

      We still had the sotin trainer to deal with, so it might be a few days before our exploration.

      On the way from Erynth’s cave to the palisade, Evina chatted with me. Her eyes kept darting from me to Ysduil, and to Amelie and Glasha. I was about to ask her if something was wrong when she started a new conversation.

      “You know I was on that island with my protectors, most of them more than thirty years older than me.”

      It wasn’t a question, but I gave her a confirmation anyway. “Sure.”

      “In that time, I grew up, went through my young adulthood. With all the things that go with that.”

      “Okay.”

      “I didn’t have a lot of opportunities for practice in learning new things. A lot of times, I had to figure some things out and practice myself.”

      I stopped and grabbed her arm, turning her to face me. “Evina, what are we talking about? Learning how to fight, which fork to hold at a fancy dinner? What?”

      “Did you know that historically, the Isameine family practiced polygamy?” She chewed on her fingernail while not quite meeting my eyes.

      “Oh. Is that what this is about? You had to practice pleasuring yourself?”

      The catgirl blushed. “I…yes. Not all the time. Nyana Treskalin helped me sometimes. She was nineteen years old when we escaped. She let me practice with her when I was older. To the extent she could. I had items, too…”

      “You had toys to masturbate with?”

      “Yes.”

      “That’s normal and healthy.”

      “I never thought of being with a man, but lately…”

      “Are you trying to say you want to be with me, Princess?”

      Her posture changed, her foot twisting in and her shoulders moving toward each other. Those green eyes wouldn’t point my way.

      “Because if you are, I would like that very much.”

      “You would?”

      “Of course I would. We’ve gotten closer over the last few weeks and you’re very beautiful and sexy. The question is, what is it exactly that you want? Do you want to try it out and see if you like it, or are you thinking something more long-lasting?”

      “I’m inexperienced with all of this. I only know that I want to be with you. I like to kiss you and I like that strange ritual where you hold my hand. It’s comfortable to talk to you and I always want to be around you. So…”

      “Evy, look at me.” She swung her head around so I could look into her eyes. “I feel the same way. Whatever you want is fine. If you just want sex, well, that’ll be fine with me. As you’ve noticed, it’s kind of my job nowadays. If you want more, though, I’m open to that, too. Now that I’ve come to know you, I can tell I would like to spend time with you on an ongoing basis. We don’t have to talk about all that right now, but I wanted you to know. If you would like to experience intimacy with me, I would love to be the first man you’ve been with. I think we’d both enjoy it.”

      She panted a breath. “I think so, too. Will you take me, Adam? Soon? I’ve waited and I don’t want to wait anymore. Show me?”

      I pulled her arm so she was close enough for me to lean in and kiss. “Of course. Tonight, if you want. As soon as we get settled, I would love to do things to that sexy body of yours.”

      “Oh. Ah, okay, then. Yes. I would…that would be…I mean, yes. Please.”

      I kissed her again. “You’re so fucking cute. It’s a date, then. Tonight, okay?”

      “Yes. Would you…hold my hand now, as we walk?”

      I looked over at Ysduil, who had moved a few steps away as she, Amelie, and Glasha waited for me. The others in our group had already moved on ahead. My foxgirl nodded and jerked her chin at Evina, then gave me a big smile.

      “I would love to hold your hand, Evy.” I clasped hers in mine and we started walking again. Exactly four steps later, Ysduil snatched up my other hand and the three of us walked hand in hand to the palisade gate.

      After washing up from our trip, I had to brief the council on what had happened, but I made it quick. Then my girls, Zeerah, Evina, and a few others went to the dining hall to eat an early dinner. As we finished, Ysduil kissed my cheek and pushed me toward the exit of the chamber.

      “Go on to the room to relax. I want to talk to Evina, Amelie, and Glasha. We’ll be along later.”

      I narrowed my eyes at the foxgirl. “What are you up to?”

      She playfully swatted at me. “Nothing. Why would you think that?”

      I shook my head. “Fine. I’ll see you in a little while. All of you.”

      I’d only been in the room for half an hour when I heard the slightest scuff on the stone floor. Evina walked slowly into my chamber, the same clothes on as when we first saw her. My eyes ate up the sight of her.

      I’d gotten used to her wearing her light leather armor lately. She looked fantastic in that, but her casual clothes made me want to drool. The fancy straps of her black top notwithstanding, the tiny piece of clothing definitely qualified as a bikini top. The strategic holes in the fabric—cut in as a design, not artfully torn—revealed patches of pale flesh even in the small area the top covered, and the remaining cloth was so tight, I could see every little bump and curve.

      The bottoms were unlike anything I’d ever seen. Two pieces of small, stretchy cloth molded to her tight ass and covered just enough of her front to be decent. One covered the front and one the back and they were tied together with string on each side that left a few inches of skin visible along the sides of her hips. Her long, shapely legs were on full display as they slowly carried her toward me.

      Her red hair had been brushed out, along with the fur on her ears and tail. Her lips even looked redder, though I’d seen no makeup or lipstick in this world yet.

      “Is it a good time?” she asked, swiping her hair over one shoulder.

      “God, Evy. With you looking like that, any time is a good time.”

      She shifted her legs, making one hip rise up higher than the other, and she pursed her lips. “Can I make a request?”

      At the moment, she could ask me anything she wanted.

      “Of course.”

      “I was thinking about how you married Amelie, but the wedding celebration was cut short.”

      “Yeah. I told her I’d make it up to her.”

      “I know. She and I had a long talk. Ysduil, too. And Glasha.”

      Uh-oh. I wasn’t sure I was thrilled about which way this was going.

      “You did?”

      “Mmmmm-hmmmm. I wanted to make sure I wasn’t going to cause any problems.”

      “And?”

      “They are all so very lovely. They support me being with you, even encouraging me to think about joining your close inner group permanently.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Mmmm-hmmm. They proposed something.”

      “Evy, please just get it all out. You’re driving me crazy here.”

      “Girls?”

      Amelie bounced into the room. When I say that, I really mean that she literally bounced. Like a super-sexy Tigger. Her chest moved with her actions and for a moment I was mesmerized. She gave me a wink and kissed the air toward me. Right behind her, Ysduil sashayed into the room with her full-on sexy priestess walk that always had a pronounced effect on me. Exactly like it was now.

      My pants felt tighter than they had a moment before.

      Yssy stepped up next to Evina and put an arm around her, then dropped her hand to pinch the catgirl’s ass.

      The princess hopped a little in surprise. “Ooh.” Then she wriggled. “Ooooh.”

      “We thought that it would be a good time for the four of us to have a little fun,” Yssy said. “Amelie suggested we all play together. Glasha offered to watch the entryway, but wants me to tell you that you owe her something special for her service.”

      “I did not say that,” the dunim woman’s voice said from outside the room. “I don’t think I’m ready for such a complex…thing.”

      I chuckled. “I love you, Glasha, and I am definitely going to do something special for you. Thank you.”

      “I love you,” she said. The fact that she said it aloud and in front of others, if anything, made me harder. God, I loved that woman.

      “So, you see,” Ysduil said. “We’re all here and no one will interrupt us and I don’t know about these other sexy ladies, but I want to be fucked. What do you think, my love?”

      “I think I love you and that because of that, I will go along with your plan. Oh, the sacrifices…”

      Three bodies launched through the air to tackle me onto our bed. This was going to be an amazing evening.
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      Evina crawled up my body and arched her back as only a catgirl could.

      “The girls explained it to me, that sometimes they play with each other while they’re playing with you.” She licked up my neck, sending electric jolts down my chest. Her tongue was rougher than a normal human’s, something I hadn’t noticed much when kissing her. “Ysduil wanted to make sure I was okay with that, so she kissed me. Then Amelie did.” She put her mouth to my ear. “I got wet when she sucked on my tongue. Mmmmm.”

      Oh, God.

      Her tongue, her lips on my ear, what she said, her body rubbing on my crotch, it all melded together. My dick snapped straight and rock-hard like a switchblade. I thought I might have heard the snick of it, muffled under my pants.

      Even as Evy was teasing me, Ysduil and Amelie were full into a hot, passionate kiss, both women moaning softly and touching each other with their hands. Amelie’s were on Yssy’s face and the foxgirl’s were kneading the bunny’s tits.

      It was too much at one time. To combat the confusion as to what I should do, I ran my hands up Evina’s belly to her fancy bikini top and stroked her nipples through the cloth.

      “Ooooh.” The catgirl arched her back even more, thrusting her chest toward me.

      I’d wanted the catgirl for so long, I didn’t wait, but snatched the top off her and over her head. I threw it away from us and took my first look of her bare chest. I licked my lips as I catalogued every inch of her flesh.

      She wasn’t big-chested, not even as full as Ysduil was. Her breasts were also different in that they weren’t round, but were more like cones, though still of moderate size and perky. Her nipples were almost sharp and they called to me.

      Evina had stopped to watch my reaction. I flicked my eyes to her and made a little growling noise in my throat. Then I dove in. Both hands went around her breasts, squeezing them as I took a nipple in my mouth and sucked.

      “Mmmm. Mmmm-hmmmm. Mmmmm-hmmmmm.”

      I twirled my tongue around her hard nipples and kept sucking. Evy thrashed her body and hummed, but then I heard a new noise. It started slowly, a buzzing that I barely heard. It got louder, though, and soon I could feel it in my mouth. The vibration went through her chest and tickled my ears.

      Purring.

      The gorgeous, sexy catgirl was purring into my mouth.

      I had to close my eyes for a moment to keep myself from losing it. I switched to her other nipple and the purring got louder.

      “Ooooh,” Ysduil said. “I want some.” She nudged me aside so she could put her mouth on Evina’s other nipple and started sucking and flicking her tongue to tease the cat woman.

      Amelie, without a partner, moved over to put her face on Evina’s and the two started kissing. Their moans, so close to my ears, added to the purring. Even Yssy moaned, driven by the sound emanating from the catgirl’s chest.

      A hand ran up my leg and stroked my dick over my pants.

      “Oh, yeah,” I said. “More of that.”

      I didn’t even know whose hand it was, too occupied to look. Both my hands were still squeezing Evy’s tits, but there were more than enough around. I felt my pants being unbuckled and the frantic, awkward pull on them to get them off me.

      “Mmmm. Mmmmm-hmmmmm.” Evy hummed as she purred and her hands grazed my chest as they went to Amelie’s. I opened my eyes to look around at the jumble of body parts and found Amelie’s small, soft hands finishing the job of taking off my pants while Evina kissed her and fondled her breast, and Yssy and I continued to suck on the catgirl’s chest.

      Once soft hands wrapped around my shaft, it was time to reposition. I pulled my mouth off Evy’s nipple with a pop, taking one last look at her fascinatingly shaped breasts and giving them one last squeeze.

      “Tribbing,” I said. “Ysduil, pull your dress up. Amelie, you too. I want to see your beautiful little pussies.” My girls jumped to it and pulled their dresses up to their waists. “On second thought…” I pulled Ysduil’s dress all the way off then did the same for Amelie. With both of my sexy wives naked, we were ready to go.

      I pulled Evina’s head to me and kissed her hard, pinching a nipple to go that extra mile. Then I turned to my wives.

      “Yssy, lie down, open your legs.” She did so and I whimpered. I wanted to lick that wet slit so badly. She’d even shaved it for me. “Amelie, you lie down, one leg over Yssy’s and one under. Line up your pretty little slit to hers.” The bunny girl, panting, did what I said. “Now, rub. Find the best spot to get some clit action.”

      It took the women a few seconds of maneuvering, then they both moaned at the same time as they scissored and ground their crotches together.

      “Ooooh. Yes, yes. Oh, Amelie.”

      “Aaaauuuugh. Yeah. Yeah-yeah-yeah.”

      They pulled on each other’s legs and smashed their pussies together, thrusting their hips to grind for the entire length of their wet slits. Both had their mouths open and their eyes slitted, but still gazed at their partner as they gyrated and moaned.

      “Does that look like fun?” I asked Evy, whose purring was at an all-time high. She licked her lips and panted. “Don’t feel left out. You have me.”

      I pulled her roughly toward me and plunged my tongue into her mouth, stifling a questioning moan. I rubbed my hand up her back, then back down to slide a finger between her ass cheeks, curling it up to dive under the little shorts she wore.

      Pulling my mouth from hers, I panted at her. “I really want to cut those strings and tear that cloth off you with my teeth.

      “Mmmm. Mmmm-hmmmmm, Mmmm-hmmmm.”

      I had enough willpower left to keep from ruining her clothes, though. I frantically untied her tiny little shorts. So. Fucking. Tight. The cloth not only revealed the heavenly curves of her ass, but her lips were engorged and plump under her shorts.

      Once I got the strings taken care of, I dropped my head so I could take her clothing in my mouth and pull it off her. Amelie and Ysduil had positioned themselves so they were half sitting up, pulling on each other’s legs hard now to slide their clits together, moaning louder with each contact.

      “Yssy. Yeah. Your bald pussy feels so good. Yeah-yeah-yeah-yeah.”

      “Mmmm. Amy. Fuck me. You’re so soft and wet down there.”

      I tore Evy’s shorts off just as Amelie and Ysduil pulled each other up to kiss while they continued to grind each other.

      “Do you like this?” I asked the catgirl as I licked her slit from bottom to top. Her scent was all pine and loam, with a hint of warm fur, but her taste as I lapped up her juices, was slightly different. Sea salt and vinegar potato chips. I knew that I couldn’t have just one.

      “Yes,” she whispered. “Mmmm-hmmmm. Lick me. Oh, Adam, lick me some more.” Her voice was so faint, I could barely hear it over the other two women, but that just made it all that much sexier. I was pantless, and as I licked the catgirl, the head of my dick dragged on the bed, sending warmth through my shaft in pulses.

      My tongue ran along Evina’s slick, hot lips and plunged inside her. A finger added to tickle her lips and my tongue moving to her clit brought out contractions so powerful, her body almost got away from me, shuddering across the bed.

      “Oh. Adam. I…mmmm-hmmmm. It’s too…uh-huh…uh-huh…I…YES!”

      Claw-like fingers dug into the side of my head and the catgirl pulled me hard into her. One flick of the tongue inside was all it took to start liquid gushing into my mouth.

      For a moment, all I could focus on was not drowning in Evina’s nectar. I licked and sucked on her lips, taking them up into my mouth and pulling them tight. She continued to buck until she finally settled down.

      But I wasn’t going to let her off that easily.

      I picked up the catgirl, rolled onto my back, and plopped her down on top of me. “Get on me,” I said. “Put it in you.”

      With wide eyes, the princess did as I told her, holding my dick with both hands and lowering herself as she aimed for her slit. It had barely pushed her lips aside when Amelie and Ysduil exploded into frantic jerking. Ysduil’s mouth was latched firmly on Amelie’s tit while both pulled each other hard enough to bruise, slamming their vaginas together.

      “Yeah-yeah-yeah. Yssy. Don’t stop, don’t stop.”

      “Mmmm. Mmmmm-rrrrrrrrrr! Yes.”

      Every line of every muscle in the foxgirl and bunny girl stood out as they pulled with their arms and pushed as hard as they could with their glutes, wriggling to smear their soaked pussies together with wet, slushing noises.

      My dick twitched at the sight and I was afraid I was going to spurt without even entering Evina, but I clenched down and maintained control. Once the danger had passed, I thrust up and buried a quarter of my dick in the catgirl’s hot, wet slit.

      “Is that okay?” I asked. She’d admitted to playing with phalluses, but I didn’t know if she could take me without pain.

      “Mmmmm-hmmmmmm!”

      I blinked several times to focus on the beautiful princess’s face, then I ran my hands up her waist and abs to stroke her chest. Her lidded, smiling, half open mouth sent energy through me and I started to thrust into her. Her purring, still running loudly nonstop, tingled my body all the way down through my cock and my hips.

      One of my hands ran up through her hair and grabbed an ear, then pulled her into a kiss. It threw her rhythm off, so I let her sit up again, but the way she writhed and wriggled, she enjoyed the feel of me in her as much as I enjoyed her canal caressing my dick.

      We weren’t quite able to get our rhythm straight, so I put my hands on her waist and pushed and pulled in time with our thrusts. She got the hang of it quickly and we moved together, escalating the feeling with every clenching of our glutes.

      Then Amelie’s beautiful face was suddenly over mine, kissing me and licking off the residual juices from Evina’s earlier orgasm.

      She licked her lips. “That tastes soooo good. It’s your taste mixed with hers. I need to lick her next time.” She sucked on my tongue and my eyes closed for a moment. When I opened them again, she was straddling my face while she put Evina’s hands on her tits. She even leaned forward to take Evina’s nipple in her mouth. To add to the scene, Ysduil moved over to reach around Evina from behind to play with her other breast while she kissed the catgirl on her neck and ears and pulled her head to the side to give her a hot, wet kiss that lasted for a really, really long time.

      All those little parts escalated the pressure in my body. I sucked and bit at Amelie’s soft, wet pussy lips, pulling her down onto my face. The three women kissed and fondled and sucked. All through it, Evina and I had become connected, moving in time and increasing the waves of pleasure going through us with every thrust.

      “Oh-oh-oh. Mmmmmm-hmmmmmm.”

      I felt like I was part of a circuit, the energy sexual instead of electric. It flowed through Amelie into my tongue, up through my shaft to Evina, into Ysduil who was fingering herself even as she kissed and licked the catgirl. It built, and built, and built.

      I think I was the first to go, which was totally fine because it was only my first orgasm of the evening. It set off a chain reaction. I thrust so hard I nearly knocked Evina off me. Her internal muscles clamped down on me, holding me to her as her body gyrated and bucked.

      “Uh-huh-uh-huh-uh-huh. Mmmm-mmmm-mmm-hmmmmm,” she screamed.

      “Yeah-yeah-yeah-yeah,” Amelie added.

      “Oh-oh-oh-ooooohhh,” Ysduil shouted into Evina’s neck.

      All the accumulated sperm from the last several days when I’d been too busy to properly eject it rocketed into the princess as her own fluids dripped down onto me. I almost choked at the sheer amount of Amelie’s lilac nectar filling my mouth and she juddered on top of my face. Ysduil jerked as she rammed her fingers so far up into her slit, half her hand went with it.

      It was more than a minute until my muscles stopped twitching and we could disentangle ourselves. I kissed each woman, letting my tongue linger on Amelie’s lips first, then Evina’s, then Ysduil’s.

      “God, that was amazing,” I said. “Does that pay back what I owe you, honey?”

      Amelie snuggled against my chest. “Yes. I loved it. You don’t owe me anything, but please, please, please, can we do that again?”

      “I second that,” Ysduil said, licking the side of Evina’s face.

      “What about you, Evy?” I asked.

      “Can we do it again now?”

      What could I say? I thought I was falling in love with the catgirl princess.
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      Imorith Sartyne, Paragon of the Aycrishi Sodality, heaved a massive sigh as she swept her gaze over the scattered papers on her desk. The too-warm fire in the large fireplace a dozen paces away cast its withering heat upon her, but still did not stop the shiver that racked her limbs.

      “Gods damned reports,” she spat, tossing a stack of papers across the surface of her desk. “If I’d known starting the Sodality would be this much paperwork, I might have given the responsibility to someone else.” She let out a mournful, sarcastic chuckle, like dried twigs rolling across a stone floor in a soft breeze.

      No, she thought. You would not have. Paperwork is the least disagreeable part of the job.

      Her High Inquisitor, Semara Lightglow, would arrive any moment for her verbal report. Imorith considered her friend. They’d been so close, once. Inseparable. She had trusted Semara with her life, and the other woman had done the same. Through the planning and organizing, the dirty business with the Isameine family and the subsequent slaughter of so many of the extended family, then to the years-long process of seizing every man of every race, the two had worked side-by-side. They had created something the world had never seen, what the world had not known it needed, and they had endured all the challenges. Together.

      Oh, Semara.

      Imorith’s friend could not hide from her the turmoil within her. She did her job dutifully, played at being the loyal and respectful friend. The Paragon could see in the way that Semara acted toward her, the little things she did and said, that the woman had put up a wall between the two.

      If I could only explain. Tell her everything…but no. Some things were meant to stay secret, lest they lose their power to do good. Or prevent evil.

      Another sigh, another glance at the numerous reports. Unrest, violence, corruption, where did it all end? When would all that had happened and was happening tread past the line of being justified? When was it that many smaller evils outbalanced a larger?

      Imorith’s ears picked up the soft sound of bootfalls in the corridor. Even with Semara’s light steps and the heavy wooden door, she could hear the soft scuffing of leather on the stones, providing a sharp counterpoint to the popping and crackling of the fire. She sat up straighter in her chair and schooled her face to a distinguished neutral. The Paragon had more practice, and was more effective, at hiding her feelings and intentions than Semara. It had saved her life more than once, allowed her to bluff to gain the upper hand. It would serve as well to make Semara believe Imorith was ignorant of certain feelings and conversations that could not be overlooked much longer.

      Semara, Semara.

      The precise rap at her door announced Imorith’s oldest friend.

      “Come.”

      The prim elf stepped inside and closed the door behind her. The ever-present leather wrap containing important papers was held at precisely the same angle as ever while Semara utilized her efficient gait to pace toward the desk.

      That face. So pretty, so familiar after all the years. Her pale hair, pulled back to display her sharply pointed full-elven ears had leather ties to hold it in a tail, dropping just short of halfway down the backplate of Semara’s armor. Still wearing her armor all day, even in the heart of the Paragon’s Tower.

      “I have the reports for you, my P—uh, Imorith.”

      Imorith gave Semara a weary smile. She tried, her friend did. Was it so hard for her to recall the friendship they’d shared for so long?

      “Please, sit Semara. What do you have for me today?”

      “A report from the sole survivor of the attack at Recruitment Center 3E. She was well-hidden and could not see much, but she did describe the sounds of battle and the apparent capture of Betagitte Vick. She also distinctly heard the leader of the attackers being addressed by name.”

      “It’s confirmed that they took Betagitte prisoner and didn’t kill her?”

      “Yes. Her body was not found and the survivor’s report is clear that they spoke of the capture, even to the point she heard the leader speak to her.”

      “I see. The leader’s name?”

      “Adam.”

      “Adam?”

      “That is correct. A male voice, according to the survivor.”

      Imorith tapped her lips with her finger. “Adam.”

      “There is more,” Semara said.

      “Go on.”

      “The…actions at Duskenweald proceed apace. However, trouble visited Willowbrook.”

      “Trouble.”

      “Yes. Soldiers were stationed there to maintain order until Duskenweald was completely secured and the work was underway, then more were to go and repeat the process with Willowbrook. A force came in and slaughtered all the Willowbrook soldiers. The citizens mostly fled. Only a handful were there when three units of troops arrived.”

      The pressure behind Imorith’s eyes drew her hand up to rub them before she even thought about it. “The whole town. We lost an entire town of people.”

      “Near enough. It gets worse, I’m afraid.”

      Imorith dropped her hand and locked her eyes onto Semara. “Well, don’t treat it like a storytelling faire. Finish your report. Give it all to me.”

      “Of course. After defeating the soldiers, the attackers gave a speech. First was a woman. A menna with red hair.”

      Goddess save us from fools, the Paragon thought.

      “She claimed to be Evina Isameine, and that she was rescued from a Sodality assassin recently. We still have no word from Nemaea. After speaking of a resistance movement, the Echo of Yequn which I have reported to you about before, she introduced her co-conspirator. A man. Named Adam Townsend.”

      Imorith felt like smashing something, but her body went deadly calm like it was preparing for an epic tantrum. “The same Adam as at the Recruitment Center.”

      “We believe so. It is unreasonable to believe there are two khresha, not to mention two named Adam.”

      “You know all this how?”

      “Some of the citizens of Willowbrook, the ones who stayed, tried to ingratiate themselves by reporting all they heard. I have copies here of what was said. Generally. I also have sketches that a local artist created for us. She was rewarded well.” Semara pulled several sheets of paper from her leather folder and handed them over to Imorith.

      The Paragon skimmed the speech, but her eyes were immediately drawn to the images sketched by the artist. They were good work, lifelike. Imorith flicked her gaze back to Semara before she lingered on the drawings for too long.

      She let out a sigh. “Is that all the bad news? Tell me that’s all you have for now, Semara.”

      A wry smile flickered on the elf’s face before she smothered it. “Yes. That is all for now. I’m sorry to bring more bad news, but—”

      “If I wanted all good news, I would not have become the Paragon. How are we to solve the world’s problems without addressing those problems?” She forced a smile at her old friend. “Thank you. I’m sorry if I have been tense of late, that I have taken my mood out on you. I appreciate your work and your friendship.”

      “Of course…Imorith. I only desire to help.”

      “I appreciate that. I may take a few days to rest. I have not visited my mother for some time and I think seeing her at her home would help put things in perspective. I will determine a time and we can work on an itinerary that will not impact our operations.”

      “That sounds like a good release. I will work on arranging things.”

      “Very good. Goodnight, Semara. Sleep well.”

      “You as well. Goodnight.”

      Imorith watched her old friend leave, slipping out the door and closing it silently behind her. After the footsteps receded, she picked up the pictures of this Adam. Her heart bumped in her chest and her breathing grew rapid, as if her throat was constricting.

      It was as she’d thought with her first glimpse. Those sketchings, that face. It looked so familiar. She would need to check to be sure, but a sudden feeling of dread welled up in her. The Paragon closed her eyes and focused on her breathing.

      As if it weren’t enough trouble that her best friend was plotting against her. Now she had to deal with this. She had to talk to her mother. Immediately. After a few moments to bring her breathing under control, she began to gather up some of her papers. Her trip would not be waiting for Semara to organize things. She would leave tonight.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Parting Words

          

        

      

    

    
      Thank you for reading Princess: Aycrishi Sodality Book 4! I hope you enjoyed it. If so, could you do me a solid and leave a review? As a new author in this genre, it would mean the world to me if you could help spread the word about my stories. There’s no better way than recommendations from someone who has read the book. Building a base of readers will allow me to continue to write, not only in this series, but in several more I’m eager to start.

      Also, if you want to get a similar standalone story for free, I’ve written Elf Queen just for you. You can pick it up by going to my website (https://philaerix.com/) and clicking on the button next to the cover.

      Finally, if you want to find more harem stories, or just hang out with those who appreciate them, check out the Harem Lit, Harem Gamelit  Monster Girl Fiction , Harem Lit Readers, and Dukes of Harem groups on Facebook!

      

      Wanna check out the next book in the series? Click on the cover below and see what it’s all about.
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      I’m Phil Aerix and I write fantastical stories with some heat.

      I like tales about regular guys who through some twist of fate meet beautiful, sexy women of all kinds who may need some help, a little attention, or someone to go into battle beside. Elves, faeries, beastkin, monster girls, I love them all, and I love writing about them.

      You can catch up with me via e-mail at Phil@philaerix.com or on Facebook (https://www.facebook.com/PhilAerixAuthor). I love getting questions or just chatting about the genre. I hope to see you around the block. Or in some harem-centric world, whichever is easiest and the most fun.
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