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      The scowl directed at me never wavered and the woman’s brown eyes didn’t blink as she did her best to impale me with her gaze.

      “Give me a few minutes with her,” Glasha Axecrusher said. “I’ll get some answers out of her.”

      I sighed and addressed my sexy green wife. “No, Glasha. We’re not going to resort to torture. Yet. No sense in getting violent.”

      The dunim woman shrugged her shoulders. Her muscles twitched and her breasts shifted in her revealing leather half-breastplate. “It worries me not.”

      “Well, it worries me. I’d rather we not be like the Sodality, if we can help it.”

      “You might as well kill me, khresha,” the woman sitting in the chair in front of me said. “I’ll not give you any information. When the soldiers find you, they will hurt you before they submit you to training. I’ll make sure of it.”

      Nysea Ott, the new Grand Priestess of Odona, leader of all the priestesses of the sex goddess, worried her plump bottom lip in her teeth. Even nervous and uncomfortable, the bunny beastkin was smoking hot. “Is this really necessary, Adam?”

      “It is. We need to know about how the sotin are trained. If we can learn more, maybe we can reverse their control over all the men.”

      The prisoner laughed. “It cannot be done.”

      I considered letting Glasha soften the woman up. We’d caught her when we raided a Sodality recruitment center full of people they’d captured to train as new soldiers. We had attacked it to save the recruits, including my wife Amelie’s own mother and sister, but we’d found the sotin trainer that sat before me now there as well. We needed to know what she knew.

      “Excuse me,” a low, sultry voice said. I recognized it, of course, and turned to find not only Ysduil, my gorgeous foxgirl wife, but also my stunning bunny-girl wife Amelie. But neither of those two were the one who spoke. That distinction belonged to an exotic and frustratingly sexy woman between them.

      Her leathery batlike wings flexed behind her as her glowing violet eyes found mine. Aside from the wings, a literally devilish tail, and the bottom half of her legs being those of a furry goat, complete with hoofs, Nymyxiah looked like any other genetically blessed supermodel, even if one with soft magenta skin. With a body that could make your eyes dry out from staring at it, lips that begged to be kissed—now displaying that sexy smirk she liked to wear—and a face that could make you forget—well, everything—she was a study in sensuality.

      Unsurprising, since she happened to be a succubus, a demoness who specialized in wrapping people around her finger, whether male or female. Yeah, she was that fucking hot. That’s not even mentioning the magic she had to supercharge the attraction you felt for her at first glance.

      “Hi, Myxi,” I said. “What’s up? Are you three out for a walk?” I didn’t mention the two guards tagging along with the demoness and my two wives, though I did give them a little wave.

      “Ysduil was explaining to me where you were and what you were doing.”

      Though the demoness was technically a prisoner, she’d been very helpful and cooperative so far. At worst, her situation was kind of a loose house arrest. I liked her, though I didn’t trust her completely yet. I had no issue with her being present or asking questions about our new captive who was definitely not just under house arrest. As the bindings on her hands and legs attested.

      “Oh? Do your people have ways of getting information that would help us?”

      I almost hated to ask. With demons, I figured it would be torture, probably worse than Glasha could even imagine.

      “My people, maybe not. Myself, yes.”

      “I don’t want to cause her harm unless we have to.”

      “Adam,” Ysduil said. “You’re talking to Nymyxiah.”

      My brows drew down. “Uh, yeah. I know who I’m talking to.”

      “Nymyxiah the succubus.”

      “I kn…oh, right. Myxi, are you offering to help us with your power?”

      “Of course. I am at your disposal. I believe I can make this easier on all of us.”

      “By all means. What do you propose?”

      A wicked smile flashed across the woman’s face but disappeared quickly. “Step back? I’ll show you.”

      I moved away, leaving a space of at least five feet around the sotin trainer in the chair. Her eyes had gone wide, probably from seeing her first demon. It had been a shock to me, too. Of course, Nymyxiah had dozens of monsters at her beck and call when I’d met her, and she’d tried to kill me.

      Worse, she’d tried to control me.

      It was what succubi did, after all. They charmed people and used them as tools. I was pretty sure that was what she proposed, but I didn’t know enough about it. “Myxi, is what you’re going to do reversible?”

      “Of course. I can withdraw my power at any time and she will be like she was never under it.”

      I almost asked if the woman would even have the ability to access her knowledge and memories when under the demoness’s power. I’d been imagining it like a sotin, unable to do anything—or even think—on their own. I now suspected that might not be the case.

      The demoness glided up to the chair, her slow, careful steps positioning her spectacular body in the sexiest way with every step. Her clothing, essentially a leather bikini, made it easy to see all the luscious details of her shifting body.

      “Do I frighten you, my pet?” Myxi said to the sotin trainer in a voice that was at once sexy and also scary. My ears tingled with the magic it held. I put my hand on the pommel of my sword, but the demoness ignored me. Her entire focus was on the brunette in the chair.

      “Nothing you children can do frightens me,” the woman said boldly, though her voice trembled a bit.

      Nymyxiah put a slender finger up to her lips. “Hmmmm. Perhaps. It is no matter, though. Do I please you? Do you enjoy looking upon me?”

      “I d…” Whatever she was going to say was snatched from her mouth.

      “Mmmmm. I think you do. I think you want to please me, because it would give pleasure to you.” A pink, thin tongue snaked out and danced over Myxi’s lips. “I would like to take my time with you, tease you and prove that deep down, you want me so badly you’ll do anything. But alas, my friends are in a rush, so this may feel awkward. Know that it pleases me and you can take your own ecstasy in that.”

      Without waiting for a response, the dazzling demoness started to sing.

      I couldn’t recognize any of the words. Hell, I didn’t know if there were words. The buzzing of magic was even stronger than a moment before, though I felt no danger from it. I recognized it as the same type that she’d used on me when we’d met, but she could apparently control who it affected, or at least who she pointed it at.

      The sotin trainer’s eyes widened, then slitted in pleasure. A soft, longing moan slipped out of her lips and she swayed, looking dreamily into Nymyxiah’s luminous violet eyes.

      To be honest, the whole thing kind of turned me on. It was probably a combination of the sexy quality of Myxi’s voice and the added magic, but I felt some stirrings down low that I really didn’t want to increase. I locked my eyes on the sotin trainer and clenched my fist to give me a physical focal point to concentrate on.

      “Now,” the demoness said, her voice firm and commanding. “You will do as I say. You will do as Adam says. It pleases me for you to please him, in whatever way he chooses. You will do nothing to impede him or his desires, and you will offer your very soul as well as your mind and your body to him without delay. Is that clear?”

      “Yes, Mistress.”

      “Mmmmm, good,” she purred. “I do love to be addressed by my title. Now, my pet, to show how eager you are to please me and Adam, tell us your name and your occupation.”

      “Of course, Mistress.” The sotin trainer’s voice didn’t sound strained, nor were her eyes glazed. Once they’d lost their look of pure pleasure, they’d returned to normal, lucid orbs. “My name is Betagitte Vick. I am the Principal Sotin Trainer for the Aycrishi Sodality. My job is to conduct initial conditioning on men and to develop them into the efficient tools the Sodality needs.”

      “What are your intentions toward Adam Townsend,” Myxi asked, glancing at me.

      “Had I soldiers to do so, I would take him to the training facility, where I would strip away his troublesome personality and independent thought and make him into an obedient sotin.”

      “What would you do to him after you’d made him into a sotin?”

      “First I would make him drink stone draught tea and then I would mount him and cause him to spray his seed into me.”

      “Oh, my.”

      The demoness gestured toward the woman as if presenting me a gift. In truth, she had. She’d gained some serious points with me for her effort.

      “Betagitte,” I said. “How many sotin have you trained?”

      “All of them.”

      I met eyes with Nysea. I know mine mirrored the anger I found in hers.

      “All of them?”

      “Yes. I was young when the Paragon and I developed the techniques for training the men. She and I originated the process, and I have had a hand in training every sotin that has gone through the training facility.”

      “They’re only trained in one place?”

      “Yes. The process is complex and involves tools and facilities that are not found elsewhere. It gives us nearly one hundred percent success rate. Once we modified the original process over the first few years of testing.”

      I wasn’t even sure I wanted to delve into it further, but we needed to really understand what they were doing in order to have a chance at defeating or reversing it.

      “What things are needed?”

      “The first few months are the most important. During that time, we have restraints, devices that cause pain—and a few that cause pleasure—and some magical artifacts that were crafted for the specific purpose of affecting the mind.”

      “What kind of magical artifacts?” I asked.

      “The Soul Scepter, the Collar of Mentality, and the Sinew Cuffs.”

      “So the training does have magical components?”

      “Yes.”

      “There’s no problem with magic waning in the last decade or two?”

      “No. The artifacts still operate as they did. We have not trained a sotin for many years, however, other than male children that have been born. Those are easier, because we can condition them as they grow rather than to counteract all the previous experience like we have to do with adults. It is possible the tools may have a lesser efficacy than originally, but that would only lengthen the time of training without affecting the chance of completing it. There is no doubt that when you are trained, your mind will be completely ours, as with all the others.”

      “I see. All these tools, they’re in the training center?”

      “They are. It is forbidden to remove them. When not in use, they are kept in the vault.”

      I leaned in to look deep into the trainer’s eyes. “Where is this training center, exactly?”
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      I had Betagitte explain, in detail, where the training center was. It carried the grandiose name School of Ascendance, but I decided I would call it the training center. Or maybe the brainwash station.

      “You will sit quietly and will hear nothing until I release you from that command,” Nymyxiah said.

      We turned our backs on the sotin trainer, though her guards remained vigilant.

      “You can tell her to selectively not hear anything like that?” I asked.

      “Yes. There are a number of things I can do once someone is in my thrall.”

      “How does she hear you for you to release her from that command?” Ysduil asked. My sexy foxgirl wife watched the prisoner as she asked Myxi the question.

      “What I do has nothing to do with her actual ability to hear. Rather, it forces her mind to ignore all sound that is not my voice—or Adam’s—releasing her from that order. Even should we speak secrets right into her ear, her brain will not allow her to consume the information. I am unsure how that works, other than it is magic.”

      My head spun with the implications. I swallowed hard. If she’d succeeded in charming me when we met, she could have made me use my magic and slaughter all my friends. The demon woman, for all her beauty and agreeable personality, was likely the most dangerous person in Odonasia.

      A soft touch on my arm brought me out of my musings. I looked down to find Myxi’s hand.

      “I know that look. Don’t be afraid of me, Adam. I would never use my power on you again. Not now that I know you. Forgive me for striking out at you when we met. All I knew was that an enemy had come to kill me.”

      Her eyes held sincerity and I mostly believed her. I wanted to trust her fully, but I simply couldn’t. Not yet. That one tiny part of me that was still on guard wouldn’t allow it.

      I patted her hand. “I won’t bother asking you again if you can read my mind. I appreciate explaining yourself. You’re kind of scary, though, you know?”

      She pursed her lips as if to kiss me. “I can be, but not to my friends. Never to my friends. Now that I have learned what it means to have them.”

      I continued to stare into her eyes for a moment, lost in the color. Then I blinked and shook myself out of it. “So…how far does your control go? As far as keeping her in thrall? Does it wear off so you have to sing to her again? Does it have a distance requirement?”

      “My magic will remain active as long as I choose to keep it that way. I have practiced for many years, so I can maintain it even while asleep. It takes a toll, but that depends upon the strength of will of the person subjected to my magic. With those who are strong, or have magic that can try to counteract my control, it is a constant wrestling match and the effort is draining. For her? I could maintain it indefinitely, even through stone walls and to a distance of something close to half a mile.”

      “Wow. Okay, how many people can you control at once?”

      “My specialty is in training monsters, so I haven’t pushed the limits of my magic on people to know how to answer you. Each additional person is progressively harder, and depending upon how hard they are to control individually, it could be anywhere from five to twenty individuals. I think. I’ve never tested more than three with moderate resistance. If I take too many, maintaining it will leave me unable to do anything but focus on the control. At that point, a child could step up and vanquish me.”

      I nodded. “That’s impressive. Do you want to ask her questions to get information we need?”

      “I have shared her with you. My command that she obey you completely gives you as much control as I have. Indeed, if you were to countermand my directions, she would be frozen between two equally powerful impulses to obey. You may ask whatever you like and she will answer as if I had asked.”

      Another mark in her favor, if she was telling the truth. I almost suggested testing it, but no. If I was ever going to trust the demoness, I would need to start somewhere.

      “Okay, then. I’m going to get into details. Any of you who want to stay, feel free. If you want to leave, I’ll give you a summary of what we find out. Nysea sent for a…ah, there she is. Hi, Ruwena. Are you here to take notes for us?”

      Ruwena Telaxin was an avecry—also called gnome—priestess who Nysea had recently named scholar and scribe of Odonasia. She gave me a wink and pursed her lips. “I am, unless you had something else in mind.” She wiggled, making her priestess dress shimmer in the brazier light.

      I caught Ysduil raising her eyebrows at me, no doubt to suggest that I put something else in my mind. I laughed at both women. Priestesses of Odona! The followers of the sex goddess were certainly devout in their beliefs. “While that sounds delicious, I think just the notes for now will be best.”

      “Awww.” She chuckled. “Very well. Give me a moment to set up and then we can start.”

      None of those present wanted to leave, so Nymyxiah, Ysduil, Nysea, and I gathered around the chair where Betagitte still sat motionlessly, while Amelie, Glasha, Ruwena, and the guards took positions farther away.

      “Betagitte,” I said. “I release you from the command to not hear and you may move normally, but do not struggle or try to escape. Do you understand me?”

      “Yes, Master.”

      A nauseous feeling seeped into my belly and the tang of bile leaked into my mouth. I definitely did not like to be called “master,” especially when the word meant so much to this particular woman. The entire idea made me sick.

      “Don’t call me that. You can call me “sir.”

      “Yes, sir. Would you like to punish me for disappointing you?”

      “Uh, no.” I looked at Nymyxiah from the corner of my eye and found her flushing a little in embarrassment. Another point for her.

      “Betagitte, I want you to explain to me, in detail, how sotin are trained.”

      “Of course. Would you like me to differentiate between those we get as small children, born since all the khresha were trained?”

      “No. Let’s concentrate on training adults. If there is a significant difference, you may mention it while you explain the adult process.”

      “Yes, sir.

      “When a khresha is brought to us, we first weaken them to make them more accommodating to the process. We starve them for seven days, giving them only water. Between their education and types of physical training, we allow them only ten minutes rest at a time, waking them with a variety of methods. Starting on the eighth day, they are given small quantities of food. This continues for two weeks.”

      “What kind of methods for waking them?” I asked.

      “It varies according to what it most effective for the particular khresha. Cold water thrown on them, hot water thrown on them, beatings, stretching their limbs on racks to cause pain, small cuts that are doused in certain painful mixtures—”

      “I get the idea. Continue.”

      “When the khresha is weakened, we begin the inculcation of the mantras. There are twelve. Would you like to hear them?”

      “No. Maybe at a later time. I’m more concerned with the process itself.”

      “The khresha are encouraged to memorize the mantras quickly. If they do not, more creative methods than those used to weaken them are applied. These are mostly activities that apply extreme pain to the body, but without permanent damage, so as not to adversely affect their ability to function once they are trained.

      “The mantras create a fertile mental condition for the next phase, which is the shattering of all previous desires and beliefs. Through a series of punishments, much of it pre-emptive, the khresha learn to apply the mantras and not think beyond them. Above all, they must learn obedience. Once most of the resistance to receiving commands and obeying them is destroyed, the khresha are fed normally to rebuild their strength. These steps are often done with groups of khresha all at one time.

      “Then the true transformation begins.

      “Three magical artifacts are used to ensure that no vestige of independence remains. The Sinew Cuffs bind the limbs and through the use of herbal smoke and magical infusions, the body is put in a perfect condition to react to commands, even without input from the brain. Reflexive actions.

      “The Collar of Mentality binds the mind, closing off pathways that would promote any thoughts except for how to obey commands to the best of their abilities. This is mostly done through the magic of the collar itself, though there are potions that can aid in making the khresha succumb to its effects.

      “The Soul Scepter is used to block out magic. Along with incantations and specific herbal compresses that allow substances to soak into the body, this process, in effect, forms a kind of magical bubble around the khresha, preventing ambient magic from coming in or any latent magical abilities from being used by the khresha.

      “Because there is only one of each of these artifacts, only one khresha at a time can be affected at this stage. Thankfully, by this point, it takes mere hours to affect them and remove almost all chance that a khresha can regain control.”

      “Almost all chance?” I said. “It does happen, though?”

      “In a very small percentage of cases, it does. The khresha are watched carefully during subsequent training and when they are assigned. If they rebel in any way—usually it is trying to escape—they are put down immediately. We found early that even retraining cannot correct these deficiencies. Better to destroy them.”

      “Where did the names come from, khresha and sotin?”

      “Sotin comes from an old human dialect. It roughly translates as meat. Khresha is from an owlkin language and it means wild thing.”

      The way the woman talked about men, as if they were less than livestock, to be treated without care and destroyed with any little problem, I couldn’t help but to feel disgust. And anger. Obviously, to her, men were not people, not men at all. They were khresha. Wild things. Raw materials. Then they were either sotin, things to be used, or they were carcasses to be disposed of. I wanted to punch the bitch in the face with my fully enhanced strength.

      I took a breath, cracked my neck to relieve the tension, and let her continue.

      “After the artifacts, the newly created sotin are fed well and exercised to regain their fitness. Or to gain fitness they’d never had when they were lazy and soft. With manual labor, exercise, and extensive weapons and unarmed combat training, they are molded into useful tools for the Sodality. When they are finally deemed suitable for use, they are sent to various locations where handlers take control of them and integrate them into either work staff or military units.”

      She stopped so abruptly, it took a moment until I realized she was done.

      “What is the main difference between what you just described and how training is done with the children?”

      “The children do not have as many preconceived ideas or experiences to counteract. Instead of intense manipulations of the mind, severe physical punishment and torture are more ideal to speed them through their training. It has the benefit of children being able to heal more effectively and being more susceptible to pain so there is no long-term effect of the application of these techniques.”

      I hadn’t even realized I’d raised my fist and lunged at the woman until Glasha’s arms held me back, one on my arm and one around my chest.

      “Adam,” she hissed into my ear.

      I growled in my throat and almost enhanced my strength with my magic when Betagitte cocked her head at me like she was trying to figure out what I was doing. I didn’t, though. I wasn’t about to hurt my dunim wife by breaking free, and her actions had snapped me out of the rage I felt. Mostly.

      Torturing fucking children!

      A rumble from nearby arrested my attention. Zeerah, the hair on her head standing up, hunched like she was ready to pounce, a low growl emanating from her.

      “Quiet down, beast,” Glasha said, but in her bantering voice. “It’s for his own good.”

      “Zeeeee,” the lizard-cat exclaimed.

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah.”

      I took a deep breath, relaxed, and patted Glasha’s arm around my midsection. “I’m good. Thanks, Glasha. I’m good. It’s fine, Zeerah. I just got carried away.”

      Glasha kissed the back of my neck and relaxed her arms slowly, like she was testing to see if I was trying to get her to back off so I could lunge again.

      “I think we’re done for now. I…I don’t want to hear anymore for the moment.”

      “One more thing,” Nymyxiah said. “Betagitte, these artifacts, they’re kept in the vault at the training center?”

      “Yes, Mistress.”

      “There is only one of each, you said?”

      “Yes, Mistress.”

      “Why, if they can only be used on one man at a time?”

      “I and the Paragon herself, Imorith Sartyne, created the artifacts. She had the use of some magic, as did I. It took some time to create them so they would be effective all the time. We tested them extensively when first the cleansing had been performed, planning to make other copies once we had confirmed they worked as efficiently as possible. By the time we had the opportunity, magic had already started waning.

      “No one had predicted that effect, though afterward it was clear that blocking any magic from infusing the sotin had caused an imbalance in the world’s magic, reducing the power available to women. By that point, we had not the power to create more.”

      “So without those three artifacts, there would be no way to effectively create more sotin.”

      “That is correct, Mistress.”

      Nymyxiah gave me a knowing look. Damn, she was good. I bet she could have repeated what was going through my mind.

      We were going to need to check out the training center. Those artifacts needed to be confiscated. I’d add it to the list.
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      We left the sotin trainer with the guards, who would bring her back to the cell we’d built for her. When I say “we,” I mean the cell that Eydra had built. The dwarf woman was a wonder and proved it every single day.

      “Cooperate with everything your guards tell you,” Nymyxiah had said to Betagitte before we left.

      “Yes, Mistress.”

      Once we were out of sight of the trainer, at the edge of the communal chamber, I ran my fingers through my hair. “Thank you for your help, Myxi. I didn’t want to have to torture information out of her, though she probably deserves it. Can you leave her in that condition so she won’t be any trouble?”

      “Yes. She’s costing me little in the way of my power. Eventually, however, I will need to release her. It is possible to make the condition permanent, but it will destroy parts of her mind and who she is. I don’t believe you would want to do that.”

      “You’re right. It’s too much like what they do with men. We’ll figure something out. We may end up bundling her up and leaving her for the Sodality, once we’ve drained every bit of information we can out of her. Is it possible for you to make her forget things and have that be permanent?”

      “I have never done it, but I believe I can accomplish it without harming her mind. She wouldn’t be able to report anything she’s seen, then.”

      “My thoughts exactly.” I gave the demoness a genuine smile. “You’re a great help. Thank you for that.”

      “You and the others have shown me what it is like to have friends. I never dreamed such was possible for me. I want nothing more than to help you and prove to you that I can be a good friend. I could never go back to living the way I was.”

      “We feel the same way,” Ysduil said. “Having friends we care about is a big part of why we’re trying to defeat the Sodality.”

      “And why we want to find out what the other demons are up to,” I added. “I have a feeling your people are a danger to us.”

      Nichole Sanders, the human priestess who also occupied the position of Military Commander for Odonasia rushed into view, her head on a swivel. She spotted us and trotted over. When she stopped a few feet in front of us, she snapped a salute to me and to Ysduil.

      “Good, I’m glad I found you. Come with me. There’s something I think you’ll want to be part of.”

      Nymyxiah gave me a questioning look and I jerked my chin toward Nichole’s retreating form. “Come along, if you want.”

      She smiled and fell into line beside Amelie. Glasha and Ysduil were already on Nichole’s heels and I took off after them at a jog.

      After leaving the cave—and letting my eyes adjust to the brighter light of the diffused daylight—I found myself near the western gate. Several sisters in armor stood in a loose circle around five figures. I recognized their forms generally, and the specifics of one in particular.

      Athistae, the leader of the local lamia tribe, balanced regally on the coils that made up the lower half of her body. She looked as if someone had taken the torso of a blonde supermodel and mixed her with a huge snake. Her face was both majestic and beautiful, framed by long hair the color of straw. Her toned arms, shoulders, and abs made her look like a fantasy warrior, especially with her nicely rounded full breasts, barely covered in a type of plate-mail bikini, and her slender waist, giving her the classic hourglass shape, even if only the top half of the hourglass. With a tiara on her head and her chin in the air, she was a perfect image of a warrior queen, if a strange one. Her eyes found me and her mouth turned upward in a smile.

      “Ah, Adam, just who I was hoping to see.”

      “Athistae. Nice to see you again. Is there something I can help you with?”

      “I was admiring your fortifications and the building you have been doing. I hadn’t realized you had done so much.”

      I laughed. “Come on, Athistae. Our scouts have spotted yours. You know full well what we’ve been up to. Let’s not play games. As I remember, when last we spoke you had no interest in an alliance. Has that changed?”

      Her smile slipped, just a little bit. “Sadly, I am not in a position to make an alliance. However, we spoke of trade…”

      “Sure. Absolutely. Our market area is only half built and not populated as much as we’d like yet, but we do have some things for trade. Would you like to take a look, get an idea of what we can offer?”

      “That would be wonderful. Thank you.”

      I turned to the commander. “Nichole, can you have someone find Rayna Somin and have her meet us at the market area, if she’s not there already. I don’t know if they finished her office yet.”

      “They have, and I’d bet money that Rayna is there, but I’ll have a messenger make sure to let her know you’re on the way.”

      “Great, thank you.” I put my hand out to the leader of the snake women. “Athistae, if you would join me, I’ll take you to someone you’ll find much more interesting than me.”

      She hissed a laugh and ran her eyes over me. “I hardly think so.”

      “Ahem. I mean, she will be able to tell you in a lot more detail about what our trade situation is. She’s the Secretary of Commerce for Odonasia and is in charge of the market area and all trade.”

      “Of course.” She took my hand in her soft, elegant fingers, and we set off. The others accompanied me for some reason, Nymyxiah and the other lamia who’d come with Athistae trading questioning looks, but no one said anything aside from the small talk Athistae and I exchanged.

      Once I was able to hand off the snake women to Rayna, promising I would talk with Athistae another time, it was already time for lunch. Nichole had chosen to join us and briefed me on the current situation on the way.

      “It’s surprising the lamia came around so quickly. There’s no news on the gnosta or the frelst.” She chuckled. “With how you threatened and scared them witless, I doubt those goblins will show up anytime soon. I have hope for the gnolls, though.”

      I was about to ask about any other tribes when shadows crossed the path in front of me. I spun, hand on my sword, and then relaxed as two humanoid women drifted down toward us.

      Crelora looked as hot as ever, maintaining her custom of leaving her impressive breasts uncovered. Along with her was the harpae scholar Qacin. I hadn’t had a chance to speak much with the older bird woman because of all the emergencies that had cropped up.

      “Crelora, Qacin, perfect timing,” I said. “Will you have lunch with us?”

      “We would be delighted,” Qacin said. I’d noticed that Crelora always deferred to the older woman, her respect for the scholar’s age or knowledge immense.

      I learned that Qacin had been staying with Crelora for a few days here and there at the house we’d built for the younger harpae. The scholar had been working with Oghash, the dunim scholar, as well as nytis scholars and those from the sisters. I wasn’t sure how common it was to have so many different monster races cooperating and sharing information, but I felt the warmth of pride when I thought of it.

      We chatted and Qacin spoke about the “fascinating” discussions she’d been having with the other scholars. I did a lot of nodding and smiling. I was happy she was enjoying herself. There was apparently at least one influential harpae who wasn’t a big fan of the alliance we’d set up with the roost. Every little positive bit helped.

      After our meal, I took Ysduil’s and Amelie’s hands and headed toward our room to relax for a little while. Glasha had to check on some reports from the dunim warriors, and our other companions headed off to their own places. Zeerah, of course, stayed with me, lying down to nap as soon as we stopped.

      It had been such a whirlwind the last several weeks, it was nice to be able to sit in our room and chat. Amelie sat across the little table from me, while Ysduil stood behind me, rubbing my shoulders and neck and sneaking in a kiss on my ear or neck or shoulder occasionally.

      “Oh, baby, that feels so good.”

      My foxy wife nibbled my ear and giggled. “It should. I learned everything I know about massage from you.”

      That was news to me. I figured that the priestesses would have some extensive system for learning and performing massage, at least for the intimate touching type, if not the muscle relaxing version. I didn’t bring it up, though. She had me so relaxed, I felt like a lump of warm Play-Doh. All I wanted to do was sink into my chair and her arms and enjoy it all.

      The tingling from her mouth on my earlobe ran down the side of my face and dissipated somewhere in my upper chest. But then a new sensation took over. A familiar one. Much of my practice with my magical aura thing had been with my girls, especially Ysduil. I didn’t even have to try any longer to activate it. When I was near her, she was almost another part of my body. I often sensed her feelings without effort.

      I felt her now, a warm, beautiful firepot of energy even closer than her physical body was. Like she was inside me. But there was a slight difference from what I’d felt before. My eyes snapped open and I turned to face her, as best I could sitting in a chair with her arms around me from behind.

      “Yssy! I need to tell you something I just sensed. Something very important.”

      “Yes, my love. What is it?”

      When I told her, her mouth dropped open and she started weeping.
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        * * *

      

      “Moonwort!” Ysduil demanded. She’d run from our room, still teary-eyed, through the communal cavern, out of the cave, and to the brand-new healer building in the outside area of Odonasia. Amelie and I ran after her, shooting apologetic looks to the women we nudged out of the way.  “Adrisse, do you have moonwort?”

      The elf sister who was the Chief Healer raised an eyebrow at my foxgirl. Merlara, the deer beastkin herbalist who spent a lot of time with Adrisse in making medicines from the herbs their helpers collected, jumped in surprise as we barged through their door.

      “Ysduil, calm yourself,” Adrisse Clearpond said. “Are you having stomach troubles?”

      “No.”

      “Then there is no reason for you to ask for moonwort. It has limited use. Why not tell me your problem and we can decide what you need.”

      “Adrisse,” Ysduil said, her voice migrating into the commanding tone she used when organizing sisters. “I. Need. Moonwort. Do you have any or not?”

      “I do n—”

      “I have some,” Merlara said. “What she says is correct, though. I’m sure we could come up with a better medicine. Silverfern works better for nausea. Moonwort is only used for settling certain severe stomach problems or…”

      “Now you see,” Ysduil snapped. It was so unlike her to dance on the edge of rudeness like that, but I totally understood. “Please. Get me the moonwort.”

      Both Adrisse’s and Merlara’s eyes went wide and they froze, staring at Ysduil as if she’d just transformed into a monster. Or a goddess. Then both hopped and raced each other across to the doorway to the storage room.

      Ten minutes later, Adrisse was weeping as well, and Merlara looked like she’d been struck on the head, a glazed look in her eyes.

      “I…it’s…oh, goddess, Ysduil.” The sister threw herself at my smiling wife and hugged her fiercely. “We tested you three times, and it’s a certainty. You, my beautiful blessed sister, are pregnant.”
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      “Eeeeeeee!”

      Ysduil stumbled as she tried to continue hugging Adrisse while diving for me to give me the same treatment. I made it easier by putting my arms around both women. I jerked my chin at Merlara and the deer beastkin folded herself into us in an awkward, but pleasant, four-way hug.

      It only lasted for a moment because Glasha and Amelie, in the process of their own quest to crush each other’s bodies, eyed me for an opening to join in. I shifted to another four-person hug with my wives as Adrisse and Merlara embraced. It was all that much more special because Glasha had seen us running toward the healing building and joined us, afraid someone was injured. It was great to be able to share the news with all three of my wives together.

      When we settled down enough and the wet faces of nearly everyone in the room had been dried, Zeerah slinked across the room, exactly like a cat that had done something wrong approaching her human. She’d been mildly freaked out about what was happening and I felt her caution.

      Ysduil reached out to the lizard-cat and the two hugged, a happy purring emitting from Zeerah’s chest while Ysduil rubbed her ear with one hand.

      “Isn’t it wonderful, Zeerah? I’m going to have a baby.”

      “Rrrrraaaah. Zeeeee. Rrraaah.”

      “How?” Adrisse asked, still somewhat in shock.

      I arched an eyebrow. “Really, Adrisse? You’re a sex priestess.”

      She swatted my shoulder. “I know how it happened, Adam. How did you two know? How long has it—”

      “I’m not even due for my moonflow for another week, so it wasn’t from skipping. Adam just knew.”

      Adrisse put her hands on her hips. I know it was meant to be stern, but damn the woman was sexy, even if she was older. “Again, I ask how.”

      “I felt something different in her aura. With our connection, it’s like she’s part of my own body, but there was something else along with what I usually sense. Someone else.”

      “You were able to sense a month-old embryo in Ysduil’s womb with your magic?”

      “Uh, yeah. I guess so. I felt him or her and we came here right away to check with you. Are you sure that herb is accurate in checking for pregnancy?”

      Merlara wiped another tear from her face. “It is infallible. I have never heard of the results from moonwort being wrong even once, let alone three times in a row. Unless the gods are manipulating the world, we are witness to the first pregnancy independent of the Sodality in nearly two decades.”

      I ran my hand over Ysduil’s flat tummy and kissed her. “I’m so glad you’re the first, baby. I can’t wait to meet our child. I wonder what he or she will look like.”

      “Like me, of course.”

      “God, I hope so.”

      “No, I mean, that’s how it works.”

      “I know babies look like their parents, Yssy.”

      She giggled. “No, silly. In pairings where one parent is human, the baby always looks like the non-human. At least as far as our beastkin traits.”

      “Really?”

      “It’s true,” Adrisse said. “It’s a recognized truth. Humans are…neutral when it comes to traits passed on to offspring. Physically, that is, as far as body structure is concerned. A child may have the human parent’s eye color or even hair color, may have similar features to both parents, but without a doubt, your baby will look like a vinem.”

      An image rushed into my head and I felt my own eyes filling up. “Oh my God. A little baby foxgirl or foxboy. That is going to be so adorable.”

      Ysduil let out a little sob. “Our baby.”

      “Me next,” Amelie said. “I want babies, too. I can wait, spoiling Ysduil’s baby rotten, but I want to have babies.”

      “Come here, honey.” I put my arms out and Amelie jumped into them. I gave her a kiss, then flicked my tongue on the tip of her nose. “I promise you that I will try very hard to make babies with you, okay? Even if it takes a little while, we’ll keep trying. I can’t wait to see tiny little bunny girls and bunny boys.” I shifted my eyes over to Glasha. “And maybe a dunim baby or two?”

      Glasha put her arms up. “I do want children, but I can wait. We have a lot of work to do before it will be safe to raise children in the world.”

      “Fair enough. I hope you won’t mind trying with me, though. If it happens, fine, if not, it won’t be for lack of doing what’s necessary for it to occur.”

      She grinned at me with that fierce, wicked smile. “Zartuka.”

      Adrisse moved so her face was only a few inches from mine. “Ahem. So, Adam, this serves to remind me that we’ve discussed your unique ability. I know you have given your time and, not to put too fine a point on it, your seed, to some, but this happy event just emphasizes the great power you have. I understand that you have been busy and we all appreciate you doing what you can, but perhaps you could try a bit harder to help more of those around you?”

      “Yes, Adam,” Ysduil said. “We’ve discussed many times how I want you to help the sisters and others, and you should enjoy doing it. I think it’s time to stop putting it off so much. Whether you do it spontaneously or according to a schedule, it would be very important to all of us if you would give others this amazing opportunity.”

      “I know, baby. I do. I’ve been meaning to try to catch up. The list is so long already. I mean, I’ve been wanting to get with Adrisse here for months.”

      “I heartily approve of that plan,” the healer said.

      “Listen, I’ll do my best to get to others more than I have. In fact, Adrisse, do you have time tom—”

      “Any time. I am ready any time you can fit me in. Right now, for instance. Here, in front of everyone or alone. I am yours.”

      Dayum.

      “Uh, can we wait until tomorrow? There’s a lot I still need to do today. I’d rather it not be a quick thing, like a business transaction. I hope you don’t mind, but I’d really like to spend the time to enjoy you, and to do my best to make you enjoy it.”

      “Goddess! I’m going to need to perform my daily ritual five times between now and then solely because of what you just said.”

      “I’ll help you,” Ysduil said. “If you want. Is that okay, Adam?”

      For the thousandth time, I stood amazed at this world I’d fallen into. “You’re proposing to warm her up for me?”

      “Mmmmm. Yes. I like the sound of that. Maybe I can join you tomorrow, too?”

      “Why don’t we talk about that later? If you want to help her today, that sounds like a good idea.”

      I needed to get out of the room. With all these hot women around me and the topic of conversation being what it was, little Adam was aching to do more than talk. Waiting for the next day would be hard enough, though I was sure my wives and I would relieve that pressure later today.

      “I need to get going,” I said. “Just to make things clear, though, I am still going to prioritize two things above helping others to try to get to Ysduil’s condition. I will not spend time with others in that way when there are issues that could be dangerous to all of us that I need to take care of. I also am not going to take away from time spent with my wives to give attention to others. Any extra time I have aside from those two things, I will try my hardest to spread myself—and more specifically, my seed—to others.”

      “I love you,” Ysduil said, rubbing up against me. “I want you to know, though, that more women than you think want to be with you because they want to give you pleasure and they believe they can get pleasure from you, not because they want to get pregnant.”

      “It’s true,” Adrisse said. “I have heard and been part of many conversations about it. But even among those who want simply to have fun, most wouldn’t mind if it ended in pregnancy.”

      “Good to know,” I said. “I’ll do my best to help as many others as I can. In fact, it would be my pleasure to be with you, too, Merlara, if you want. I really appreciate all the help you’ve given us and I’m sure we could have some fun.”

      The deer beastkin blushed, but she didn’t say no. The herbalist was pretty enough, though not an ethereal beauty like most of those around us. The offer was there, so I would wait until she mentioned it. If I was going to start going through the list in earnest, I wanted to give my friends spots toward the top.

      We left Adrisse and Merlara to their work. When we tracked down Nysea to give her the news, she reacted as I’d expected. She sobbed and hugged and kissed everyone in sight, holding onto Ysduil for a good five minutes.

      “That’s my plan,” I told the Grand Priestess after most of the crying was done. “I’ll do my best to fulfill my responsibility for helping the others, mostly the sisters, but will prioritize my leadership role and handling dangers, as well as not neglecting my girls and my close friends.”

      “Thank you, Adam. You don’t realize how much this means to us. I would ask—”

      “You don’t need to, Nysea. I have been putting it off long enough. Tomorrow, or the next day at the latest, you and I will spend as much time as necessary to make what we did before look like ignorant children playing. I will explore your body completely and do my best to not only make you climax several times, but maybe even put a baby in you?”

      Those huge, magical, cloud-soft obsil tits smashed into my chest as the priestess tried her best to pry my tongue out of my mouth with hers.

      I stroked her black hair and finished our kiss with a softer, more intimate variation. “I’ll take that as a yes?”

      “Oh, yes. Do you know how wet I am right now? Will you feel it?”

      I shifted my body as my dick stiffened. God damn all these sexy women. “I don’t think that would be a good idea. If I did that, then I’d have to taste you and then…yeah, not a good idea. Save that thought, though, because I’ll definitely be taking you up on it.”

      She put her full lips up to my ear and panted into it. “I can’t wait.”

      “Okay,” I said. “We can make an announcement to the council or to everyone in general, but I doubt that’s necessary. I’m sure Adrisse and Merlara have already told a dozen people and it won’t be long until everyone knows. For now, I have other work to do so I can make time to help others on my list. I will see you very soon, beautiful Grand Priestess, and I will see you girls this evening for dinner.”

      I kissed each of my girls, and Nysea again, then headed off to the next task on my list, Zeerah happily stalking beside me.
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      After heading over to talk to King Iwanosin, then catching up with Lamari and Maressa and being taken on another short tour by Eydra to see how far they’d progressed on my house, I was weary of all the running around. Somehow, word had gotten out about Ysduil’s pregnancy, so about every other step I took, someone was asking me about it, congratulating me, crying on my shoulder in happiness. All of that I understood.

      What I wasn’t able to grasp was how apparently every woman in Odonasia knew about my promise to try to get together with more of them. I figured it must have been Ysduil. She was always actively recruiting partners for me. As much as I could tell, it was usually for my benefit. She wanted so badly for me to feel pleasure constantly—and somehow didn’t understand that I would be perfectly happy getting all of it from her and my other two wives—she tended to stay on the lookout for new potential matches. A few times, she put forth a name because she wanted them to feel good as well, like with Maressa and DD, but normally it was all about helping me.

      I couldn’t very well fault her for that, though it still gave me a little twinge of guilt sometimes. I was sure I’d get over that completely. I already had a few dozen women jockeying for position on my list.

      It was crazy.

      “I think it’s about time we head back to the room to meet the girls for dinner, huh Zeerah?”

      “Rrrrraaaaah.”

      “Oh, wait. One more thing. How about we go check with Myxi to see about exploring those demon caves again. Sound good?”

      “Rrrraaaah. Raaah.”

      “Definitely. It shouldn’t be too long. Come on.”

      I found the sisters Kersa Fallas and Yukaru sitting guard at the entrance to Nymyxiah’s chamber. I’d need to talk to Nichole, but as far as I was concerned, we could probably forgo having the demoness guarded all the time. They’d already gotten to the point where the guards made themselves comfortable because they knew Myxi wouldn’t give them any problems.

      “Hey, you two. How are you?”

      The wolf beastkin Kersa huffed what I thought might be a chuckle. “Easiest guard duty ever. We spend half our time having tea with Nymyxiah or chatting with her.”

      “She is very pleasant to converse with,” Yukaru said.

      The foxgirl was one of the most pleasant and polite people I’d ever met on both worlds. I smiled at the thought that these sisters had struck up an unlikely friendship with the succubus. I don’t know why it would be surprising, though, since their ideas about sex and intimacy—which was really the major part of their makeup—were similar.

      “Heard…any news?”

      Yukaru bowed her head to me. “Before our shift, we heard the lamia tribe chief came to perhaps engage in trade. I have not seen her, but have heard she is fierce and beautiful.”

      “Both correct,” I said, “though she doesn’t hold a candle to you two.”

      Yukaru giggled behind her hand and Kersa gave me a sexy smirk.

      Apparently, no one had spread the big news to them. It felt good that not everyone knew. It felt even better that I could be the one to tell them.

      “Can you come into Myxi’s room for a minute? I have some news that I’d like to tell you.’

      “Ooh, that sounds like fun,” Kersa said as they both got up to follow me in.

      “Adam, what a pleasant surprise.” Myxi, as she often was, sat in her chair with a book in front of her. “Zeerah, too. Good afternoon.”

      The lizard-cat had a wonderful affinity with the demoness and padded up to her to greet her and have her ears rubbed.

      “I wanted to talk to you about something, but first there’s some news I wanted to share with all three of you. We confirmed this morning with Adrisse and Merlara that Ysduil is pregnant. We’re going to have a baby.”

      Yukaru gasped, while Kersa punched the air and shouted. “Yes. Goddess, that’s wonderful.”

      Nymyxiah’s face froze, mostly expressionless. I watched her luminous blue eyes shift as she chewed on what I said. For a brief moment, I saw sadness in them, but then she smiled. “That is amazing. From what you have told me, no one has gotten pregnant for many years outside of the regimented breeding process with the Sodality. You are both so blessed.”

      Yukaru began to leak tears and Kersa pulled her into a hug. “A baby,” the foxgirl said. “A baby vinem, at that. Goddess, this is a great blessing. The sisters will fight over who will have the privilege to play with your baby. He or she will never want for companions and protectors.”

      I put my arms out and the foxgirl approached me tentatively, then settled into my chest as I wrapped my arms around her. “I’ll expect you to help, of course. Baby vinem must be so cute. I can’t wait.”

      The waterworks got heavier and I wondered if I’d said something wrong.

      “Don’t mind her,” Kersa said, dabbing at moisture in her own eyes. “It’s just that most of us have never actually seen a baby, let alone an adorable vinem baby.”

      I froze my stroking of Yukaru’s hair. The thought had never really occurred to me. Other than those older than twenty-five or so years, none of the two hundred or so women in Odonasia had ever actually seen a baby.

      “Fuck. I didn’t realize.” I pulled Yukaru closer as she sobbed. “I guess this really does mean a lot to some of you.”

      Kersa got a wistful look in her eyes. “You don’t know how many times all the sisters have cried at the thought of never seeing a baby as long as they lived, let alone having one. It’s a very great privilege. Up until now, it’s only been a wild dream.”

      “Yeah, so I’ve been told. It didn’t quite hit home, though. Until now. I guess I’ll tell you the other news that you’ll hear soon enough. I promised Ysduil and Nysea that I would try my hardest to make myself available to others who might want to get the same privilege.”

      Yukaru’s breath hitched. “Adam, are you saying that you will engage in intercourse with others to provide them a chance to procreate as well?”

      “Yep, that’s what I mean. Not just that. Ysduil, and others, have told me that some of the women—not just sisters—might want the opportunity to get together with me solely for pleasure, too. I promised them I would try to spread myself around so others can get their chance.”

      “Anyone?” the foxgirl asked.

      “Well, I might be selective at first, focusing on those I already know and have relationships with. Eventually, though, yeah, pretty much anyone.”

      “I…”

      “Yukaru?” I said.

      “Yes.”

      “You’re up there near the top of my list. If you want your chance at a cute little vinem baby of your own, I would be very happy to help you out.”

      She buried her head in my chest again and started sobbing. I kissed her furry ear and cooed at her.

      “That goes for any sexy wolf girl who happens to have flirted with me ever since I met her as well,” I added.

      “Put me on your list. I promise you will not be disappointed.”

      “I have no doubt, Kersa. None at all. Anyway, that’s my news. Be sure to talk to Ysduil. She’s probably starting a list of people who want to help with the baby, so get on it early.”

      Nymyxiah remained mostly silent as Yukaru smiled and wiped her tears away. Kersa took the fox priestess back to sit at their guard post and I turned to the demoness.

      “So, Myxi, I wanted to talk to you about…are you okay?”

      She blinked at me. “What? I’m fine, yes. I’m processing the wonderful news. I cannot wait to talk with Ysduil. She must be very happy.”

      “She is, and she’ll love to talk to you about it. The actual reason I stopped by was that I wanted to chat about going and exploring the tunnels where we found you.”

      “Oh. I had assumed you would be doing other things, setting plans in motion to attack the Sodality.”

      I blew out a breath. “The Sodality. God, I hate everything about them. If Glasha hadn’t stopped me, I would have torn Betagitte apart earlier. What she said, the attitude she displayed, it’s a perfect representation of everything the Sodality is.”

      “Are all of them like that? Every person? Surely there must be some who are not as unfeeling and merciless. After all, my people are harsh, but I have had the occasion to meet one or two who were more caring. I feel I am not the same as most demons.”

      I took Myxi’s hand. “You’re definitely not. I haven’t met any other demons, but I find you to have a good heart. I’m very fond of you.” The pink-purple skin darkened on her cheeks into a lovely maroon, almost burgundy. “As far as the Sodality, though, I think they’re pretty much all horrible people and they need to be slaughtered. The entire thing needs to be destroyed. They’re like a disease.”

      “Perhaps you will find one or two of them who are worthy as well,” she said. “It’s possible.”

      “I doubt it, but maybe. Anyway, what I would like to do…okay, there it is again.” I stroked the hand I held. “What’s wrong? I keep seeing flashes of something in your eyes and your face.”

      “It’s nothing.”

      “Nymyxiah.”

      “I have seen a few babies, so I am more fortunate than Yukaru or Kersa. I had always wanted one, even if by some thrall commanded to inject his seed into me. From when I was young, however, Ulvag has used my desires against me, as I explained to you before. Do you know what it is like to be a succubus but not allowed to express your desires and sate your cravings for physical contact? It is essential to our being to do such things, but he has always withheld them from me.

      “I have, a very few times, engaged in pleasurable activities with other succubi. If I was caught, I would be beaten severely, possibly killed, but I chanced it those few times. I am adept at pleasuring myself, of course, and have been very successful since I have been here to listen to the priestesses carrying out their ritual.

      “But to hear of Ysduil’s pregnancy, it strikes my soul. I am very happy for her, but part of me is sad as well. Some of the sisters have proposed to include me in their ritual, and I believe I will accept their generous offers, but that does not sate my desire to create offspring. If you will allow it, I would love to interact with your baby. At least that would fulfill some of my need, that of a nurturing adult.”

      I brought the demoness’s hand up to my mouth and kissed it. “I’m sure Ysduil would love that. I think it would be great. Fair warning, though. You see how absolutely adorable Ysduil is. A little baby her? He or she will steal your heart and trap you forever.”

      I could feel her body trembling through her hand. “Oh yes. That would be a dream coming true that I never would have expected. I long for that so badly.”

      “Maybe we can make it even better.”

      “How could it be better?”

      I looked into those gorgeous glowing blue eyes. “Nymyxiah, you heard what I said to the sisters. It would be a privilege and an honor to help you to achieve your dream of becoming a mother yourself.”

      “You…would do that for me? I’m a demon. Your enemy. A monster.”

      “You are a beautiful, sexy woman with a kindness that’s rare and a pure dream that would be a travesty if it went unfulfilled. Not only would I do that for you, I’ve fantasized about it. All you have to do is say yes and I will try as many times as necessary until you can have your own little one.”

      A single tear pooled at the bottom edge of her eye and then dribbled slowly down her smooth, perfect cheeks. “I don’t understand. Why? What is the benefit to you or to the resistance?”

      “Benefit? Well, for starters, look at you. Your body was custom made for worshiping. Even if you simply lie there, I have no doubt I could have a mind-blowing orgasm with you. But I know you won’t just lie there. So, if you want to talk benefits, being with you is enough. That’s not what it’s really about, though. I told you how much I adore you. Making you happy is the biggest benefit for me. You’ve had a rough life and I don’t think you’ve ever been treated as you should. I want you to experience what it feels like to be cherished.

      “Even aside from your dream, which I think we have a really good chance of making come true, even if all I can do is show you how I think you should be treated, that will be worth anything.”

      The demoness stroked my cheek. “Are all men in this world like you, Adam?”

      I barked a laugh. “No. You’ve asked me that before. All the other men can’t think for themselves. I have to believe that at least some of them were like me, though. And as we give birth to more, raising them to think for themselves and to be kind and generous, I believe we can fill the world with men better than me. I’m hoping one of those can have horns and wings like his mother, though if the baby ends up being a girl, that would be fantastic as well. She will be raised to be a beautiful, caring, and loyal woman who all the other men and women will want for their own. Just like her mother.”

      I was so dazzled looking into her eyes, it surprised me when Nymyxiah’s lips touched mine. They were warm, hotter than any skin I’d felt except maybe the dragon sisters’, but they felt heavenly. Or should that be hellish? Hellacious? So did her tongue when it reached out to mine to plant some of her spicy taste directly onto my taste buds. It was a peppery, hot sensation that bit me, but wasn’t unpleasant. In fact, the sharp spike sent jolts all the way down my body.

      “I would love to be added to your list, Adam. You are an exceptional man, a unique person. One I would like to taste.”

      “List?” I said. “Myxi, I want you right now, wait unnecessary. You know, if that’s okay.”

      “Then take me, and make my dreams come true.”
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      I leaned in again, hungry for more of her taste and the feel of her tongue on mine. Though her skin was differently colored than anyone I’d ever seen, it felt as soft and luxurious as any I’d ever felt.

      “Will you tie me up, punish me?” she asked breathlessly.

      Oh, right. Demon. Succubus. “I’d like to try something a little softer, gentler, more intimate.”

      “Oooooh. I’ve never experienced that. Is it enjoyable?”

      “It is. You’ll have to let me know what you think, though. I’ve never been with a demoness before.”

      “Mmmmm. Then you have an adventure ahead of you. I hope you didn’t have anything else planned for after. I fully intend to suck every last bit of your energy—and maybe some other things—from you.” She flicked her tongue out and dragged it across my cheek.

      I took a moment to study her face. “You’re so beautiful. I can’t believe you haven’t been with more than a few people. I know you said Ulvag kept you from it, but if I had been anywhere near you, I would have snuck away with you to play.”

      “I wish you could have. But that is past. I am in front of you now.”

      “Yes. Yes, you are.”

      I stroked Myxi’s cheek and pressed my lips lightly to hers. The tip of her tongue came out barely past her lips and I touched the tip of mine to it, wriggling around hers like a handshake. Her taste got better with every contact and even with only having kissed her, my pants were uncomfortably tight.

      She noticed.

      “May I help you with that?”

      “Please. I…uhhh.”

      Her hand darted to my crotch and she nudged me straight, then started to undo my pants. It only took a moment and she had them and my underwear off and pooled on the floor.

      “So many things I want to do,” she purred. “Shall I put you in my mouth?”

      I pulled her head so her lips smashed into mine. “Not yet. I want to do some things for you.”

      “Oooooh. Ummmmm.”

      I swept her long black hair over her shoulder and caressed her ear. Besides the magenta tone of her skin, her ears were also different than what I’d experienced before. They were longer than elf ears, and sharper.

      I kissed her slender neck and felt her hum. Reaching up to take one of her horns, I used it to turn her face away from me so I could nip at her neck and lick up her jaw line, finally reaching her left ear. I pressed my teeth on the lobe, dragged my mouth to the tip, and sucked it into my mouth.

      “That’s…ooooh, I enjoy that. Slap my ass.”

      I stopped sucking her ear and backed off a few inches. “What?”

      “I said,” she said, “slap my ass. Like this.” She whacked her flat palm against her toned ass. The crack it made…she must have hit it hard.

      “Ooooooh. Like that. Now you.”

      “Myxi, let’s try it a little softer first, okay?”

      “Yes, Master.” Her bottom lip pouted so cutely, I had to take it in my mouth and suck.

      I slapped her other cheek.

      “Ooooh. Thank you.”

      I kissed her hard and ran my hand across her bare upper back. It reached the joint for her wings, but other than that the skin and her muscles were soft and firm and perfect. I pulled one of her horns back, exposing the front of her neck to me, and I kissed down it to her upper chest.

      The top half of her breasts stood out above her cropped leather bustier. I nibbled at the flesh bunched up there, plunging my tongue down into her cleavage.

      “Can I take this off you?” I asked into her flesh.

      “Mmmmm. Take it all off. Do you like my body?”

      “It’s spectacular. I love the way you look, the way you feel, and the way you taste.”

      “Show me.”

      I unfastened the clasps on the back of her top with the one hand while I rubbed the other up and down her horn. She vibrated and wriggled her chest in impatience, but I soon had her tits free of their prison.

      As might be expected for a succubus, they were sublime. Full and firm and perfectly round. Her purple areolas held within their centers even darker nipples. The color—like candy or fruit—made my mouth water. What really drew my eye, though, was how her nipples were shaped. They stood out from her breasts as if at attention, waiting for me to go to them. They were also pointed. No rounded nubs for Myxi, but delectable weaponized buttons that I had to taste.

      I started slowly, dragging my tongue around her areolas, switching from one breast to the other, gradually narrowing in on her right and spiraling in to her nipple. When I pushed on it with my tongue, the demoness sighed a moan.

      “Ummmmm. I’ve never felt pleasure so slowly.”

      “Mmmmm.” I hummed on her nipple, letting my teeth vibrate on it. “Do you like it?”

      “I…oh…I do. I do.”

      I sucked her pointed nipple into my mouth and clamped softly on it with my teeth, then pulled back to stretch it.

      “Yes. Like that. Slap it for me? Please, oh please?”

      I wasn’t into striking my partner, but the longing in her voice made me cave. I lightly slapped her other tit.

      “Ummmmmm. Yes, Adam. I love that so much.”

      I gave her nipple another slap and her body tremored.

      I continued to play with her tits with my mouth as I felt the exquisite shape of her ass. I fingered her crack just below where her tail met her body and dragged my digit down to press on her hole above her tanga-cut leather panties. They were soaked, her fluids spreading across the entirety of her clothes.

      “Take them off. Please, Master, take them off.”

      I opened my mouth wide and took the whole top of her breast into it, sucking hard enough to make a loud pop when I pulled my face away. As I worked on getting her panties off, she pulled my shirt off and pressed her chest against the bare skin of my own.

      “Your skin feels so good against mine,” I told her.

      “Mmmmmm. I agree.”

      I knelt on the ground before her, bringing her panties down to her feet and then taking them as she lifted one leg at a time. The hair below her knees was different, as were the goat hooves at the end, but above her knee fascinated me. Dark purple marks swirled across her tight, perfectly shaped thighs. They were like stylized arrows, nearly matching the shape of the end of her tail. Like a spade on a playing card, but thinner.

      “Do these point the way in case I get lost?” I asked, kissing up her thigh and trailing my tongue along the arrows. They went the long way around, but they generally pointed toward the top of her inner thighs.

      “I don’t think you need directions. Follow the trail of wetness.”

      She was right. The hot demoness had little dribbles of liquid running down her inner thighs, and stuff of a creamier constitution slathered between her lips. I decided to help her clean it up a little by slowly lapping it up as I rose on her legs.

      “Ummmmmm. Uhhhhhh.”

      I reached her slit and found it to be covered with closely trimmed purple down. The hair on her head was black, but apparently demons didn’t necessarily have carpet matching the drapes.

      That was totally fine with me.

      I licked up her slit and the spicy hot flavor exploded on my tongue. Myxi shifted and put a hand on my head to keep her balance. Her breaths came in pants.

      “Why have you not fucked me yet? Not that I’m complaining.”

      “Mmmm.” I licked my lips. “Sometimes slow is nice. Are you in a hurry?”

      “Only to feel you inside me.”

      I thrust my tongue in between her lips and slid it along inside her.

      “Oh-oooooh. Ummmmm. I meant—”

      “I know what you meant. We’ll get there. I want to enjoy your body. Savor you. Is that okay?”

      “Yesssss.”

      My hands went to her hips and I turned her abruptly. She stumbled and grabbed the back of a chair to steady herself as I ran my tongue up her inner thighs from the back, flicking out to tease her slit, but continuing up to press between her cheeks and on her hole. Her body tensed and she let a long breath out as a hiss.

      My tongue danced on her hole while my fingers played across her lips like she was a fine instrument. All my movements were done slowly, deliberately, making the contact last as long as possible.

      It seemed to work.

      I nipped at the base of her tail and her body shook so hard, she almost knocked me off balance. Opening my mouth wider to press my teeth on the thickest part of her tail started her moaning and vibrating. Adding some finger action on her stiff little clit multiplied the results many times.

      “Yes, Adam. Yes. I’ve never felt so…oooooooh…more. Please, more.”

      I put my tongue back on her hole. The space between her cheeks radiated heat like the skin of a sunbather. Both hands went to work, fingering her clit and plunging into her wet, thick lips. I pulled hard to keep my mouth where it was. With how vigorously she was bucking, it took no less than my full strength to keep stimulating her in all three locations.

      “Uh-huh-uh-huh…ummmmm.”

      Once she’d started moving, it was only seconds before her nectar exploded from between her legs. Her ass tightened like it was made of steel. The shivering and vibrations of her entire body coaxed drops of pre-cum out of me. I turned her around again and sucked on her lips, catching as much of her juices as I could.

      Once she calmed down a little, I stood up and kissed her mouth, letting her lick my face to taste herself. A deep groan in her throat sent a jolt through me that squeezed even more fluid from the tip of my dick.

      “Mmmmm,” she said. “It appears I will need to suck you clean as well.”

      “Uhhhhh. Or we could use it for a purpose?”

      “A purpose?”

      “Yeah, come here.” I sat down in the chair and pulled her toward me. With her standing and me sitting, her chest was in my face. I sucked hard on the underside of her left breast. Hard enough that it was going to leave a mark. A beautiful deep-purple mark. “Do you mind if I leave a present on your perfect, beautiful skin?”

      “Oh, will you suck me until you can brand me with your mouth? Please do. I can look at it and think of you.”

      I did as she asked, leaving a fair-sized hickey on both breasts— underneath, where they wouldn’t be visible even in her skimpy clothing.

      “Now,” I told her, “I want you right here.” I pointed at my dick sticking straight up. She started to bend down, but I stopped her. “No, I want you on me. I want to be inside of you. Do you want to try for a baby?”

      For a moment I thought the tough demon was going to cry. Her eyes shimmered and her mouth went into a neutral, trembling line. Then she smiled and straddled me.

      “I want you to maneuver however you want to make it feel as good as possible for you,” I said. “Think only of your pleasure. You have me so excited right now, just kissing you would make me come. Speaking of which…”

      I pulled her close and kissed her hungrily, ramming my tongue into her mouth and snatching at hers. She smacked herself on the ass and moaned, then lowered herself.

      “Impale me, Adam. Send your seed deep into the middle of me.”

      Myxi moved up and down, wriggling to find the spot that felt the best. We kissed and I ran my hands over her tight magenta flesh, moaning into her mouth as my cock slipped in and out of her. Her thrusts sped up. I could tell the pleasure was about to send her over the edge by how desperately she kissed me.

      When my hand grazed something as I was running it over her hips, I opened my eyes to see that she’d taken her barbed tail and shoved it into her ass. Even as she pumped me, she was flicking the appendage in and out of her hole.

      “Ooooooooooh. Ummmmmmmm.”

      Her canal clamped down on my shaft and her body racked and shuddered. With a final loud moan, she tightened up and went silent for several seconds, then let out an explosive breath.

      “Huuuuuuhhhhhhh.”

      I sucked in her tongue and bit down on it with my lips. Then I pulled her tail out of her, picked her up by the waist, and tossed her onto her bed. Surprise flickered in her glazed eyes as she landed on her back and I dove on top of her. I positioned myself and drove my cock into her sopping wet pussy.

      “Yes, yes, yes. Adam. Again. Make me come again.”

      I thrust frantically, causing her whole body to slide back and forth on the bed, her wings tight against her back. I clamped my teeth down on her nipple and chewed on it, hard enough that it would probably bruise her. As I expected, it only made her moan louder and dig her nails into my back.

      Her anxious and desperate shifts in position to reach toward another finish varied the angle of the head of my dick sliding across the walls of her canal. With every second, the pressure in me grew. When her internal muscles spasmed, I’d reached my limit and ejected all my semen into the demoness’s heavenly body.

      Our orgasms, at nearly the same time, were both silent and breathless. With my body tensed beyond belief, the pain of not breathing squeezed my chest and I finally had to release the air in my lungs. The effect was that it made my dick twitch and pump three more times, squirting the very last of my stores.

      Our bodies relaxed and I took her lips in my mouth and sucked, then teased her tongue with my own.

      “I love the slow buildup,” I said.

      “I believe I do, too,” she said breathlessly. “I never knew such pleasure was possible. Perhaps you could show me again sometime?”

      I kissed her and chuckled. “Definitely. You are sublime, my demon lover.”

      “Mmmmm.”

      Just as I was settling in to cuddle with the sexy demoness, a thought occurred to me.

      “Shit.”

      “What is it?”

      “Hold on.” I got up, still stark naked, and tiptoed to the edge of the room to look around the little tunnel. Kersa and Yukaru were there, both with eyes slitted and with their lower armor arranged in a most unusual way.

      Both women had their hands still stuffed up between their own legs and they were kissing. It was pretty obvious they’d both already been sated.

      “Sorry, girls,” I said. “I hadn’t really planned...” I realized I was standing in front of them naked. “Uh, why don’t you come on in. I’m sure we can all fit on the bed. Even if it’s just to rest, there’s no use in you two staying out here.”

      Both priestesses leaped to their feet with a clatter of weapons and the creak of leather armor.

      I led them into the room. “You’ll probably want to take some of that stuff off, though.”
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      I knew better than to get to the meeting room early, especially with the news of Ysduil being pregnant and my promise to try to help others with their own baby dreams, but Ysduil dragged me out of the room the next morning way earlier than necessary.

      After a quick breakfast, my foxgirl ushered me to the meeting room almost an hour before the meeting time.

      “Thank you for coming here early with me,” she said. “I wanted to talk to Nysea and I know she’ll be early.”

      I knew what that conversation was going to go like, but I nodded and gave my foxy wife a kiss. Glasha, dragging along beside us, rolled her eyes.

      “You know how everyone is always late, Yssy,” I said. “You just have to think about this: with an extra hour I could have already spent some time with someone on the list.”

      She stopped and swiveled her body to face me. “Oh, that’s right. Does that make me selfish, that I wanted to spend some extra time with you?”

      “No, of course not, but I still don’t understand why we couldn’t have spent time with each other in our room. I can think of a lot of things we could have done.”

      “Me, too.” She nuzzled my face and tickled me with her furry ears. “I wanted us to talk to Nysea, though. You promised Adrisse some time today and you told Nysea she’s next after Adrisse. That means today.”

      “You don’t expect me to get with her right before the meeting, do you?”

      “Of course not, silly. We’ll just talk and you can set up a time for later. I would never back you up to a meeting. What happens if you’re having a lot of fun? It would be horrible to have to cut it short to go to an appointment.”

      “You know, I love you, and I love how you think. Most of the time.”

      Glasha laughed and even Amelie, striding alongside us, chuckled.

      As expected, Nysea was in the meeting room waiting for us. The Grand Priestess looked as beautiful as ever, her smooth skin and curvy figure defined and caressed by her priestess dress a vision of desire. The staff of her office leaned against her chair.

      “Oh, wonderful,” she said. “I was hoping you would come early.”

      “Speaking of coming,” Ysduil said. “Did you hear how hard Adam has been working?”

      I shook my head at my wife, but she didn’t seem to see me.

      “He stopped by to talk to Nymyxiah yesterday evening to tell her about our baby. She grew sad over it and he offered to help her maybe make a little demon of her own.”

      My shoulders slumped and I let out a sigh. It was going to get out anyway, but sometimes I wished Yssy wasn’t such a great cheerleader.

      “Oh, that is tasty,” Nysea said, leaning forward so her firm obsil tits almost came out of her dress. “Some of the sisters have hinted to her that they’d like to compare notes on intimate rituals, but she hasn’t accepted any offers yet. I’d like to try her out. Was she delicious?”

      “I’m not going to talk about things I’ve done with someone else,” I said. “Myxi is lovely and kind and very sensuous, and I’ll leave it at that.”

      “She was very good, wasn’t she?” Ysduil asked.

      “God, yes,” I said. “But that’s all I’ll say.”

      “Don’t worry, Nysea. I’ll be having lunch with Kersa and Yukaru. They’ll tell me all about it. They were only a few feet away. Until Adam told them to take their clothes off and join them.”

      I put my hands up. “It wasn’t exactly like that. They were already half-undressed. They did their daily rituals right there at the entrance to Myxi’s room.”

      “Yeah,” Ysduil said. “Because you were fucking the hot succubus right in front of them. If I saw that, I’d have to make myself climax too. I’ll prove it to you if you let me watch next time.”

      I shook my head. There was no use in complaining about it. Better to change the subject. But Nysea beat me to it.

      “Adam, will you have time for me today?”

      “Definitely. I promised you. I’ll find out from Adrisse when a good time for her is and you’ll be next after her.”

      “Very nice,” she purred. “It’s been too long that I’ve been waiting.”

      I smiled at the priestess. “It has.”

      Two strong arms wrapped around me from behind, barely above my waist level. I knew the feel of them.

      “Good morning, Eydra.”

      “Good morning ta you. I hear you’ve got some kind of list?”

      I turned to face the stunning dwarf. She loosened her arms enough for me to spin, but tightened them again when we were face to…well, chest.

      “I do, and you’re at the top of it.”

      “I am, am I?”

      “You are.”

      “That’s good because I hear you’ve put a baby in your sexy fox there and I’d love it if I could make a little companion for her or him.”

      “Really?”

      “Oh, yeah. I’ve always wanted a baby, but dwarves aren’t very fertile. We’ll probably have try a lot. I hope you’re up for it.” She pulled my face down to kiss me and grabbed my ass with one hand.

      “You keep going like that, I’ll definitely be up. I can guarantee that.”

      “Just what I wanted to hear. Good morning to you, Ysduil. You’re looking as ravishing as always. You others, too. Two bunnies, a fox, and a green woman. If you can’t fit me in soon, Adam, maybe I’ll have to console myself with other candidates.”

      “And that’s what happens when a normal person hangs out with the sex priestesses long enough.”

      “Aye. I guess so. I’ll grab a seat now before the room fills up. We’ll talk later.”

      “I’m sure we will.” I slapped her muscular ass.

      “I said grab a seat, not slap one.”

      “Oh, my mistake.” I reached over and grabbed a handful of tunic with some firm flesh underneath it. “Better?”

      “Aye, it’s a start.”

      After fending off several other flirtatious women and waiting for everyone to arrive, we finally got started. I explained what we’d gotten from the sotin trainer and how Nymyxiah helped by charming the woman. I was barely done when Ymara Moonglow spoke up.

      The older elf woman was the Town Administrator and besides having experience in running communities, she was also as shrewd as they came. Her habit of gesturing elegantly with her slender hands was on full display.

      “It’s clear what we need to do. We must go to the training center and take those artifacts.”

      “I don’t think that’s our most important task,” I said. “We keep being interrupted, but I need to go and explore the caverns where we found Nymyxiah. She was kept mostly in the dark—figuratively speaking—and there’s too much we don’t know. I think there are far more demons than she knows about being here. Why else would someone go to the trouble of training all those monsters? It makes me uneasy.”

      “Uneasy is preferable to knowing there is a risk like the ability to make more sotin at their whim,” Nichole said. The commander was in her armor, as she almost always was recently.

      “I don’t see that as a high priority.”

      “Why would you not see it as a high priority? Without sotin, the Sodality wouldn’t have a tenth of the power it does.”

      “True, but those sotin are already trained. Who are they going to train now? I’m the only khresha in the world, as far as we know. If we wait to go and get the artifacts, what difference does it make? They’re not going to use them anyway.”

      “You would allow them to keep such things after we have learned about them?” Nanami asked. The leader of the gnosta tribe—and Midra’s mother—had been speaking up more in our council meetings. I thought it was a good thing.

      “Am I the only one who is scared to death about large numbers of demons skulking around in the caves near us and training monsters for combat? What happens if a force of them attacks Odonasia when half of us are gone to the east to collect some artifacts that no one can use right now anyway? For that matter, the only way I can see that they’d be dangerous is if I was near them and was captured. You don’t think me going to retrieve them puts us all at risk?”

      “Not if you don’t go,” Glasha said.

      “You can get that idea out of your head right now. No one is going to the heart of the Sodality without me. Even if we sent all our fighters—especially if we sent all our fighters—you wouldn’t stand a chance.”

      Glasha waved the comment away. “Just saying.” Her infuriating little smirk made me want to push her. And to kiss her. “It worries me not.”

      “You are forgetting something important, Adam,” Xanali Ferosin said. The senior sister not only deserved respect for her age and wisdom, but she’d had magic back when magic was a thing, and hers ran toward visions and prophecy. Whenever the subject turned to magical themes, I listened to her very carefully.

      “I’m sure I am. Can you tell me?”

      She gave me that wry motherly smile, like she was about to close a trap. “Of course. You have spoken of your magic and how you can affect sotin, even freezing them in place. You have explained it was blocking magical effects from reaching them. Perhaps the magic that had been made part of them through use of the artifacts? If you retrieve the items—of course you will not stay back here; that would be ludicrous—you can bring them back here and we can study them. Between you, me, Aewen, and a few other sisters who had some ability to use magic or have knowledge of it, mayhap we could figure out how to help the sotin. How to reverse what was done to them?”

      Several gasps bounced around the room.

      “Let’s not get too carried away,” I said. “I would love to be able to do that, but as we found out from Betagitte, it’s more than magic and more than torture that creates the sotin. It’s different effects piled on top of each other over time. It may be possible to help sotin, but their condition might also be permanent. It probably is.

      “That being said, I understand your argument. Yes, that would be something I’d like to make happen. I’m not convinced it’s more important than the demons, though.”

      Conversation lulled. Adrisse finally spoke up. “One other bit to throw onto the scale: if we obtained the artifacts and any books of procedure they have, we might improve our chances of affecting the sotin we meet in battle. As a healer, I would love to help work out how to save all our men that were taken so long ago, but the stark reality is that we will fight sotin again. It’s guaranteed. Demons or not, we will meet the Sodality’s mindless men on the battlefield. If we can’t figure out a solution to healing them, perhaps we can use what we learn to weaponize our knowledge. After all, it took years for the Sodality to develop the means to train them and then more time to actually implement it with each man.”

      Shit. I hadn’t thought of it from that viewpoint before. “So you’re saying that getting those artifacts and any reference resources they have, and with access to Betagitte’s knowledge, we might be able to increase what I can do? Maybe stop a dozen or two sotin at a time.”

      “Or destroy them entirely, in a pinch. No one knows how powerful the magic you have can be. I do not condone wholesale slaughter, but we are outnumbered hundreds to one. If we can learn how to neutralize the men, the resistance might have a chance at victory.”

      “Well, damn.” I ran my fingers through my hair. “You’ve got me there. Okay, fine. I guess going to the training center might be a little bit higher priority. New topic. Let’s talk about schedules and when I’ll be going there, plus who I’ll be taking. If we’re going to do this, we need to do it fast so we can get back and check on those demons. What you say bumps up the importance of getting the tools, but mark my words, there’s something going on with the demons and no one is going to like it. I have a strong feeling, maybe intuition, that tells me so.

      “Roll up your sleeves, ladies. We’ve got a shitload of work to do.”
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      “You want me to go with you?” Nymyxiah said when I stopped by with Ysduil and Glasha on my way back to our room.

      “I do,” I said.

      The demoness’s eyes narrowed at me. “This is not because you have taken me, is it? I have heard that humans and those of other races develop an attachment for those who they—”

      “No. It’s not because of that.” I had to push Glasha because she was cackling in my ear about it. “What we did was amazing, but it has nothing to do with our plans. The simple fact is that we need to take Betagitte with us to make it easier to find what we need and get out of there quickly. I would normally have to watch her every second so she doesn’t escape or call out to bring attention to us. With you there, though, you can keep her controlled so we don’t have to worry about that.

      “Don’t feel like you have to. You can tell me you don’t want to go. Some others don’t think I should bring you outside on something like this.”

      “Because I may be untrustworthy and try to harm you or escape?” she asked.

      “Yes, that’s the gist of it.”

      “But you do not fear such will happen?’

      “No.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because he f—” Glasha started.

      “Shhhh. Quiet, you. We’re having a serious conversation.” I pulled the dunim into a kiss and bit her lower lip, hard.

      “Auugggh.”

      “Oh, don’t even. You know you love it.”

      Glasha ran her tongue over her lips, but didn’t deny it.

      “Why would you trust me, Adam?” Myxi asked.

      “It’s not just me. Ysduil spoke up in your defense, too. Listen, I’m almost completely sure we can trust you fully. I’m willing to take a risk with that tiny doubt because how else can you ever prove that our trust is warranted? You are a kind and loyal person. I know this by your values, how you act, and how you think about things. If you were to attack us, we would kill you. If you escape, the hurt of the betrayal would be deeper than losing you as a resource.

      “The time has come to focus on putting everything we have on the line, so I choose to trust you. You’re not required to go, though. You can stay here. You won’t be punished or anything.”

      She searched my eyes. I wasn’t sure if it was trying to find my motivation in general or if she thought I was trying to play her. There was no malice or suspicion there. Just honest curiosity.

      “Of course I will go with you, if you allow me. I will submit to being bound, if that will make anyone feel better.”

      “No, that’s not going to happen. You’ll be just like any of the rest of us. We’re taking a small group. Sneaking in is a better option than trying to attack in number and overwhelm the training center.”

      “Just when I thought I had the full measure of you, Adam Townsend, you surprise me yet again. You are a different sort of man than I have ever met.”

      “He is,” Amelie said. “After arguing about it with the council for almost an hour, he said he’s the leader and this is the way we were going to do it.”

      “You did?”

      Glasha barked a laugh. “He pulled rank. It was very satisfying. But it’s only because you are extremely fu—”

      “Glasha,” I said. “That doesn’t help.”

      “Fuckable,” she whispered and dodged to the side as I swept my hand toward her in a lazy arc.

      I took Myxi’s shoulders and squared her body to me. “See what I have to deal with? I would love you to go with us even if it’s just to have some intelligent and serious conversation.” I threw a mock scowl at Glasha, which she received with a show of all her teeth.

      “Hey,” Ysduil said, though she had her mischievous smile on.

      “I’m not talking about you, baby.”

      “Hey!” Amelie said.

      “Oh, for fuck’s sake. Give me a break. Anyway, Myxi, I would like you to join us, but it’s your decision.”

      “I will go with you, of course. I owe you so much for being so kind to me and I want to prove to everyone that I can be a good friend to Odonasia, even if I was born a demon.”

      “Great, that’s the spirit. We’ll leave within the next day or two. Will it be a problem for you to keep track of Betagitte the whole time?”

      “Not at all. She is under my power now. I can maintain it easily and she will not make a sound unless you want her to.”

      “Thank you so much. I appreciate it.” I kissed her magenta cheek, bringing a little color to it. It was strange to me because I figured succubi would be embarrassment-proof, but maybe it was the sweet things that made them shy, not the overt sexual things. “I’ll let you know what the exact schedule is when we sort it all out.”

      I turned to go, but Ysduil nudged me aside to plant her own kiss on Myxi’s other cheek. “It’s going to be so fun to get to know you better. I’m very excited.” She took and squeezed the demoness’s hand and then released it, giving her a wave as we left the room. The last thing I saw was the demoness’s befuddled expression.

      After some very satisfying intimate time with my smoking-hot wives that night, I was up early with a long list of things I needed to do. First on the agenda was visiting King Iwanosin to explain in person what was going on. We had a nice chat and I told him of my plans to let Lamari go with us to explore the caves when we got back, promising I’d watch over her to prevent her from getting injured. We’d built up some trust and he assured me it was fine with him.

      On the way back to our own section of the caves, I ran across Lamari heading toward the nytis kingdom.

      “Hey, Lamari. It’s not too often I see you without Maressa around.”

      “Adam!” The mousegirl came at me like she was pretending to be an airplane, her arms wide and her small feet tapping at the floor like a hard rain on a tin roof. I accepted her body slamming into me and wrapped her up in a hug. “I missed you. I haven’t seen you since you found out Ysduil was going to have a baby. Congratulations. That’s wonderful.”

      “It is. Thank you. We’re looking forward to seeing her or him.”

      “I have to kiss you in congratulations.” The diminutive woman nodded firmly.

      “Of course.” I leaned down and accepted a surprisingly heavy and passionate kiss from her. “Mmmm. Wow.”

      Her narrow face blushed prettily. “I can do a lot more, you know. I heard that you are trying to help others enjoy…stuff.”

      “That’s true. A lot of the women in Odonasia want babies, too, so I promised Ysduil and Nysea I’d help them.”

      “But not just for babies, right?” She had her hands clasped in front of her and she swung her body back and forth, eyes pointed down.

      “Uh, no. I guess not. Some just want to try me out, I think. Ysduil says that they want to experience some intimacy with a man.”

      “Oh. Could I maybe…possibly…experience that, too?”

      The mousegirl looked so cute doing the shy girl act, but I’d long ago recognized that she wasn’t only beautiful, but she was sexy as well. I kissed the tip of her nose.

      “You know you can’t get pregnant with me, don’t you?”

      “I know.”

      “But you still want to try me out?”

      “Oooh, yes. I have since I first saw you.”

      “Well, Lamari, I’m afraid that…I want you very badly and would love to do it right now. But I need to get ready for this mission we’re going on. I will put you at the top of my list and when we can find a time and a place, I would definitely like to see how such a sexy mousegirl feels and tastes.”

      “Really?”

      “Really.”

      “Eeeeeeee. I’ve been practicing. Preparing for you.”

      “You have?”

      “Yep. I even had our crafters make me a special item that I use to pleasure myself. I use it to make my body ready for you to enter me.”

      I blinked at the nytis woman. So cute and innocent looking, and she was standing there telling me she had a special dildo made for her to stretch her little slit out so I could fuck her. Goddamn I love this world.

      “I so wish we had the time right now, Lamari. I really do.”

      “It’s fine. I can wait. Maressa and some others have asked me to practice with them, but I think I’ll wait so you can be my first.”

      It was such an awkward conversation, but what it was doing to my body at the moment wasn’t awkward at all. It was actually pretty fucking hot. I bent down to kiss her again, and we made that last one look like a peck on the cheek.

      “As soon as we can, lovely Lamari.”

      “Thank you, Adam. So much.”

      “You can thank me by enjoying what I do to you, because I know I’ll enjoy what you’ll do to me.”

      By the time I got back to my room in the late afternoon, I’d had several more encounters like the one with Lamari. Eydra, Maressa, Crelora, even a short discussion with Midra was filled with innuendo and straight-out promises. I wondered if I should put off leaving to go to the sotin training center so I could have a day or two to clear the list a little bit.

      “I know that smile,” Ysduil said. She sat on one of the chairs as I entered our room. “You’ve been having sexy talk.”

      I laughed. “It’s hard to have anything else around here. Between the priestesses and the other women who are just as horny and sexually frustrated, it’s the most popular topic.”

      “Good. I’m glad you’re finally taking your responsibility seriously. We got everything together and Glasha has a list for you of people she plans on bringing.”

      “Another list. Okay. I’ll check with her and we can finalize stuff. We can leave tomorrow morning.”

      “That means we can have another night with just you and your wives, to send us off right on our mission.”

      “Yes, my beautiful, sexy foxgirl, that is exactly what that means.”
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      In the morning we made it as far as the market area, which was close to the east gate. Even in the last few days, it had progressed. New buildings and a set of stalls now adorned the area, with people selling a variety of things at tables. Actually, I guess they were trading things. We’d talked about creating some kind of currency, but I don’t think we had thought up a monetary system yet. It would probably just prompt the sisters to start up a kissing booth or a fingering booth or something. Barter would do for now.

      “Adam, so good to see you again.”

      Athistae, the lamia chief, stepped out from one of the buildings to greet me. The snake woman looked as radiant as always.

      “Athistae, how are you?”

      “I’m well. I’ve heard an interesting rumor. About a vinem priestess who may be pregnant?”

      “That’s right. You know my wife Ysduil. We’re going to have a baby.”

      The snake woman dragged a finger across her lips. “It’s true, then. Very interesting. There have been no births outside the sanctioned Sodality centers for many years.”

      “I have heard that, yes.”

      “We have not discussed an alliance lately. I wonder if there are…benefits to making one. Perhaps trade items not available to non-allies? Trade services?”

      “Athistae, if you’re trying to propose me helping you out with trying to make a baby for you to become our allies, just speak it plainly.”

      “I don’t want to be crude.”

      “You’re literally in a village of Odona’s priestesses.”

      “Ah, yes. Well, then, I am interested in what you speak of. If it were possible…”

      I laughed. “Oh, Athistae. I know what the world is like. I also know I can’t withhold what I alone am able to do. I would be delighted to help you, and to take your oath as an ally in trade. Better if we could be friends and allies without looking at it as payment, but whatever works. I have something I need to do right now, but we’ll talk about it later. I’ve never been with one of your race. I think it could be fun.”

      “Ooh, I can guarantee that. Very well. Thank you for your consideration. I shall look forward to discussing it with you.”

      “As will I. Now, if you’ll excuse me, we need to get moving.”

      “Of course. Thank you. I believe I have misjudged not only you but the entire population of your village. I hope to make up for that. In many special, and delightful, ways.”

      We’d gotten a later than normal start, and with Athistae and others trying to converse with me, we barely got out of the Dreadlands before night fell upon us and we had to make camp. As always, DD led us to a perfect spot, northwest of Axecleft. It wasn’t one we’d used before and it made me wonder how many of these perfect campsites the scout knew about.

      I sat some distance away from the fire, taking my turn at watch. The night was cool, but pleasant, and I didn’t want to have my night vision ruined by being too close to the low flames.

      I had a lot of things to think about, so I didn’t mind staying up while everyone else was asleep. I’d even added an hour onto my shift. I took the first one so Glasha, the second watch, could get some extra sleep. Two hours in, it had only quieted down in the last hour or so. The night was peaceful enough now to chew on some of the many things whirling around in my head.

      I still doubted that our current mission was the clear priority. Something nagged at me, like I’d forgotten to turn off the stove and had left the house for the day in my world. I couldn’t put my finger on it, but I could almost feel myself being tugged back toward Odonasia to explore those demon caves more fully. It had to be a magical thing, and I’d found in my short time in this world that I needed to pay attention to the magic.

      A ping in my senses alerted me and I swung my head toward the right side of the campsite. A liquid shadow moved like smoke in a soft breeze. I recognized the shape and the distinct graceful way it moved.

      Venom.

      The ferret beastkin assassin stopped, noticing that I was looking right at her, but then she continued to slink along toward me, dodging first sleeping forms and then piles of gear.

      “How did you detect me?” she asked in a whisper. “I know I made no noise.”

      “No, you didn’t. Not that I could hear, anyway. I felt you.”

      “You…felt me?”

      “Yeah. It still surprises me, too. I guess it doesn’t just work with danger anymore. Something told me to look exactly where you were.”

      “With abilities like that, you could dismantle most of the assassination guilds in the world.”

      “A lot of them, are there?”

      I caught the flash of white teeth in the moonlight. “There are a few, but more than most would think.”

      “Huh. Well, I did help to take down Nemaea, so I guess you have something there.”

      “May I sit with you?” she asked.

      “Of course.” I wiped off the space next to me on the rock I was sitting on.

      She chuckled at my actions. Of course. She was a “roughing it” kind of girl, probably dragging her body through all kinds of things like mud and blood in line with her work. I shrugged. Habits. My mind couldn’t accept allowing the assassin’s fine ass plopping down on a dirty surface. It made no sense, I know, but it was what it was.

      “What’s up Venom? Can’t sleep?”

      “You can call me Aedyl, if you want. Venom is more of a working name.”

      “Sure. I thought you preferred it.”

      “Sometimes I do, but in light conversation with my friends, I like my given name as well.”

      “I get it. Fine, then. What’s up, Aedyl?”

      “I have the next watch and thought I’d get up early to keep you company. If that’s okay.”

      “I thought Glasha was next.”

      “I swapped with her. I enjoy the deepest part of the night.”

      “Absolutely,” I said. “Any time I can sit and chat with a beautiful woman, I’m up for it.”

      “You think I’m beautiful?”

      “Of course. Don’t you?”

      She gave me a cute, one-shoulder shrug. “I’m okay, I guess. In a large group of priestesses, or even in this small group of stunning women, I don’t shine.”

      I threw my head back, prepared to laugh loud enough to wake the others, but I caught myself and pushed out a wheezing kind of “fat guy” laugh. “Aedyl, you would shine in the presence of Odona herself. And the way you move…my God!”

      “You enjoy the way I move?”

      “Uh, yeah. I could watch you for hours. It’s not only your fantastic body, but the pure control and grace is mesmerizing. Intoxicating.”

      “Does it excite you, even a little bit?”

      “It does. A lot.”

      “Mmmmm.” She swayed her body back and forth a little, her lips pursed as she thought. “I have heard of Ysduil’s pregnancy, and your resolution to help others to attain the same condition. How is that going? You must have been hunted down the last couple of days as especially the sisters heard of it.”

      “It was a little busy, yeah. I don’t mind. I’ve been promising for a while now that I would help others, either sisters or any of our other citizens in Odonasia. Everyone is so nice and so sexy, I wish I had more time to help out.”

      “I’ve wanted to talk to you but didn’t want to be a nuisance.”

      “Never, Aedyl. You can talk to me about anything, whenever you want. That’s what friends do.”

      “Are we friends, then, Adam?”

      “I see us that way. Don’t you?”

      Another shrug. “Some find me…awkward. Intimidating.”

      I smiled at her. “I get it. You are impressive. I could see the whole assassin thing putting people ill at ease.”

      “But not you?”

      “Honestly, no. I mean, Lagakh does make me want to constantly keep an eye on her in case she starts butchering people, but you’re different. I still want to keep an eye on you, but that’s because you’re so fucking sexy. I mean, you’re very skilled and can do amazing things. You’ve killed a lot of people, but your attitude and your personality is soothing to me. Looking into Lagakh’s eyes makes me want to put my hand on my sword hilt. Looking into your eyes makes me want…you.

      “Don’t get me wrong, though. I like the dunim assassin. She’s awkward enough, though, that it can be a little uneasy.”

      “I understand. You like looking into my eyes?”

      “I do. They’re gorgeous.”

      “They are grey.”

      “They’re a gorgeous grey.”

      “You are so interesting to me, Adam.”

      I took the hand she’d placed on the rock and kissed it. “You’re interesting to me. Like I said, you can talk to me anytime you want.”

      “May I do more than talk?”

      “Of course.”

      “Hmmm.” She took my hand and enclosed it with both of hers, dropping it on her lap. I felt the body heat coming from her. “Do you know that the sisters are completely free to do their daily ritual in any manner they wish and at any time they wish to do it?”

      “I do.”

      “My preference is to do it at night. The dark is comfortable to me. It increases my pleasure.”

      I shifted on the rock. My pants were feeling a bit tight with the unexpected conversation and where she was holding my hand. “I could see that. You do have an affinity with the dark. The way you can disappear at will is amazing.”

      She kneaded my hand with hers, splaying my fingers out and laying them across her hot crotch and tickling the web in between them. “I am also a little out of the ordinary when it comes to my goals with the ritual.”

      “Your goal? I thought it was to gain pleasure.”

      “It is, but I look at it a little differently. To me, it’s clear there are different flavors of pleasure, as well as different levels.” She brought my hand up and slipped in under her top, which had been opened sometime between when she walked to me and the present moment.

      Using both of hers, she manipulated my hand so my palm rubbed against her breast. The stiff nub of her nipple slid across my skin and instantly sent my body into action mode. My little head started vying for control of my thinking capabilities.

      “Uhhhh. Your hand feels good.”

      “You feel good.”

      “I have a lot more to feel.” She pushed out her chest to smash it against my hand. “But as I was saying, I have a different viewpoint. To me, the slow, gradual process of heightening pleasure and arousal is the pinnacle of satisfaction. Actually, my core belief is that approaching satisfaction is the most powerful form of satisfaction. Do you understand what I’m saying?”

      I tried to follow her logic, but the feel of her firm tit in my hand and the rush of blood filling my lower regions made it difficult. When one of her hands slipped down into my pants and touched my hard shaft, I sucked in a harsh breath. I hadn’t even felt her untying my clothing.

      She growled at me softly. The dark chocolate coloring of the sable fur on her ears and tail, and of her hair contributed to make her eyes shine more brightly in her beautiful face.

      “Adam?” she said, and I realized I hadn’t answered her. It all felt sooooo good.

      “I, uh, kind of get what you’re saying.”

      “Let me make it clearer.” She leaned over and kissed me tenderly. Her warm lips brushed mine and her tongue flicked out in a tentative movement while she cupped my balls. I let out a little moan. “While many sisters aim to climax, I do not. I understand that some sisters actually achieve orgasm every day, such as Ysduil. Don’t worry, we all talk to each other about things that would make you blush. I do not strive for climax, but for riding the edge of it for as long as possible.”

      “That does feel good,” I said. “But it can be frustrating, too, if you never finish.”

      “Mmmmm. True, but that frustration and heightened arousal is a pleasure in and of itself. It energizes the body and makes one more alert. I do love an orgasm, but I only continue to that point maybe one in ten times. That alone makes it special and, let me tell you, when I do climax…it is spectacular. For me and my partner.”

      Aedyl nibbled my lip as she took the hand that wasn’t busy with her breasts and plunged it into the front of her tight, black pants. The hot, wet slit under my fingertips caused an involuntary thrust of my hips. The sexy assassin swiped her hand past mine to soak her palm with her juices, then she put it back on my cock and started stroking me. Her slick, wet hand slid like a felt glove with lubricant on it.

      “Oh God, Aedyl. That feels so good.”

      “What you’re doing feels good, too. Can I shift a little to make it more fun?”

      “Of course.”

      She stood halfway then moved her firm ass onto my lap, twisting her body so she could still maintain her grip on my shaft with her hand. Then she started to grind on me while she stroked. The combination of sensations had me almost ready to come right then.

      “Do you like that? Does it give you pleasure?”

      “Fuck yeah, it does.”

      Taking a cue from her, I massaged her wet outer lips with my fingers, running them up along one side, down the other, then into the inner lips to give them the same treatment.

      “Ooooooh, yes. That’s the pleasure I’m talking about. Can you feel how powerful it is with slow, careful attention? Does it make you want to do this for hours, teasing each other on the very edge of climax?”

      “Yes.” I didn’t agree with what she said completely, just wanting to fuck her and go to completion, but it felt so good in the moment. I didn’t want it to end, either.

      “I would like to get pregnant,” she said, bouncing a little bit and grinding on my lap. “It is a dream to have a child. I would like to do that with a nice, long sexual encounter where we can spill our fluids over a period of time, building, and building, and building…” As she talked, she added little twirls as she stroked me and moaned in between words. “…until we cannot resist any longer and you inject your seed into me as we climax together.”

      “Yes,” I panted. “I would love that.”

      “Good. We can find a time after we get back to Odonasia. For now”— she stood up with a mournful moan, then dropped to her knees and pulled my pants down enough so my dick was exposed to the cool night air —“we need to stop before we go too far.” She flicked her tongue out and swept the pre-cum from the head of my dick, pushed my hand hard against her wet slit, then pulled it away.

      Sitting there, my titanium shaft exposed, I couldn’t do anything but stare at her with my mouth open as she shuddered, squeezing her pert tit briefly, then putting her clothes back in order. When she sat down next to me again, she leaned over and kissed me.

      “Thank you for helping me fulfill my daily requirement.” She rubbed her legs together and moaned. “I am going to enjoy my arousal the rest of the night, and I will dream of when we can continue at a later time.”

      I didn’t move for some time, afraid of even putting my member back in my pants. The slightest friction might make me shoot my wad, and with how fucking horny the assassin had made me, there was no telling how far my cum bomb would fly or who it would land on. After we’d sat in silence for an eternity and I started to get soft, I finally managed to get myself dressed fully again.

      “I think it’s time for my watch now,” Aedyl said. “We can keep talking, but I won’t be insulted if you want to get some sleep.” She kissed me again and I blinked at her, trying to figure out what the hell had just happened.

      I said goodnight to the sexy tease and curled up with Ysduil, ready to try to sleep my frustration away.

      “That was so exciting,” my foxgirl whispered into my face. Of course she’d been watching with her keen night vision. “May I help you in finishing what your sexy assassin started?”

      “Yes, please.” I didn’t mean for my words to crack and sound like a whimper, but sometimes, when you’re tortured, things just come out that way.

      Ysduil positioned herself and before I knew it, all that pleasure that had been waiting to be triggered was released at once. It was one of the best orgasms I’d ever had. I think Aedyl had something there. I couldn’t wait to see how it felt when we made each other go all the way to the end.
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      I had my cloak and hood on again, and Ysduil had on another set of very tight pants and a top instead of her priestess dress. The mild weather didn’t require her to wear her own cloak, for which I was grateful for two reasons: I could watch her body as she moved in those skintight clothes; and I didn’t have to hear her complain about wearing the cloak.

      We’d left our campsite and reached the road that wended generally south to north. The same one we’d been using to escape the Sodality army what seemed like a hundred years ago.

      “I’ve been thinking about it and I guess what you were saying is true, Glasha,” I told her.

      “Of course. Whatever I tell you is the truth. Unless I say something complimentary. Then I am trying to fool you to gain favors.”

      Midra, a few feet away, laughed.

      “Whatever. No, I mean when you told us that living in the Dreadlands gives you a kind of vibe that other creatures can sense, I totally believe it now.”

      “Vibe? I have never used that word before.”

      “I’m paraphrasing. The sense of danger, the aura, whatever you want to call it. We’ve crossed parts of the Dreadlands a lot recently, and very few monsters attack us. Maybe they recognize we’re dangerous, or that we’re one of their own.”

      She gave me a dubious look. “They don’t think you’re one of their own.”

      “You know what I mean.”

      The dunim warrior shared a look with Midra and they both burst out laughing at the same time.

      “Okay, maybe it has something to do with Myxi’s people training the monsters and making everything strange.”

      “That is more likely,” Glasha said, swiping a tear from her eye.

      It hadn’t been that damn funny.

      Moods grew more serious when we crossed the road, heading east. I looked to the north where the path wound into the dark mass of trees, all the more ominous because the sun was approaching the horizon. Deep shadows stalked across the land like a predator on the hunt.

      Hollow Wood. I had bad memories of that place.

      Before, when we were fleeing the Sodality from Haven, we had all passed right where we stood at the moment, going north and stopping occasionally to fight the Sodality soldiers that harried us. We’d lost people. I’d have been killed myself, if not for two brave, kick-ass women who were both now my wives.

      “We’re north of Axecleft,” DD said from a few paces in front of me. “I’d rather not go too near Shadowrun. A couple of us can stop at Windcross and see what news there is. Best to know if something is going on closer to the mountains.”

      “Yeah, good call. So, we’re going to head straight for the Zyoxi Range, then to Burnt Wood, which is in the foothills north of the Aycrish Summit?”

      “Yes.”

      “How far from the Summit is the training center?”

      DD scratched her head. “I think probably about…oh, wait. Hey, Nymyxiah. Can you ask the trainer how far the training center is from the Aycrish Summit?”

      “You can ask. I have commanded her to answer questions any of us have.”

      “The School of Ascendence is approximately forty miles from the capital city,” Betagitte answered with no emotion in her voice or on her face.

      “That’s good,” I said. “It would be nice if it was farther, but I’ll take it in this case. The distance from Burnt Wood to the training center, Betagitte?”

      “Less than five miles.”

      “Okay, that’s not as ideal. Thanks.”

      “You are welcome.”

      I realized when she answered how completely stupid it was to thank her for answering a question she was being forced to answer. Oh well. Some habits die hard.

      We began to travel at night to avoid being seen. Near the mountains, there were several communities around Aycrishi Summit. I didn’t think anywhere on this world was crowded—I doubted there were more than maybe fifty thousand or so people in the entire world from what I’d seen—but it was definitely busier than the miles and miles of uninhabited land we’d grown accustomed to traveling.

      The visit to Windcross was the same as all the other towns and villages we’d passed in our travels. DD and Venom went into town while the rest of us waited at our campsite nearby. The two sisters returned quickly and we kept going.

      The assassin had brought along some dark brown pants and a tan tunic. It was the first I’d seen of her without her white dress or dark assassin gear. Her slinky ferret beastkin body looked fantastic in whatever she wore, but I think I actually preferred the dark clothes. They fit her, badass as she was. It surprised me when she and DD headed toward the town. Her walk was completely normal, maybe even a bit uncoordinated. The woman knew her shit. I wondered how many types of cool ninja skills she had beyond acting like she wasn’t in perfect control of every single muscle in her body.

      DD gave me the rundown when they got back. “There’s news of little skirmishes, people claiming to be the resistance. A few here in the east and a few in the west. Rumors from Willowbrook also are a big topic of conversation. Some say it was disease or monster attacks that scattered the citizens to the four corners of Western Tenos, but some suspect there was more than the rumors state. We heard whispers of Yequnites being active in different parts of the world.”

      “Great. If people know of us and talk about it, it should help. They’re all fed up.”

      The reports were similar at Burnt Wood. Sitting in a forest that looked to have been devastated by fire a decade or so before, the town nestled against a collection of bald hills that were the start of the larger mountains of the Zyoxi Range. Looking up at the massive mountains, I remembered the legends of the great beast that Aycrish fought, Zyoxi the World-Render. Once the massive monster had died, it had crashed to the ground and turned to stone, creating the mountains. Longways from north to south, it almost did look like the splayed body of a mythical beast. A huge dragon.

      “How long has this place been called Burnt Wood?” I asked. “Did the Sodality rename it?”

      “Nope,” Ysduil answered. “I know what you’re thinking, but this place burns down a lot. Every ten or twenty years, there’s a huge fire that devastates the forest here. Nothing anyone can do will stop it. Even when magic was strong, it still caught fire regularly. They named the place Burnt Wood and live with the knowledge that it’s going to burn down again and again.”

      “People in this world are weird. So, what else is going on in town, DD?”

      “Same as before,” the elf said. “The Sodality seems frustrated. Between K stepping up her bandit activity and the troublesome so-called resistance, they’re spoiling for a fight they can send their armies against. We’ll need to be extra careful. Any whiff of you or Evina and they’ll throw thousands of troops at us. No way we’re going to survive that.”

      “The good news is that we’re close to the training center. I say we find a nice spot, wait out the day, and hit the place tonight. With Betagitte with us, we should be able to dodge the guards and other soldiers.”

      “Sounds good to me,” I said. “Betagitte told us that they don’t maintain a lot of troops there right now, only enough to protect the vault. There’s no activity going on regarding the sotin.”

      As planned, we moved in an hour after darkness fell.

      “You must go to the right of the barracks there,” Betagitte said, “and around the dining hall. Another two hundred feet and the testing and training rooms are in a complex that looks like a grand square block of stone. Askew from that is a building with offices, the armory, and the vault.”

      “Are there books or scrolls on the technology for training sotin?” I asked.

      “Yes.”

      “Where?”

      “Some may be in the offices of personnel. I have several tomes in my own office. There is also a repository for scholarly reference works.”

      “You will show us where both of those places are,” Nymyxiah said.

      “Yes, Mistress. Of course.”

      I scanned the fortified center once again. It was fairly well lit, but once inside the walls, less so. We would need to be fast and stealthy to get all the way to our destination. Thankfully, it seemed like the facility was geared more toward being unobtrusive than being a fortress. We had a good shot at getting what we wanted without too much bloodshed or risk to ourselves.

      I continued to scan the area for soldiers. “Let’s get moving. Venom is already inside the wall?”

      Glasha nodded. “She is. She’ll be waiting at the door to the right to let us in. She will dispose of any guards, if necessary, but assures me that she can move undetected without having to leave bodies.”

      “Okay, then. Let’s—”

      A spike in my awareness had me snapping my head to the left. It didn’t quite feel like danger, but my magic was definitely warning me something was over there. I put my hand up, then put my index finger on the other hand to my lips. Everyone stopped moving, and even breathing, immediately.

      I blurred off, zipping close to a hundred feet before slowing down enough to spot a figure in dark grey clothes skulking toward the training center’s wall. I watched her eyes widen and she quickly drew a dagger from a sheath sewn onto the thigh of her pants. It came for my throat, the hiss of the blade cutting the air. The sound was strangely distorted in my enhanced speed state.

      I didn’t know who this person was, but we didn’t have the time or the luxury of making any noise. I was going to have to kill her.
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      I pumped magic into my limbs and blurred, pivoting and arcing my arm over and around the hand guiding the knife at me. It would be faster to tear the blade from my attacker’s hand and use her own weapon to kill her quickly before she could sound an alarm rather than to wrestle my sword from its scabbard in such close quarters.

      The woman’s arm twisted like it was made of rubber and she maneuvered the weapon toward my hand that was grabbing for her. My reflexes kicked in and I snatched my limb back, just barely missing being sliced by the six-inch blade.

      What the fuck?

      My opponent had to have some serious combat skills to evade me so thoroughly even though I was moving faster than a person had any right to move. She still hadn’t made a sound, so I was beginning to think she wasn’t part of the Sodality. With the dark clothing she wore, she looked more like an assassin. Maybe she’d come to kill some high-level Sodality person? I decided to take a chance and speak.

      “We’re against the Sodality. If you are, too, we shouldn’t be fighting.”

      As soon as she heard my voice, the woman’s flowing movements broke. Her head snapped up to look at me, but I’d kept my hood up to hide my face in the shadows. That one hitch in her movement was enough for me to pour magic into my hands and finally snatch her arm. I pulled it around and wrenched it up behind her back so hard, she let loose a muffled squeal and dropped the blade.

      Even then, she wasn’t finished fighting. She aimed a kick at me as I pushed her against a tree trunk, but I’d been watching for it and moved my legs to evade, taking a wide stance off to the side of her so she couldn’t donkey-kick me in the nuts. Glasha’s sword flashed to the mysterious woman’s neck and stopped just before cutting into it.

      “You keep fighting, I’ll bleed every bit of your life from your neck,” my dunim wife growled. I was so thankful Glasha was smart and saw that I was moving to capture rather than kill the mysterious stranger.

      The woman’s other hand went slowly up above her head. I patted her body, finding three more knives besides the twin swords on her back, plus half a dozen throwing stars and a full dozen throwing spikes secreted around her clothing. It was impressive she could move silently with all that metal all over her.

      “Anything else?” I asked.

      When she paused, I pulled up on her arm, drawing a grunt from her.

      “Between my legs,” she said.

      I looked over at Glasha and she gave me a blank look in return. Ysduil must have seen my hesitation because she stepped up to us.

      “Here, let me.” My foxgirl reached up from behind and felt the woman up. “Hmmmm.” She put both hands into play and soon held up a small ring dagger. “Tiny little sheath, sewn in so you could never detect it if you didn’t put your hand down her pants. Very clever.”

      “Anything else?”

      “No.”

      “Okay. I’m assuming you’re no friend of the Sodality because if you were, you would have shouted an alarm. You want to explain yourself? We don’t have time to deal with anyone who might tip the soldiers off that we’re here.”

      Of all things, the woman laughed. A soft, low sound, but full of humor. This was one cool chick.

      “Right. Well, your clumsy movements will draw a lot more attention than mine will.” I wasn’t sure before, but I could tell now that the woman had an accent. The “right” did it. She sounded Australian, or maybe Kiwi.

      “I found you before you found me, didn’t I?” I said.

      “Hmm. Yes. How did you do that, anyway?”

      “We’re not here to swap stories. Tell us what you’re doing here and maybe we won’t slit your throat and leave you to be found in the morning.”

      “You won’t want to do that.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because then you won’t be able to claim the reward, Adam.”

      I spun the woman around and pushed her back against the tree. “How do you know my name? No one here said it.”

      “I know things. Like the Sodality wanting to catch you and submit you to…well, to that place there. Are you going to ask me how?”

      “No. I don’t care. What are you talking about with the reward thing?”

      “Ooooh,” Ysduil said. She’d been staring at the woman with her eyes narrowed. “Your clothes are fabulous.”

      The woman chuckled. Actually chuckled. She was surrounded by enemies, a fierce dunim woman with her sword nearly touching the skin of her neck, and she found humor in it?

      “Thank you, my dear. You must be the priestess that has been causing so much trouble with your boyfriend.”

      “Husband,” I said.

      “Really? Oooh.”

      “You,” Ysduil said. “You’re her. You’re her!”

      The strange woman looked at my wife as calmly as if she’d met her walking in a park. “And you are as smart as you are sexy. Quite a catch, there, Adam.”

      I looked back and forth from Yssy to the woman. What the hell were they talking about?

      “It’s her, Adam. The fighting style, the fabulous clothes. It’s K. The mysterious bandit K.”

      The woman dipped her head at me in greeting.

      “If you take your hands off my tits, I promise not to run away,” she said. “Maybe we can chat for a minute or two and prevent any unfortunate events? Unless you want the reward for me, which I might be tempted to take if I were in your shoes. If you want the bounty, it’s more if you bring me in alive. So do what you will.”

      I looked down and realized what she’d said was true. I did have one hand on her chest while I still held her arm with the other. I straightened up immediately, giving her a little space.

      “Ah, thank you. Maybe we got off on the wrong foot. I have been wanting to meet you Adam, and even you, Ysduil. My name, as your clever wife has said, is K. At least that’s what most people call me. If I had friends, which I would very much like you to be, they would call me Kai.”

      “Kai,” Ysduil said in a dreamy voice.

      “Yes. Well, my full name is Kailani Sona, but please keep that between us. It doesn’t have the same punch as K.”

      “Kailani Sona,” I repeated. “That’s…that’s actually a beautiful name.”

      “Oh, honey, wait until you see me in the light.” She chuckled again. “Speaking of which, let me take this off.” She untied a long piece of cloth covering her face and hair. She shook her head and ran her fingers through jet black hair cut at just past her jaw line. The moonlight flashed in her eyes and green glinted there. In the daylight they’d be dazzling.

      Kai had a rounded face, her jaw squared but softly sloping into a chin that accentuated her full lips. Even in the low light, I could see how red they were, like she’d just put on lip gloss. For the first time, I allowed my eyes to play over the rest of her. The dark grey clothing was the perfect color for sneaking around at night. Not too dark, but like the dappled shadows themselves. She wore a form-fitting outfit that might be one piece or two that fit perfectly together.

      What I could tell was that the cloth was skintight and showed off all the enticing curves of her long form. She was almost as tall as Glasha and had a body that only comes from being a professional athlete or a badass warrior. I already knew she was the second one.

      It wasn’t just her exquisite body, though, or the perfect color. Looking more closely, I could see her clothes had embroidery in thread slightly darker than the cloth. Swirls, symbols, even some sort of ancient text were spread around on it. It did an impressive job of scattering the shadows so she wouldn’t be spotted if she stayed in place. In the light, it must look…well, fabulous. But why would anyone spend that much money or effort on functional clothing meant to do…what?

      “Kailani,” I said. “Why are you here?”

      “Maybe I’m here to meet you.”

      “Bullshit. Please. You know I’m not going to kill you. You’re too important to the common people. Just answer me straight.”

      “Mmmm. I like it when you call me by my full name. If you promise to keep doing that, I’ll tell you all about it.”

      I sighed. You’d think by now I’d have expected it of this world, yet every time I met someone new it still surprised me just how flirty everyone was here. “I will call you Kailani, or sometimes Kai if I’m in a hurry. Not because we’re making a deal, but because I think names are important and that you should be called whatever you want to be called.”

      The bandit pursed her lips, then turned her head to Ysduil, who was still watching Kai like she was a fangirl meeting her favorite celebrity. Which, of course, she was.

      “I can see why you like him so much, aside from that whole ‘he’s the only thinking and accessible owner of a penis thing.’ Very well. I am here to steal.”

      I blinked at Kai. “You’re what, now? Here to steal?”

      “What else would you expect from a bandit queen?”

      “Right. Okay, what are you here to steal?”

      “A memento. An important heirloom. I understand they have it in their vault.”

      My eyes drilled into hers, but hers looked to have the capacity to accept any glare I could produce for as long as I could maintain it. What she’d said didn’t give me much information.

      “Seeing as we’re not going to kill you, and you have no reason to kill me, maybe we should just work together. Provided that what you’re here for isn’t what we came for. If it is, we’re going to have a problem, or at least a long discussion.”

      “Mmmm. That sounds like fun. What are you here for?”

      I pointed to Betagitte, standing at the edge of the trees with Nymyxiah and Zeerah. The rest of the group had moved closer while I talked with Kai. The sotin trainer still wore the uniform she’d had on when we captured her.

      “Is that one of their handlers? No, a trainer. How did you get her to…gods, who the hells is that?”

      I laughed softly—we were still near the training center, after all—and gestured to Nymyxiah. “The answer to both questions is Nymyxiah. We can explain later. We’re here for books and scrolls on training sotin and for the magical artifacts they use to do the job.”

      “Those things don’t matter to me. The object I seek is of a more personal nature. A sword with sentimental value.” She continued to stare at the demoness. “Why are you after those things? Are you going to create your own sotin? Perhaps start making female versions of them?”

      Ysduil stood up straighter and threw out her chest. “Adam’s going to try to use their own procedures and his magic to undo what they’ve done to the men. Release them from the Sodality’s control.”

      “That’s possible?” Kai asked.

      I shrugged. “We don’t know. Maybe. It’s worth trying to figure out.”

      “I see. Yes, let’s cooperate. It will be easier to get the job done with us helping each other. As long as you don’t trip over your own feet and make a racket so every soldier in the place hears us. If that happens, some of you may not survive it.”

      “Some of us?” I said.

      “I am the mysterious and all-powerful bandit queen K. They’ll never be able to take me down. Unless I choose to go down, which I am sometimes in the mood for.”

      “Yeah, yeah. Okay, so here’s what we’ve got planned based on the information Betagitte here gave us. Tell us if you have a better idea. Then we need to get moving. We’ve already lost time standing around jawing.”

      Kai winked at Ysduil, who sighed contentedly. “He’s cute when he gets all commandy.”
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      I peeked at Kai from the corner of my eye. The woman seemed as confident and likeable as all the stories Ysduil had told me. My foxy wife still had stars in her eyes, gazing at the bandit. I wished I could see her in the light. So much detail is lost in darkness.

      “Okay,” I said. “We’re kind of running against the clock here. Kailani, I’ll introduce everyone when we get a chance. Just, uh, follow our lead and we’ll both get what we want.”

      “Mmmm.”

      “I mean, we’ll get the artifacts and you’ll get the sword.”

      “Oooh.”

      Oh, goddamn it. “That is…you’re fucking with me, huh?”

      Glasha chuckled the same time the bandit queen did. Great, another convert.

      Kai shrugged as she replaced the weapons Glasha handed to her in the various places sewn into her clothes. “I’m afraid we only have time for fucking with you right now. Fucking you will have to come later.”

      “All right. Ha ha. Let’s get serious. We need to get in and get out as quickly as we can.”

      “You know, I really prefer—”

      I put a hand up. “Don’t. Just don’t.”

      The infuriating woman pursed her lips and kissed the air toward me. “I’ll be good. Until we have some time. Then I’ll be very good.” She turned her head toward Ysduil. “You don’t mind, do you, darling?”

      “Not at all. Adam and I have talked a lot about it and…why are you scowling at me, lover?”

      “I’m not scowling,” I said, scowling. “Can we all please go and complete the mission? Then we can all engage in sexy talk and whatever you want.”

      Several sounds that sent vibrations directly to my crotch came from most of the women around me. I pinched the bridge of my nose. “Are you going to be able to cooperate with us without giving us away, Kai?”

      “Psht. I am adept at sneaking into places I am not supposed to be. Much better than—whoa. Where the hells did you come from?”

      Venom stood in front of the bandit, her nose almost touching the other woman’s.

      “That’s Venom. She’s extremely good at sneaking, and at killing. You were saying?”

      Kai looked Venom in the eye, then let her gaze sweep over the assassin’s body. “Ooh, Venom. I like it. We’ll need to talk later. Compare notes.”

      The ferret beastkin flashed a wicked smile and nodded.

      “Enough,” I whispered harshly. “Let’s go. Venom, if you please, clear the path according to where Betagitte tells us to go. DD, you’re on scout duty, too. Use those gorgeous elven eyes of yours to make sure we’re not detected. The rest of you, let’s find what we need, steal it, and get out without having to kill dozens of people. For a change. You good, Zeerah?” I reached down to scratch the lizard-cat’s ear.

      “Zeeee.”

      “What in the nine hells—” Kai said, taking a step back.

      “Later, Kailani. I promise full explanations later. Okay, everyone, move out.”

      No one was more surprised than I was that we actually made it to the barracks and the lodgings of the more important trainers without an alarm being sounded or any of us causing a ruckus.

      In Betagitte’s rooms, we found half a dozen large books she said contained almost all of her notes. Skimming through them, I was impressed. They were laid out like any standard lab notebook, the writing clean and logical. It was obvious the original notes taken in the lab had been rewritten like a lab report. I couldn’t wait to get them back to the scholars at Odonasia.

      We only had to stop at one other room. Betagitte had told us that there was one other trainer besides her who stayed at the center currently, due to the lack of any new subjects. In the other trainer’s room we found two more books, but no trainer.

      “She is often called to the capital if I am elsewhere. There are fewer people here than when we are actively training or we are carrying out research to improve our control over the sotin. The Paragon has not been asking for more research lately. I believe she sees the project at an end. Until we find other khresha.”

      The implication was clear. If they caught me, this place would have a purpose again, at least until I had been fully trained.

      Books in hand—or more accurately, spread around to the packs of several of us—we headed out to the vault.

      “The vault is always guarded,” the sotin trainer said. “Two outside the door, two more inside the entry, then four at the vault door itself. Most or all will be sotin. A female commander, a sotin handler, will also be present.”

      We slinked around the building where the trainers lived and looked out over the vault building. As the trainer said, two sotin stood still as statues, one on either side of the door. Both wore swords and held polearms, perfectly vertical with the butts of the shafts on the ground.

      Venom and Kai started forward. I grabbed hold of their clothes, though the cloth was so tight, my hand slipped off. Both turned to me with affronted looks on their faces.

      “Hold on,” I told them. “I want to try something I’ve been working on.”

      I closed my eyes and searched out the particular non-auras of the two sotin. It was a shift in how I usually did it, looking for blocks of nothingness in a world of fuzzy magical energy. I usually narrowed in on a person’s particular aura, their magical signature of sorts, but with sotin, it was a specific type of emptiness.

      Finding them with my mind, I manipulated my magic like a hand, feeling around them, at the little nugget of what I had come to think of as the control module. I took a breath and tweaked the module, engulfing them to block them off from everything.

      Kai hissed a breath. “What did you do?”

      I opened my eyes to find both sotin standing still, but in a different way than before. They maintained balance, but their faces and their limbs hung loosely. Frankly, it was a little eerie, even though I’d done it and seen it before.

      “I’m not sure what to do with…” I started.

      Venom appeared next to the two men, a dagger in each hand. She flicked them out and soft gurgling sounds emitted from the sotin. After pushing them to lean against the wall, she strolled back toward us, head swinging to make sure no one was around to spot her. By the time she reached us, a pool of dark liquid was spreading at the feet of the men.

      “Venom?” I said.

      “We don’t have time,” she shot back. “You told me two is your limit. We’ll need you to do that again, inside, if it looks like one might make a sound.”

      “Yeah. Okay. You’re right. Let’s go.”

      The two in the entry were as easy as the ones outside. I could freeze the sotin as easily through the walls as across a courtyard. That was good to know. The closed door between the entryway and the vault room made the process as simple as Venom slipping in and slitting throats of the immobile men.

      “The commander should be in a little office off to the side of the larger room where the vault door is,” I said, repeating what Betagitte had told me. “She’s the only one who will make a sound to alert others, so she’s the priority. I can’t do to her what I did to the sotin.”

      “We can take her out quickly,” Venom said, pointing to Kai.

      “Okay. No sound. Whatever you have to do, she can’t start screaming or we’ll be fighting everyone in the place.”

      “Got it,” the assassin confirmed.

      “For the others, I can try for three but I’m not sure I can manage that many sotin at a time yet.”

      Evina shook her hair back. She hadn’t even tied it up so far, showing how casual she was about what she thought we’d face. It reminded me of Nemaea doing the same thing. “How about this? Can you try to take three? Not like you usually do with freezing them up, but maybe just stop them from reacting for a few seconds? I’ll take the farthest one on the left when we go in, wherever that may be, and you try to stop or slow the other three for the others to take them out.”

      “It’s a good plan,” Glasha said. “Even if it doesn’t work, you need the opportunity to experiment with your magic. If it fails, we will kill them more conventionally. I will take the second from the left. Doggy, you take the second from the right. DD, take the one farthest on the right. Crelora, Amelie, watch for any others who might be there that aren’t supposed to be and take them out. If there aren’t others, watch and see if someone needs help. Nymyxiah, keep Betagitte back. Zeerah—”

      “Rrraaaahhh?”

      “If you see an opening to kill someone quickly, go ahead and do it.”

      “Rrrraaah.”

      I nodded to Glasha. She’d really jumped into the commander position with both feet. “Give me a second to find the sotin. When I’m ready, I’ll drop my hand and you all go through the door. I’ll hold them as best I can.”

      “Wait,” Ysduil said. “Adam, do you really want to kill all of the sotin?”

      “They’re our enemies, Yssy.”

      “That’s not what I mean. Do you want to keep one or two alive and bring them back with us so you can practice with your magic?”

      I’d thought about it before, but never came to a decision about whether or not to actually drag one of the mindless men back to Odonasia to subject him to practice of my abilities. “No. It sounds too much like torture to me. Killing them is one thing, but keeping someone prisoner and repeatedly attacking them? I don’t feel comfortable with that. Let’s eliminate them for now.”

      I located the three men, but did a quick sweep with my senses to make sure everything was as we expected.

      “Oh, I found five sotin in there. It’s a little fuzzy as to if there are other people. I can barely detect another person, not a sotin. It could be the commander or it could be someone visiting her. There may be more in there. If there are more women, they’re the priority. That means you, Amelie, DD, and Crelora. Are you all ready?”

      Nods all around were good enough for me. I raised my hand, then searched out three of the sotin again. I wasn’t completely sure they were the ones on the right side, but I wasn’t as concerned about them making noise. We had plenty of people to take them down, and quickly.

      Once I found them and threw my magic out to suppress them, I dropped my hand. Venom and Kai burst through the door, with the others following them. Before they’d even taken one step I heard the sound of a blade entering something soft and imagined a thrown knife—from Venom or Kai, or both—sticking into the commander. Only a gurgling sound, in addition to the feet of my companions, broke the silence. A second later, the entire room through the doorway from me erupted in sounds of battle, though most of that involved cutting noises and the dull thumps of Ysduil’s staff and Amelie’s sticks on our enemies.

      “Clear,” Ysduil said in a surprisingly short time.

      The sensation had been strange, trying to keep control of the sotin. It was like having a tug of war with eels covered in axle grease. It took finesse rather than raw power and the entire time, it felt like they were breaking loose of my control.

      “That was good, Adam,” Evina said. “The men twitched, but they couldn’t fight back. You got the one on the far left instead of leaving that one alone, but that was fine. No injuries to any of us.”

      “Great. Okay, Betagitte, we need in that vault. What do we have to do?”

      The sotin trainer swung her head from watching the other women to me. “You must have the three keys to open the vault.”

      “Three keys? Wait a minute, you never told us about three keys.”

      “You did not ask, Master.”

      “Oh for fuck’s sake. Where are the keys?”

      “One should be with the commander.”

      “The other two?”

      “One resides with me, though since I was not present, mine would be with the second trainer. It might be in her room. A key should be with the commander you just killed, or in her desk. The third is with the commanding handler for the guard. She will most likely be in the barracks.”

      I slapped my hand on my forehead. “I guess we’re going back out.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirteen

          

        

      

    

    
      It was already later than I liked and we needed to hurry and get out of the training center before we were spotted. So we split up.

      “Venom, you take Nymyxiah and Betagitte so she can help you look for the key in the other trainer’s room. The rest of us will go and find the handler’s key.”

      The assassin and the demoness headed off, the charmed sotin trainer in tow. The rest of us slinked around the building toward where Betagitte told us we’d probably find the handler.

      In one of the barracks.

      Yeah, no worries there. It’s not like we’d run into guards and other soldiers, right?

      Kai took the front position, gliding effortlessly and silently toward the building we would infiltrate. The woman moved like Venom did. I was beginning to believe the stories of her exploits.

      Ysduil nudged my shoulder with hers and jerked her chin at the bandit, her smile wide and bright on her face. I shook my head and shrugged. Yeah, yeah. You were right. I admit it. She does seem pretty fabulous.

      We reached the building after Kai intercepted a guard walking toward the building and dispatched her with a quickness that was impressive and more than a little scary. At the door, the mysterious woman put her ear to the wood for a moment. When she faced me, she held up eight fingers.

      Eight. Wonderful. I ticked off our group on my fingers and mentally counted them. Me, Ysduil, Amelie, Glasha, Midra, Zeerah, DD, Evina, Crelora. Kai. Ten. At least we outnumbered them. I gestured at her to ask how many women by cupping both hands out in front of my chest.

      The bandit got a sly smile on her face, threw her shoulders back, and thrust her chest out, shaking her torso.

      I closed my eyes and sighed. I pointed at the door and swept my hand horizontally, then did the boob gesture again. Kai put her back to the door and shook her tits at me again. I growled softly in my throat.

      I jabbed my finger at the door violently, swung my hand around in a circle, pointed at my dick, then gave her an exaggerated shrug.

      The damn woman smiled and ran her tongue over her top lip.

      I was about to have a massive fucking conniption fit. Ysduil’s soft giggling under her breath drew my head like she had it on a string. I glared at my wife, who patted my shoulder. She turned to Kai and made a series of silly gestures, sweeping her arm over her head and around like she was trying to lasso someone, then put her fingers in an upside down peace sign that she stuck her tongue through, then made a circle with one hand and put her index finger through the hole and pumped it in and out while she shook her head no.

      Kai’s eyebrows went up, her eyes widened, and her mouth formed an O. She made the same licking the space between her fingers sign and held up two fingers, then made the obscene index finger fucking the hole of her other hand sign and held up six.

      “Two women and six sotin,” Ysduil whispered softly into my ear.

      I stared at the two, wordless. Kai winked at me and Ysduil kissed my ear.

      Fucking women.

      I started to gesture and decided it didn’t matter. I held my hand up, locked my mind onto three of the sotin, then dropped it, just like before.

      Suddenly, the women were all business. Kai pushed in the door, launching throwing knives as she crossed the threshold. DD was right on her heels, three arrows flying in the two seconds after she’d entered the room. Zeerah, Glasha, Evina, Ysduil, and Midra were next.

      By the time Crelora and Amelie got themselves into the room with me following behind, Evina was finishing off the last of the sotin. I assumed the women were taken down first because other than a few grunts, I hadn’t heard any vocalization at all. It was damn efficient.

      I looked out into the courtyard to make sure no one spotted us, then shut the door behind me.

      “What the fuck was that?” I asked in as calm a voice as I could.

      The innocent looks on my foxy wife’s face and on her hero Kailani almost made me laugh. But I had righteous anger to display, so I kept my face controlled.

      “What, lover?”

      “You know what. All that…stuff.” I waved my arms around, put my tongue in between my fingers and rapidly thrust my index finger into a hole made by my other hand.

      “You wanted to know how many women and how many men there were,” Ysduil said.

      “And no one could understand what I did, but you understand Ysduil’s crazy gestures?”

      Glasha was the first one to break. Her barking laugh started to leak out and she slapped both hands over her mouth and made a strangled hissing sound that released pressure in bursts, like a snake being stepped on repeatedly.

      The others all broke out in silent titters, all except Amelie, whose head was swinging from person to person with confusion on her face.

      “Oh, ha-ha-ha,” I said. “Can we just be serious? We’re talking life and death stuff here. What’s gotten into all of you?”

      All eyes went to Kai. Of course.

      I shook my head. “Find the key. It should be on one of those two women. Then let’s get back to the vault, get our shit, and get out of here.”

      “Is he always this uptight?” Kai asked as she and Ysduil went to search the women together. They strolled around the bodies lying on the floor like they weren’t even there.

      “He’s a little bit tense lately,” my wife said, as if she’d always been close buddies with the bandit queen.

      A look toward Glasha only got me a shrug, and a glance at Amelie yielded me an air kiss. I really needed to kill someone soon. Just to release the tension.

      “Here it is,” Kai said, holding up a key on a necklace.

      “Great, let’s get back to the vault. If you two are done with your shenanigans.”

      “Shena—what?” Ysduil asked.

      “Forget it. Come on.”

      Kai checked out the area before we left to make sure everything was clear, and we made it back to the vault with no trouble. Actually, except for the vicious teasing I’d received from the girls, things had gone pretty smoothly so far.

      D’oh. Why the fuck did I think that? At least I didn’t say it out loud. Maybe jinxing doesn’t work if you only think it.

      I waited, my body tense and my senses open, trying to detect any sign that Murphy, if that bastard had the same name in this world, would rear his fugly head.

      Nothing.

      Venom, Nymyxiah, and Betagitte came back, but nothing seemed amiss. I let out a breath as all three keys were placed in my hand.

      “There aren’t any guards or traps or anything in the vault, Betagitte?”

      “No, Master. The guards that have already been neutralized and the keys for the lock are the protection. You may use the keys now and open the vault door.”

      “Or you could,” Glasha said.

      I looked at my green wife. “You are a genius, Glasha. One of the reasons I love you so much.” She gave me a big smile.

      “Here, Betagitte. Go ahead and open it for us.”

      “Of course, Master.”

      The sotin trainer slipped the keys into the appropriate holes and twisted them in succession. The three small clicks were joined by a heavier, clunkier sound when the woman pulled down on the bar to release the latch. She pulled the door open and stepped back. Good, there weren’t any traps.

      The door was a heavy metal thing, thick enough to withstand a cannon blast, set on thick iron hinges that were not only strong enough to hold the weight, but looked to be even tougher than the door itself. At more than five feet wide and seven feet tall, we could have driven a small wagon into the vault.

      Inside were rows of cabinets, with one large case in the middle, double doors closed to hide what was within.

      “What now?” I asked. “Betagitte, where are the artifacts?”

      “In the center case. Would you like me to retrieve them?”

      “Actually, yes, but in a moment. Kailani, what exactly are you looking for?”

      “A sword. Taken from a man who was made sotin. My father. I have drawings of it here.”

      She handed me a few sheets of paper she retrieved from an internal pouch in her clothes. I’d been so preoccupied before, I hadn’t noticed all the details of her clothing, and of the woman herself, that I could now see in the lamplight from the entry room. Glasha and Crelora had brought two of the lamps into the vault with us.

      I blinked and turned my attention to the papers. I could check out Kai later—and I definitely would—but for now we needed to get our stuff and leave. The drawings were of a weapon with a straight, one-edged blade with a wooden inlaid handle and a wide and thick wraparound hand guard. Its style was similar to cutlasses, except they had curved blades.

      “That’s a pretty weapon,” I said.

      Kai nodded, her eyes glimmering. “They took it from him when he was brought here. It has a history, but I recently found out they kept it because it’s kind of a trophy. My father was a famous pirate.”

      “Pirate?” Ysduil said. “I never knew that.”

      “No one does, and I would ask you not to repeat it to anyone not in this room presently.”

      “Of course.”

      I handed the drawings to Betagitte.

      “I remember this man. He was a fine warrior, strong and skilled. He gave us some trouble in his training, but we finally controlled him.”

      A flash of movement and my reflexes took over, catching Kai’s hand as it thrust a dagger at the trainer. I had to back up my enhanced strength with magic to keep the bandit from skewering the charmed woman.

      “Kai, she’s under thrall. Like I said, we’ll explain it later, once we’ve left here. Please, save it until we explain. Please.”

      The bandit’s beautiful face was tight, the muscles in her jaw sticking out as her hand tremored, trying to gather enough strength to push past me and drive the blade into the sotin trainer.

      “Kailani?”

      She relaxed, giving way so fast it made me stumble.

      “Fine. Later.” She slammed the knife into its sheath without looking and stepped toward the edge of the vault.

      “Betagitte? The sword? Where is it?”

      “Over here, Master.” The woman strode over to one wall, as relaxed as if Kai hadn’t just tried to kill her. She opened a cabinet and pulled out a belt with a scabbard hanging from it. It was lacquered with a beautiful red and black design, with bright brass ornaments and cap on it. The handle of the weapon was the exact one in the pictures.

      Kai moved like lightning again, but only snatched the weapon from the trainer’s hand. She rubbed her hand along the scabbard, then drew the blade with a soft ringing noise.

      Glasha oohed and I let out a low whistle.

      “That is a gorgeous weapon, Kailani.”

      She paid me no attention, stroking the scabbard with a finger while she turned the blade and tested the weight and balance of it. Her eyes glimmered and I thought she would shed tears. Instead, she slid the sword home, buckled the belt around her waist, and nodded.

      “That’s what I came for. What about your prizes?”

      My eyes went to the locker in the center of the room. It only took three steps to get to it. I opened it up and found three items in custom made padded wooden boxes. A metal collar, a pair of what looked like metal bracers, and a short rod that was probably an inch and a half in diameter on one end, tapering to a little less than an inch on the other, the whole thing being fifteen inches or so.

      “Those are the three artifacts,” Betagitte told us in her disturbingly neutral voice.

      “Great. Is there anything else here that would be worth taking, Betagitte?”

      “There are many treasures here. Most are of sentimental or historical value, though they would fetch a good price if sold.”

      “Anything that would help us fight the Sodality or to control or help us against sotin?”

      “No. Such things do not exist, other than what you have taken already.”

      “Good. Venom, Kai, will you take point? Let’s get the hell out of here. We’re pressing our luck already.”
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      Our exit from the training center was so smooth and easy, I seriously started worrying about stepping into a trap. There was no way our mission should have gone so well.

      “Don’t scowl like that,” Kai said as we settled into stalking through the forest bordering the training center. “Sometimes things come together and work. It happens to me all the time. I’m lucky that way.”

      “Reason enough to keep you around. What are you going to do now?”

      “First, I’m going to retrieve my horse. Then, maybe we can talk a little bit? You still haven’t introduced me properly to your squad.”

      “Horse?” Ysduil said. “You have a horse?”

      “I do. She’s nearby. I have many horses, to tell the truth. I’m a successful bandit queen, after all.”

      She led us to a chestnut mare that was patiently grazing on a patch of grass.

      “This is Stormcloud. She’s a good girl. Aren’t you Cloudy?” Kai retrieved a biscuit or cracker and held it in her palm for the horse to eat. The equine daintily swept it into her mouth with her tongue and whickered softly.

      “We’re far enough from the training center that we can probably make camp for the night and head back when it’s light out,” I said. “We probably shouldn’t have a fire, but we’d be more than happy to share some of our food with you. We left most of our gear and supplies not too far from here.”

      “That sounds lovely,” Kai said, patting Stormcloud on her cheek. “If it’s all the same to you, I’ll stay the night with all of you and go my own way in the morning.”

      “Ooh, that will be great.” Ysduil swayed in her excitement. I laughed at the way her eyes glimmered when looking at Kai.

      After we settled down, I made introductions. Almost all of my companions knew about Kai, even more than I did, except Crelora and Nymyxiah, of course. Zeerah, either, for that matter. Even Evina had heard of the bandit, but mostly from Ysduil and DD talking about her.

      Kai nodded her head. “You have a varied roster of colleagues. Obsil, Vinem, elf, dunim, gnosta, amustil, menna, harpae, a succubus, and…Zeerah. That’s quite extraordinary. I’ve found that most people gather with their own types. Of course, having three of Odona’s priestesses is as unusual as having so many races.”

      “Four,” I said. “Amelie is an initiate, soon to be an acolyte.”

      “Ah, my apologies to you, Amelie. Four of Odona’s servants. I would love to hear how you came to be traveling with a demon and a harpae.” She stepped up to where Crelora was standing, running her eyes over the bird woman. “I have heard the harpae leave their breasts exposed. It’s fascinating to see those rumors are true. You are the first of your kind I’ve seen, Crelora. Are all your people as beautiful as you, with such fine, supple breasts?”

      Crelora smiled at the bandit. “I thank you for your compliment. My roost has many beautiful women, though it embarrasses me to boast so.”

      “Tell me, is it also true that some of your people have greeting rituals that involve close contact?”

      The harpae’s eyes widened. “There are old traditional rituals including such things, though they are not routinely performed with those outside the roost.”

      “Will you show me? I mean no disrespect, but it fascinates me.”

      “I…will, if you desire.”

      “I do.”

      The next moment, Kai casually opened up her clothing over her chest. It was folded over, kind of like a kimono. She undid a few ties and a strap, then shrugged the clothing to leave her torso bare in the cool night air. Some diffused light from the moon and stars coming through the trees allowed me a dim view of the woman. More a silhouette than anything else. Even that tugged at my eyes so hard, I couldn’t have looked away if I’d tried. The bandit’s breasts were larger than Crelora’s, full and round and holding their own admirably against gravity.

      The two women faced each other. Kai was a couple of inches taller than the harpae, but the bandit slouched a little bit as they pressed their chests to each other’s. Their breasts met up, nipple to nipple and they rotated their chests in a circular motion, dragging the nipples across and around those of the other woman.

      My member sprang to attention and was immediately ready for action, but all I could do was to watch the strange interaction.

      “So firm,” Kai said. “You feel wonderful. May I…?”

      Crelora nodded and Kai leaned down to put her lips on the bird woman’s breast. It was so silent around us, I could clearly hear the lapping of her tongue and the sucking sounds from Kai’s mouth. A soft moan from Crelora was louder than it should have been in my ears.

      “With roost sisters, the ritual concludes with a reciprocal action,” Crelora said, gazing down at Kai shifting to the other breast.

      “It would be a great honor to experience the entire ritual,” the bandit said.

      “Of course. May I?”

      Kai straightened. “Please.”

      Crelora spread her arms wide, like she was going to hug Kai, her wings spreading out. She looked regal and elegant and extremely sexy. Luckily, from my position at their sides, I was able to see when the bird woman treated Kai’s large breasts to the same tender care as had just been applied to hers. Soft kisses, some licking, and a bit of sucking.

      When the two women straightened up, they bowed their heads to each other, came together for a soft, gentle kiss, and then backed up a step.

      “Mmmm, that was energizing and enticing,” Kai said. “Thank you. I do love learning new things. I am happy to know that what I’ve heard pales in comparison to actually greeting you in the old way.”

      Crelora’s face was flushed, easily seen even with the lack of illumination. “Most of my roost sisters care little for the feel of another’s skin on their breasts, but mine are particularly sensitive and I enjoy the contact. Adam knows how much I enjoy interplay with my breasts.”

      Kai threw a smoky look at me. “Really? I must hear about that some time. Maybe experience it?” She shimmied her chest and began to cover it again with her clothes.

      Thankfully, Ysduil changed the subject by asking Kai about all the many adventures she’d had. If they’d continued with what they were talking about before, I was going to need to get laid, and fast. As it was, the memory of what little of Kai’s body I’d seen and the hot interaction between the two sexy women had me looking forward to curling up with my girls.

      “That’s about it,” I said a little later. I’d explained, briefly, how I’d met Ysduil and Glasha and how we ended up in Odonasia. “We’ve been trying to survive there ever since. Odonasia is growing by leaps and bounds. I’d love to show it to you.”

      “I would like that. If your group here is representative of those in your village, I think it would be a place I’d enjoy visiting.”

      I stared at the bandit queen. She was so unlike what I had expected of a legend in her own time. “Kailani?”

      She leaned forward on the saddle she’d placed on the ground as a seat. “Yes, Adam?”

      “Would you join us?”

      Kai looked around, then down at herself. “It seems I already have.

      “No, I mean, will you join the resistance? We can use all the help we can get. The Sodality needs to go.”

      “I’m not much of a group kind of person, sweetie. You know, bandit queen, Terror of Tenos and all that?”

      “I haven’t heard you called that,” Ysduil said. “Terror of Tenos? I like it.”

      Kai chuckled. “I’ve been trying to get people to call me that. I’m fond of it.”

      “Seriously, though,” I said. “I’m not asking you to change who you are or what you do. I’m talking about being allies. Like what we did with the vault. You help us and we help you. That kind of thing.”

      She tapped her lips with her finger. “You do intrigue me. It’s been so long since I’ve had any friends. Real friends. Most who want to pursue a relationship with me only want to use me for whatever they can get.”

      “I won’t use you. Well, I mean, I’d love to use you for…never mind that. I’m not looking to exploit you. Your resources, both with personnel and other types, would be valuable, but that’s not the primary reason I want you.”

      “Oh, you want me?”

      “I do,” Ysduil chimed in.

      I ignored Yssy. “Yes, of course. You’re skilled and smart and know a lot of things that could be useful to the resistance. Even if it were just you, I would want you to be an ally. I think we could help each other out and, to be honest, it’s going to get to the point where there will be few truly neutral parties. We plan on destroying the Sodality completely.”

      “Oh, Adam, you do know how to sweet talk a girl, don’t you?”

      Glasha seemed to find that funny and she barked one of her normal, raucous laughs. I hadn’t heard one for a while and it brought a smile to my face.

      “I’m serious, Kailani. Think about it?”

      “For you, my dear, and because I do love to hear you say my full name, I will agree. Don’t expect me to shut down my operations and to go live with you in Odonasia. Don’t expect me to be your wife, either, though a little play time would be welcome. How does all that sound?”

      I put my hand out to the bandit queen. “I think that sounds fantastic. I look forward to working with you. Again.”

      “And playing with you,” Ysduil said.

      “And playing with you,” I wholeheartedly agreed.

      She took my hand and shook it. “Deal struck. Here, let me give you this. I have very few of them, but they are trinkets made for my father when magic was still viable in the world.” Kai drew out a small stone disc on a leather string from one of her hidden pockets. “I’ll need a drop of your blood to bind it to you. Once bound, you can use it to summon me. Mine will glow to indicate when you need me and I will meet you at the place we agree on beforehand. Even Odonasia if you want, once I learn where it is.”

      “Wow, that sounds great. I haven’t seen anything in this world yet like this.”

      The little item gave off the vibe of a Mayan artifact, with complex etchings and swirling designs. Symbols were integrated into the design, too, but I didn’t know what they stood for. In the center, seeming both contradictory and perfectly at home, was a stylized K. I remembered Ysduil saying that the bandit had little emblems with a K that she left when she stole something.

      She drew a knife from…somewhere, spun it in her hand, and handed it to me. “Just a little drop. Drip it onto the circular etching in the center. Then I’ll show you how to activate it.”

      I did as she asked and pressed the blood down into it with my thumb.

      “Focus your mind on it, push your essence into it so it can recognize you as its master. It may be difficult, because people don’t usually—”

      I flexed my will and threw some energy into the little disc. It lit up brightly enough that I could see Kai’s surprised face like someone held a flashlight to her.

      “That’s unusual. I’ve never seen or heard of anyone doing that right off. Can you control it? Try to make it dim.”

      With a thought, the light disappeared.

      “Can you make it flash?”

      I made it flash.

      “Remarkable. One more thing. Try to make it call to me.”

      I wasn’t sure how I was supposed to do that, but I sent my intent into it, willing it to call to Kailani.

      “Oh. Very good. I guess I don’t need to teach you any more about it.” She rubbed a sliver of stone set in one of her earrings and I realized it had the same type of engravings as the disc she’d given me. “You are extraordinary, Adam.”

      Ysduil giggled. “Wait until he connects his soul to you. He knew I was pregnant before I even missed my moon flow. He can talk to me directly into my mind. You should see how he can communicate with Zeerah.”

      Kai’s head snapped to my foxy wife. “You…you’re pregnant?”

      “I am.” Yssy stood up tall and patted her flat, toned belly.

      The bandit’s head swung back and forth from me to Ysduil, finally settling on me. “A baby. Gods, I wasn’t sure it was even possible anymore.”

      “Let’s talk,” Yssy said to the bandit queen. “I’m sure Adam will be happy to help to give you one of your own. Then our children can play together.”
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      After another night of practicing stealth sex—this time it was Amelie’s turn—I got pretty close to a full night’s sleep. The morning light woke me up, along with sounds of a few of the earlier risers scuffling around nearby.

      I stretched, jostling my bunny girl and Ysduil, on either side of me. Both gifted me with similar grumbles that didn’t stop until I’d extracted myself from the bedrolls we’d been lying on and got up to heed the call of nature.

      DD wandered around and poked at those still sleeping. I drank some water from my skin and watched as the elf was reduced to being a babysitter—or a mom—having to wake slumbering women. She swept back around to me and gave me a smile as I held out the skin for her.

      She took a drink. “Thanks. I was thinking we could swing by Axecleft to get a little more news on the way back. I’d like to see what that group of so-called resistance fighters has been up to since you put some fear into them.”

      “Sounds good to me. You’re the scout and guide, so choose the path you think is best.” She handed the skin back to me and I snatched her wrist and pulled her closer. “Good morning, by the way. How are you doing?”

      She leaned against me and sighed. “Good. I know things are going to be tense for a while, but knowing you’ve got my back helps.”

      “It is a very sexy back. Front, too, if I’m honest.”

      She tilted her head up and kissed my chin, but I wasn’t having any half-measures, so I adjusted and brought my mouth to hers. It was cool from the water she’d drunk, but it still warmed me up.

      “I’m so glad Ysduil worked so hard to put us together,” she told me. “You make all this stuff so much easier and better.”

      “I’m glad, too, DD. You are fantastic, whether it’s scouting, fighting, or being so hot it distracts me from everything.”

      We snuggled for a few minutes until Glasha climbed out of bed, pulling the blanket off Amelie, which prodded the bunny girl into getting up. I smiled at my girls and gave them good morning kisses, too. Pretty soon everyone was up and eating a light breakfast, even Ysduil. The foxgirl did love her sleep.

      “Where’s Kailani?” I asked. She was the only one I noticed who wasn’t accounted for.

      “I’m here.” The bandit stepped out from the undergrowth near her horse.

      My mouth dropped open. I’d been looking forward to seeing what she looked like in the daylight, with the elaborately embroidered clothing she’d been wearing the night before. The thing was, she didn’t have the dark assassin duds on, but something completely different.

      I don’t know what the ensemble would be called, but it started with very tight pants. I mean very tight. I could see the muscle fiber in her thighs twitch with her movements. Her feet were covered in short boots with high heels, looking more like what someone would wear at court than out in the wilderness. Above, she wore a red strapless top that stopped at the upper part of her breasts. I honestly couldn’t tell how it didn’t fall off her except that the cloth hugged her so closely that I could see her abdominal muscles through the cloth.

      Her right arm was covered with a long sleeve of thicker black material that ended in a type of glove that covered only two fingers, with the entire left arm bare. Not just the arm, either, but her left shoulder was also uncovered up to the sort of cloth collar of the same red material as covered her torso. Over all of that was draped a faux cape made of black material wrapped around her right shoulder, down diagonally across her chest and under her left arm and hung down in two separate tails less than a foot wide. A belt covered the bottom edge of her top, which extended down to her hips, but included straps to a leather band around her thigh, holding at least two daggers I could see.

      “Wow,” I said.

      Ysduil added her own exclamation. “Ooooh. Goddess, that’s beautiful.” She pushed on my shoulder, somehow right next to me even though she’d just been several paces away. “See, Adam. Fabulous. Just like I told you. Just like all the rumors say.”

      I had to agree. Not only was the entire outfit stylish and creative, but it fit Kai’s exquisite body like she was born to bring life to it.

      “Thank you, sweetie,” Kai purred. She moved her eyes to the side as something distracted her. Then she picked up a lock of her hair and frowned. “Oh, no, no, no. That won’t do at all. Ysduil, darling, tell me what you think of this.”

      As I watched, the bandit’s hair grew lighter. At first it went to a softer black, not as shiny, but then progressed to a washed-out grey, but it didn’t stop there. Before my eyes, it began to turn more red, like it was blushing. That wasn’t even what surprised me most. While the color changed, the hair grew. It was like watching a time lapse video. Less than a minute later, the beautiful bandit was sporting glossy red hair that came down to the middle of her back.

      “Oooooh!” Ysduil was jumping up and down now. “That’s how you do it. See, Adam. Fabulous clothes and a different look every time. I thought it was done with disguises.”

      “No, just little old me. Actually, how about this.” Her hair, straight as could be, curved as I watched. It flowed and bounced, but then went past that and got curlier, almost like a perm. She shook her head, then reversed what she’d done to get back to the soft body, but no curls. “Now?”

      “That is so amazing,” Amelie said. “How do you do that?”

      “It’s a skill I’ve got. Tell me which you prefer. This…” her skin, everywhere it was visible, became pale, like a china doll. “Or this…” Her skin darkened to a golden brown.

      “That one,” Glasha said. “You look sexier with tanned skin.”

      I threw a look at my dunim wife.

      “What? She does. Are you going to tell me she doesn’t look hot right now?”

      I was not going to tell her that, but I was a bit concerned that the bandit seemed to be recruiting disciples among my wives.

      “Good,” Kai said. “I’ll keep this look for now. Do you like it, Adam?” She twirled in a circle, not only nailing the movements in her tall heels but looking like every man’s wet dream in the process.

      “You look great. So, is that magic, what you do? Can you change other things?”

      “I can do a few more things, like changing my eye color.”

      “No!” Ysduil shouted, then winced when everyone looked at her. “Sorry. No, don’t change your eye color. Your green eyes are so gorgeous.”

      “Aww, thank you. I do love my eyes. I rarely change them. A small conceit. As for your question, Adam, yes. It’s magic. My father, during his adventurous youth, was exposed to some powerful magic. It didn’t do anything to him, but it carried through to me when I was born. Please don’t tell anyone about it. Such a simple thing, but it has helped me on numerous occasions. Besides, it lets me coordinate so much better with my outfits. I do love to look my best.”

      “You look amazing.” I couldn’t take my eyes off her, in truth. “Are you going to be heading home, then?”

      “I am. I have some things I must do. I look forward to seeing you again, and to seeing this Odonasia you are building. Do me a favor and don’t die? There is so much more I want to do…um, to talk about.”

      Ysduil followed Kai around as the bandit readied her horse and secured her belongings in the saddle bags. When she was ready to go, she gave Ysduil a kiss, went over to Crelora and kissed her goodbye, then moved over to stand in front of me.

      “Until we meet again. Don’t hesitate to use the disc if you need me, or just want me. For something. Anything. Don’t make me go looking for you.”

      I almost asked her to do just that, but I probably shouldn’t be flirting with the legendary bandit in front of my squad. “We have some exploring to do in some caves, but I’m sure we’ll get together soon after that. I look forward to it.”

      “Mmmm. Me, too.” Without asking, she leaned in and kissed me. She smelled like vanilla and cherry incense, with the same bite as smoke from an incense stick. I liked it. “Remember, if you use the disc, we’ll meet at Mistlight. If I use it, I’ll meet you at Axecleft.”

      She mounted her horse smoothly, calling to mind expert horsewomen I’d seen swing into the saddle with their tight riding pants and their little helmets. Kai was ten times sexier than any one of them. With a small motion of her heels and knees, she wheeled the horse around and pointed her toward the southeast.

      I turned to find almost all the women either staring at the retreating figure of the mysterious bandit K, or at me. I blew out a breath. Damn. That woman was something else.

      “Okay, let’s get going.”

      Ysduil grabbed one arm, Amelie the other, and Glasha slipped her hand around the bunny girl to pinch my butt.

      “I told you she was fabulous,” my foxgirl said.

      “You did, my love, and you were right. Like always.”
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      That night, we camped near Windcross, but DD didn’t want anyone to go into that town. It was too close to where we’d wiped out the Sodality forces and stolen all the captured draftees from the recruitment center.

      Ysduil was kind enough to forgo her night with me and allowed Evina to join the bundle of bodies that was me and my wives. Before she let the catgirl snuggle up to me, my foxgirl whispered into my ear.

      “You haven’t been paying enough attention to her. I can see she’s feeling like you don’t care enough for her. Show her she’s wrong.”

      I moved her head so I could whisper back into her furry ears. “I love you. You’re so kind to everyone. I’m going to give you a special time when we get back home.”

      She hummed at me and gave me a quick kiss.

      The princess was considered an unofficial wife, at the very least by my girls. Even Glasha, who teased her and continued to call her Princess Pussycat, or just Princess Pussy, seemed to have grown to like the catgirl. Evina had worked hard not to be as prissy and snobbish as she had been when we met her, and from what I could see, she had a good relationship with most of the people I hung out around most often.

      I did as my first wife asked and made Evina feel special, even giving her a mostly silent orgasm in the midst of the camp. I hadn’t had watch duty for a few days, so most of my intimate interactions with the women were stolen moments surrounded by others. I wasn’t ready to have sex in full view of others who were not involved like many of the sisters did, but I had also learned to be a little freer with my affection as I did my best to spread it around to everyone.

      Truth be told, it was hard even to give personal attention to the ten women with me on this mission, let alone trying to do so with those back in Odonasia. I’d long wondered what it would be like to have an endless supply of women who wanted to play around. I never would have thought I’d have a problem with trying to find time for all of them.

      Especially in the middle of a crisis on which the freedom of thousands of people hung.

      We made it to Axecleft late the next afternoon and camped at the same place we’d been the last time we were in Eastern Tenos, up in the rocky hills. DD and Venom prepared to go down to the town to get information.

      “We may end up staying in town tonight,” DD said. “We don’t want to be suspicious and leave when it’s dark. Someone will notice. So don’t worry if we’re not back until the morning. Take it as an opportunity to sleep in a little.”

      Ysduil punched the air. “Yes!”

      “Be sure to check on Phaerille and her group to make sure they’re doing what they’re supposed to,” I told the elf.

      “We will.” She gave me a wink. “Don’t get into any trouble while we’re gone.”

      No sooner had they gotten out of earshot than Ysduil turned to me, rubbing her hands together like an evil scientist. “What kind of trouble can we get into?”

      I swept her into my arms and held her to my chest. “Maybe something like this?” I blew a raspberry into her belly, causing her to giggle and squirm in my arms.

      “No. No. Don’t you dare tickle me, Adam.”

      “Tickle? That sounds like trouble, too. Where can I…” I bit at her belly and her sides, chomping at her softly all the way up her chest and her neck. She had gotten the giggle bug and screeched while laughing so hard that tears leaked out of her eyes.

      “Aaaaahhhh. No. Don’t….help! Glasha, Amy, help meeeeeee…”

      I glanced at my other two wives who’d both adopted identical poses, arms crossed under their breasts, watching with smiles on their faces.

      My fun lasted for a few minutes, at which point Ysduil was panting. She grabbed two handfuls of hair and pulled me into a hard, desperate kiss.

      “I am so wet right now,” she said into my mouth.

      “Maybe we can do something about that.”

      “Put me down and I’ll see what I can arrange.”

      I kissed her again, this time more tenderly, and lowered her to her feet, lightly slapping her perfect ass.

      It was almost dark and she disappeared somewhere as I gathered up firewood in the failing light. We were fine to have a fire. It wasn’t like there was a Sodality army near to check every fire they saw to see if it was us. This time.

      I’d just gotten the blaze going when Ysduil was suddenly right in front of me.

      “Hey, baby,” I said.

      “Hi, lover. Will you come with me?”

      “I always try to.”

      She flashed her wicked grin and put out her hand. I took it and let her lead me to whatever she’d planned.

      “Don’t get mad at me, okay?” she said.

      “Why would I get mad at you?”

      She bit her bottom lip, but didn’t answer. We walked for a little while and stopped at a huge pile of rocks. Set in one of them was a dark opening.

      “You found a cave?”

      “I knew of it. I’ve been here before, when I was constantly running from the Sodality.”

      “Oh,” I said. “A little, quiet space. That sounds nice.”

      She led me into the dark opening only for me to find that it wasn’t actually a cave, but a junction of fallen rocks that had stacked to make a type of room, with part of the top open to the sky. The moonlight shot through, lighting the area dimly. It took a moment for my eyes to adapt to the lesser light than outside, but once it did, I gasped and reached for my sword, dropping Ysduil’s hand.

      My heart skipped a few beats, but calmed down when I recognized the figure I saw within.

      “Glasha. Damn, you scared the shit out of me.”

      “Sorry.” Her voice sounded strained. Nervous.

      “What’s up? Is everything all right?” I noticed that Ysduil was no longer at my side. “What? Where…?”

      A shuffle of feet drew my eyes to my missing foxgirl. Holding the hand of someone else.

      “Midra?”

      The gnosta woman waved at me, but seemed too uneasy to speak.

      “What’s going on, Ysduil?”

      “I wanted to give you a special surprise. You and Glasha both. I think you can figure out the rest. I’m going to leave you three to work it out.” She kissed Midra on the mouth. “I will have you another time. You, me, and Adam. Don’t forget. I certainly won’t.”

      Midra nodded and Ysduil slipped through the opening and disappeared.

      “Uh.” I looked at Glasha, standing like she was petrified, then at Midra, who appeared ready to take off running. “Neither of you knew about this?”

      “Ysduil said you’d meet me here,” Glasha said.

      “Same with me,” Midra admitted.

      “That sneaky little sexpot. God, I love her, but she can be so frustrating.” I put a hand out to my green wife and the other to Midra. “Well, we’re here, and it’s a nice, secluded spot. What do you say we take advantage of it?”

      Glasha put her hand in mine, and Midra did the same a moment later. I kissed each as I scoped out the area for a reasonable place to settle into what was going to be a really, really nice evening. I noticed a little glowing spot toward one of the stone walls and pulled the two women along with me to check it out.

      A small lamp sat on the floor, the little cup covering it blocking out most of the light. When I removed the cover, the ball of soft illumination showed me an elevated flat rock, about the height of a table, covered with bedrolls and blankets above a larger collection of bedding on the stone floor in front of it.

      I shook my head and chuckled. “That Ysduil. Such a busy little beaver.” That made me laugh harder when the image of a beaver beastkin with her legs spread jumped into my mind. A beaver beaver. Even better, an eager beaver beaver. Okay, I needed to stop. “What do you say, ladies? A little light, or stumble around in the dim room?”

      “Light,” Midra said at exactly the time Glasha said, “Dark.”

      “I guess I’m the tie-breaker.” I ran my eyes over the two unbelievably sexy monster girls. Glasha had her battle skirt on, but not her breastplate, so the tiny and incredibly tight top she wore under her armor was the only thing covering her magnificent breasts. Midra had taken off her armor and wore only her snug tube top and her Brazilian cut panties. “I’m sorry Glasha, but I love to look at your body, and at Midra’s. Don’t you want to see her while you explore all her charms?”

      The dunim ran her tongue across her upper lip. When she spoke, it was barely a whisper, more of a panting exhalation. “Zartuka.”

      I smiled and pulled both women into a three-way hug. I kissed Midra first, teasing her with my tongue before going deep into her mouth even as she did the same to me. Then I kissed Glasha, my hand slipping up under her skirt to feel the tight muscles of her muscular behind.

      When I broke the kiss with Glasha, I found Midra staring at both of us and grinding her body against mine. I knew where to start.
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      I ran my hands up both women’s toned backs as I nipped at Midra’s slender neck.

      “Do you know how horny you two got me when you kissed at mine and Glasha’s wedding?”

      “Mmmmm,” Midra hummed, dropping her head back as I kissed and nibbled up her neck.

      “I wanted you both then so badly. I wanted you both to have each other, too.”

      Glasha moved in to kiss my neck, dragging her long teeth across my skin with the perfect blend of gentle caresses and sharp, pleasurable pain. The giving to Midra and getting from my dunim wife sent chills up my back and I let out a moan of my own.

      I could have enjoyed the three of us right where we were for an hour, but there was more pleasure waiting for us. I leaned back, prompting a questioning hum from Midra and a low growl from Glasha, but when I put my hands behind each woman’s head and guided them so they faced each other, the sounds stopped. I didn’t need to push them together. Once their mouths drew close, they took over, stretching their necks to bring their lips together in a soft, tender kiss.

      The kiss moved from tentative, to sensuous, to desperate. Their arms went out to each other, Glasha’s stroking Midra’s cheeks and Midra’s encircling the green woman’s body. One hand dropped down to grab at the dunim’s ass and Glasha huffed a moaning breath.

      Their movement grew quicker, and they pressed on each other’s mouths with a force that had my body warming up and ready. I watched the two supremely sexy women going at it, hungry for each other. So damn hot.

      Their kiss broke and Glasha panted, “I want you so bad, doggy.”

      “I’ve fantasized about your body and how you would taste,” Midra said breathlessly.

      “Will you be my sexy bitch?”

      Midra growled and bit hard on Glasha’s neck. “I will. Will you fuck me like only a warrior can?”

      “Uh-uh-uh. Yes, yes, yes. I have longed to taste you.”

      Midra growled. “Do it, my sexy green goddess. Taste me. Fuck me.”

      Glasha slammed her lips into Midra’s, her hands forming claws and raking at the gnoll’s back and ass. Midra smashed her pelvis into Glasha’s and tore at the dunim’s battle skirt.

      I’d been totally forgotten, but that was no problem. I watched as the women’s actions got more frantic. Glasha snatched the black tube top Midra wore and pulled it up, allowing the gnoll’s firm, round orbs to bounce free. Leaving the cloth stretched above Midra’s tits, Glasha dragged her mouth down to take a nipple in it and suck hard enough that her cheeks went hollow.

      “Yes, Glasha. Suck me. I love the feel of your mouth on my tits. Do you like them?”

      “Rrrrrrr,” was the only answer the green woman gave as she rolled her tongue around the nipple and grunted with the effort of pulling Midra’s body more firmly against hers.

      Midra threw her head back and moaned. She buried her hands under the skirt from behind, doing something that had Glasha’s hips thrusting both against Midra’s and also back toward the hands. It only lasted moments until the gnoll scrabbled at the straps on Glasha’s skirt and had it ready to fall off. She pre-emptively moaned before bringing her hips back to give the skirt room to fall to the ground, revealing the little red thong Glasha wore under her armor.

      I thanked my lucky stars—and Ysduil—that we had the lamp light because I could already see flashes of darkened cloth on Glasha’s front and on Midra’s black panties. That I could only see when they moved back to thrust again only made it all hotter. Both women were already juicy with their passion.

      A loud slap startled me and I focused on Midra’s hand that was, even as I watched, pulling back for another slap. This time I saw it land, a full-hand slap on Glasha’s glorious ass.

      “Uhhhhrrrrrr,” Glasha said before filling her mouth with Midra’s other full breast.

      “Yes, yes, yes, Glasha. You are so. Fucking. Sexy.” Punctuating her last few words, Midra pushed Glasha like she was a tackling dummy, slamming the dunim up against the stone wall. Glasha grunted as Midra growled and pulled the dunim’s top up and over her head, tossing it carelessly across the space.

      The gnoll woman lunged in and bit down hard on Glasha’s breast. “I love your tits. I want to eat them.”

      “Uh. Doggy?” It was the closest thing to a whimper I’d ever heard from Glasha’s mouth. It sent electricity straight to my cock, turning it into a titanium rod. God damn.

      Midra sucked and nibbled and licked Glasha’s chest while the dunim tweaked a nipple with one hand and fingered the front of Midra’s panties with the other.

      “Uh-uh-uh. Dogggggy. I want to taste you.”

      “I’m so wet for you, Glasha. Will you eat my pussy?”

      “Awwwrrrrr. Yes. Zartuka! Fuck yes.”

      Glasha demonstrated her warrior strength and picked Midra up and darted to the elevated rock like she was going to slam the woman down hard. When she got there, though, she laid the gnoll down gently, running a hand down her breasts, belly, and legs before stepping back to look over her prize.

      “Do you like how I look, Glasha?”

      “So much.”

      “Will you kiss me, down there? Lick me. Let me feel your strong, soft tongue in my lower lips?”

      Glasha growled again and leaned over to kiss Midra on the mouth. Her hand went to the soaking wet panties the gnoll still wore and stroked the front softly.

      “Mmmmm. Glasha. More.”

      My green wife kissed down Midra’s chest, dragging her teeth across her abs and waist. She gave the panties a long, slow lick and Midra wriggled.

      “Yes, yes. Taste me. Do you like how I taste?”

      “Grrrrrr.”

      Glasha peeled the panties down, glacially slow. With every inch, she licked the newly exposed area, sending Midra into mini tremors.

      “Why are you teasing me? Put your tongue in me. Please. Oooooh.”

      I hadn’t blinked in about two hours, lapping up every detail as my green wife demonstrated that her lessons with Ysduil hadn’t been in vain. She had Midra ready to explode.

      The panties finally came all the way off, Glasha slipping them down Midra’s shapely legs. She sniffed the cloth, then set it aside reverently. The warrior paused to take a careful look at the now totally nude gnosta wriggling on the platform, hands on her own breasts and heaving her breaths in and out.

      Glasha leaned in and blew on Midra’s sopping slit.

      “Goddess!” Midra shouted. “Oh-oh-oh. Rrrrrrr. Glasha. I want you. I want you right now.”

      Glasha returned a growl and blew again, then traced a finger up along Midra’s outer lips, sending the gnoll into quivers.

      I’d had enough of waiting. It was extremely hot watching the two, but it was about time I got involved. As Glasha bent toward Midra on the stone shelf, I moved in and put my hands on her ass.

      Glasha started, but continued her work without comment.

      “You can’t only give pleasure, my sexy wife,” I told her. “You’re going to get some, too.”

      I rubbed a single finger up her thong-covered slit and kissed the dimples above her firm ass. She huffed in appreciation, then focused more on the squirming gnoll with her legs spread before the dunim.

      As Glasha moved in to run her tongue along Midra’s inner thigh, I pulled the red thong off and put it on top of Midra’s equally wet underwear. Without the cloth, I was now able to separate Glasha’s lips with my finger as I stroked her from her clit, all the way down and back to her tight little asshole. The way those green hips and butt wriggled with the sensation, I realized I needed to lose some clothes. I was the only one left with any on and that had to change right fucking now.

      I barely broke stride fingering Glasha as I tore my shirt off, then paused in my stroking to use both hands to untie my pants. By the time I kicked my pants and underwear off, I had Glasha’s body rocking back and forth, growling as she reached Midra’s slit.

      “Adam?” Midra said, her voice shuddering as she did it. “Will you fuck Glasha while she eats me? Please.”

      “Only for you,” I said as I watched Glasha’s tongue moving circles around Midra’s lips.

      I pressed my finger up between Glasha’s lips and partway into her canal. It was wet as fuck and I would have no problem getting in there. I took a moment to enjoy the feel of the green warrior rocking her body back and forth on my finger as she created lapping noises with her tongue, tasting Midra.

      “Glasha. Yes, yes. Your tongue feels so good. Lick my button. Suck it. You’re going to make me come.”

      A shift in Glasha’s body told me she was doing what Midra asked. I needed to act fast if both women were going to come at the same time.

      I took my dick in my hand and slapped it a few times on Glasha’s little hole that was presenting itself proudly to me as the warrior’s cheeks spread from her position. Glasha growled and I dragged my head across her hole and down to her dripping slit.

      “Uh-uh-uh,” came Glasha’s huffing, muffled by Midra’s wet flesh in her mouth as she sucked on the gnoll’s outer lips. When I pressed my head to Glasha’s lips, her breaths turned to growling moans.

      I pushed inside my sexy dunim wife as she ramped up her licking and sucking on Midra. The gnoll’s body rocked and slammed on the thinly padded stone, making a noise that sounded like someone getting punched. She was feeling no pain, though. Her moans were pure pleasure.

      “Almost. Glasha, make me come. Taste me. Don’t stop.”

      Glasha rammed her ass back toward me, angling her hips to drive my dick farther into her. I reached around and grabbed both her tits, playing with them even as I used them to pull her toward me. Her entire body started to shake and her moans turned strangled.

      Midra had one hand on Glasha’s topknot, pulling the dunim’s mouth into her pussy, and she thrust and wiggled, her breaths coming in fast, sharp rushes. My wife, meanwhile, growled into Midra’s crotch while she played with the gnoll’s tail.

      The frenetic actions of both women’s bodies ramped up as I plunged my dick over and over again into Glasha. When it reached the point they couldn’t maintain it any longer, Midra popped first. She didn’t speak, didn’t even moan, but went completely silent, her body tensed and even her breathing stopped.

      She held that for a handful of seconds before letting out an explosive exhalation.

      “Oh! Glasha!”

      That was enough to send my wife into her own orgasm. She clamped down on my shaft, rammed backward so hard I was pushed back half a step, and groaned into Midra’s pussy. She must have bitten down on the gnoll’s lips, too, because Midra moaned and her body went into convulsions, shuddering uncontrollably. I could actually hear the change in Glasha’s tongue slurping up the juices as they washed over her mouth.

      Glasha’s knees buckled and I had to hold her up.

      “Lie down next to Midra,” I told her. “Rest for a minute.”

      She did as I said and pulled me into a wet, sloppy kiss. The familiar plum-with-vinegar taste was sharp on my tongue. It was the first time I’d gotten it secondhand, but it still had me licking my lips after the kiss was finished.

      “She tastes very good,” Glasha said.

      “She does,” I said. “So do you. Maybe you’ll let me taste you after you rest a little?”

      “I would like that. But only if you fuck my favorite doggy at the same time.”

      I kissed Glasha, then shifted to kiss the gnoll woman, lying sated next to her dunim partner. “I think that sounds like a great idea. Midra? Are you up for that?”

      “Mmmmm. Do me now.”
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      After a few minutes of cuddling with the two very sexy and very naked women, I stood up from the table-bed slab Ysduil had prepared for us. The woman never ceased to amaze me. She’d basically set up a sexy playground custom made for the three of us.

      “Why don’t we move it down to the bigger area?” I suggested. “Seems a shame to have this nice padded space set up and not use it.”

      Glasha rolled off the place she was lying on, briefly touched her feet to the floor, and moved onto the bed made from several bed rolls and probably half a dozen blankets. I wondered whose stuff Ysduil had taken to make this little den for us. I’d have to thank her properly as soon as I could.

      Midra stood at the edge of the padded area, a slight frown on her face.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked.

      “I didn’t get to taste Glasha. Down below, I mean.”

      “She tastes like she smells. That woodsy, foresty scent with the hint of leather and some honey thrown in. Like her mouth tastes, but stronger. Maybe with a bit of a metallic tang, though sometimes that’s stronger than at other times.”

      Glasha’s mouth dropped open and she stared at me.

      “Do I really taste like that?”

      I licked my lips. “Oh, yeah. I mean…well, zartuka. I could eat you for breakfast and lunch every day. You taste fantastic.”

      “You have a sensitive palate. What about doggy? I want to compare if it’s the same as I taste.”

      I noticed Midra surreptitiously rubbing a few fingers along her crotch. Was all the talk of tastes turning her on?

      “Midra?” I said. “She tastes of ripe plums with a bit of vinegar splashed over it. The bite of the vinegar lingers after the sweet taste has faded. She’s delicious.”

      “Mmmm,” Glasha said. “I agree, though to me, the plum taste isn’t quite that of a ripe plum. Maybe one that’s still firm and on the edge of ripeness, with a tiny bit of sourness.”

      “Hmm. I guess I could see that, though it would be hard to tell with the vinegary taste mixed in. Her mouth? Definitely ripe plum. Less of the sour.”

      “Yes. I agree.” Glasha bit her bottom lip and looked at the gnoll woman, who had her hand buried between her legs. “Now I want to taste her some more. Come here, doggy.”

      Midra dove at Glasha and they started kissing. By the time they broke the kiss, any trace of softness I had from the interlude was gone.

      “Do I really taste like that?” Midra asked.

      “You do,” I said. “Any time you want, I’ll lick you and then kiss you to let you taste yourself. It won’t be as good as right from the source, but damn, it’s still really good.”

      “I’ll keep that in mind. What I was saying, though, is that I haven’t tasted Glasha yet.”

      “No worries. Why don’t you do that now? I can watch, then we can work on the other thing we need to do.”

      “Fucking Midra,” Glasha said.

      “Fucking Midra,” I agreed.

      “But you’re not just going to watch her licking me. I’ve been practicing something, with Ysduil’s help. Adam, lie down right here on your back.”

      I wasn’t sure exactly what my wife had in mind, but it was going to be great, whatever it was. I did as she asked. With me on my back, my shaft stood up from me like it was pointing at the ceiling across the room. It even quivered a bit, anxious to see what was going to happen.

      “Doggy, you lie down on your back right…here.”

      Midra did as directed. I watched her toned body as she moved. I could never get enough of seeing her. Her muscles shifted under her skin and her moderately-sized tits moved just enough to steal my attention. She was on her back, too, head going the same way as mine and her body about half a body length from my feet.

      Glasha made an adjustment, then nodded. She got on her knees and straddled Midra’s face and settled into position. Then she pulled on my legs to move me a few inches toward her, spread them apart, and grabbed my dick.

      “Yes,” she said. “Perfect.” She grunted when Midra put her hands on Glasha’s ass and pulled her down onto her face. The gnoll immediately started licking the dunim’s smooth slit.

      The next thing I felt was Glasha’s warm mouth closing around my head. My entire body twitched and I closed my eyes. Ysduil had trained the dunim right. Her teeth didn’t contact my sensitive skin at all, only soft, wet lips and tongue.

      “Ah, Glasha. That feels so good.”

      “Mmmmm.”

      The room was filled with the sounds of slurping and sucking and I lost sense of time as Glasha brought me achingly close to orgasm. Midra hummed happily as she lapped up the dunim’s juices and fingered herself. When I got close to losing control, though, I pulled up on Glasha’s topknot. My cock left her mouth with a pop and she looked at me in confusion.

      “That feels amazing,” I said. “Too amazing. I don’t want to come in your mouth because if I do, I won’t be as intense for Midra. Can we change things up?”

      “Of course. I understand. Ysduil explained it to me. Even though you have extreme stamina, the…urgency can dim when you climax.”

      “Exactly. Midra, have you had enough of Glasha’s juices?”

      “Mmmmm.” The gnoll licked her lips. “Yes. I want to taste her come in my mouth, but we can do that later. Will you enter me now?”

      “That’s my plan. Is that okay?”

      She grinned. “What do I do?”

      “Come over here and get on top of me. You’re going to fuck me from the top. Glasha, I want your beautiful, smooth pussy on my mouth.”

      Both women jumped to reposition themselves and then I had Glasha straddling my head, Midra straddling my hips, and the two of them facing each other with eyes slitted in anticipation.

      I didn’t have to explain anything else. Glasha’s hips rocked as I took over from Midra and licked her wet lips. Midra guided my head into her slit and lowered herself slowly, her head back and her mouth hanging open.

      Once Midra held me completely inside her, she moved back and forth and up and down. Glasha tilted her hips to smear her lips across my face and tongue.

      “You feel so good inside me, Adam. Oooooh. Yes. Right there. Glasha, you are so gorgeous.”

      The sound of lips sliding over each other had me looking around Glasha’s crotch to see the two women making out on top of me. I reached up to grab Glasha’s chest and found Midra’s hand already there. We intertwined our fingers and rubbed the green tit while the two women continued to kiss and gyrate above me.

      Glasha’s “uh-uh-uh-uh” synced with her writhing and grinding on my face. Midra moaned and growled as she kissed Glasha and helped me to play with her green chest. Her body wriggled and thrusted to get the most out of my hard cock inside her.

      We built gradually. Not the hot, passionate, nearly manic actions of the earlier session, but a gratifying ramping up of pleasure centers that grew and grew until it became too much.

      Glasha’s legs clenched around my head while Midra’s internal muscles massaged my shaft. Between the two sensations, my dick didn’t stand a chance. I huffed heavy breaths into the slick, green lips and my hips began to thrust without my conscious thought. I pumped into Midra, who was doing her best to drive my pelvis into the stone floor.

      “Uh-uh-uh.”

      “Yes, Adam. Yes. More. I’m almost there.”

      As close as I could tell, we all came at exactly the same time. Glasha’s nectar flooded my mouth, Midra’s tunnel constricted around my dick, and I began to spurt every bit of fluid in me into the sexy gnoll woman.

      We fed off each other and built into a crescendo of pleasure, a symphony of slapping skin, wet friction, heavy breaths, moans, and growls. By the time Midra’s internal muscles had milked me of every drop of cum, and I’d licked Glasha’s glistening lips as clean as possible, the women were already off me. They shared a long kiss first, then took turns kissing me.

      Unfortunately, we couldn’t cuddle for long. It was fully dark outside and the others would be looking for us.

      “We’re going to have to go back to camp,” I said. “I wish I could spend some more time with just you two, but it was wonderful being able to do what we did.”

      Glasha kissed Midra and took the other woman’s lip in her teeth before releasing her to speak. “This was great. Thank you, Adam, for being with us and for pushing us to do this with each other. I was too timid to ask.”

      “I was afraid you wouldn’t want to,” Midra said to Glasha.

      I laughed. “That’s how it always is. You don’t have to thank me for nudging you. Ysduil is the one that did it. She loves you both and wants you to be happy.”

      “I haven’t even been with her yet,” Midra said. “We were interrupted when the three of us were going to play that time at the bandit camp in the ruins.”

      “I know. That’s how Yssy is. She’s so caring, she put getting you two together above her being alone with you. Or being alone with me and you. She easily could have set this up like that. She’s the best.”

      “She is,” Glasha said. “We need to do special things for her to show her how much we appreciate it.”

      “I’m all for that,” I said. “For now, though, we’ll have to limit it to us carrying all this stuff back to camp. We’ll talk about it, maybe even bring others in on it. My foxgirl deserves some nice surprises.”

      We gathered everything up and headed back. The whole way, I wondered how Ysduil had gotten everything over to the little stone lean-to. She must have taken more than one trip.

      When we settled in for the night, Midra and Glasha whispered for a few minutes, then seemed to come to an agreement. I lay down to sleep, Ysduil on one side and Amelie on the other. Glasha slotted herself next to Amelie, facing Midra. Evina snuggled in next to Ysduil, her hand draped over the foxgirl to reach mine. I drifted off to sleep that way, rocked by little motions from one side my barely conscious mind interpreted as Glasha and Midra kissing and feeling each other up.

      When I woke up in the morning, I was still smiling.
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      We passed slightly south of the area where the kobolds hung out once we got back into the Dreadlands. The travel from Axecleft to the wilderness seemed like a stroll through our neighborhood nowadays, even if the neighborhood could get rough at times.

      “A group of kobolds has made the area near here their territory,” I explained to Nymyxiah. “We’ve had some luck in interacting with them, but mostly just giving them food and not being attacked. Farther north is a gnosta tribe who hate us. I don’t expect they’ll come around anytime soon. Beyond them is a tribe of frelst. Do you know that race, frelst?”

      “They are the little green creatures, similar to our imps?” the demoness asked.

      “Actually, yeah. I guess. Their appearance is…I mean, they’re more…”

      “They are not as ugly as our imps,” she said, her lips wearing the familiar amused smile.

      “Uh, yeah.”

      “You do not have to watch your words so carefully with me, Adam. My opinion of beauty is much like your own. You are very handsome. Ysduil, Amelie, and Glasha are all extremely attractive, as is your new friend Kai. In fact, I do not see any of your squad who are not. I can agree that imps are not comely, but there is more to beauty than fine lines and curves. Monsters have their own way of manifesting attractiveness.”

      I laughed. “I get it. Most dunim believe that Glasha is ugly.”

      Myxi stopped walking and stared at me. “You’re being serious? Your green wife is sublime. Most of my sisters would take her as a trophy and a plaything without hesitation. I have stared at her often, admiring her perfection.”

      I glanced over at said perfect woman as we started walking again and found her to be blushing furiously. I hadn’t realized she was so close.

      “She is,” I agreed. “I do the same thing all the time. Many of the sisters used to pester her to get her into their beds, but they’ve mostly left off after we married. As for the frelst, they’re the size of your imps, with pointed ears and green skin—though not as wonderful a color as my Glasha—and some of them are quite attractive. Their leader is beautiful, if still a bitch and a pain in the ass.”

      “Adam threatened to kill them all, along with their loved ones, and to crush their village into the ground,” Ysduil added cheerfully.

      “He did what?”

      I rubbed the back of my neck. “Yeah, I wasn’t having a good day. They threatened my companions and I kind of lost my temper.”

      “He blasted out a scary feeling that made them all tremble in fear,” Amelie added, wearing her cute smile at being part of the conversation. “But I wasn’t scared because I know he loves me.”

      Nymyxiah looked at me and I shrugged.

      “It was the first time I used my aura like that. I don’t like it when people threaten my friends.”

      “I will remember that.”

      “You should,” Midra said from the other side of me. “You’re one of them now. You want to see violence and power, wait until someone threatens you in front of him.”

      “Hmmmm. I will pay attention if such a thing happens. These kobolds, I would like to see them. How you describe them, they are primitive, more like wild monsters. I might be able to train them, or at least communicate with them to a rudimentary degree. You might also, Adam. Have you encountered them since I showed you how to commune with Zeerah?”

      “Zeeeee,” my lizard-cat said. I smiled down at her. She was padding along on all fours at the moment. She spent more than half her time like that and walked upright the rest of the time. I hadn’t figured out why she would choose one form of movement over another other than in combat, where using four limbs instead of two gave her more speed and maneuverability.

      “Yes, young one,” Myxi said. “I have seen how well you two communicate. It makes me jealous I cannot speak with you so effortlessly.”

      “Rrrrraaaaahhh. Zeeeerrrraaaah.”

      It warmed my heart how the two interacted. For that matter, it made me happy how the lizard-cat got along with Ysduil. She was truly part of our little family. So far from how it was when we met, when she tried to kill and eat me.

      “Sure, Myxi. We’ll go search them out sometime soon. Right now, I want to get back home, though.”

      “Of course. I am anxious to get home as well.”

      “Home?” Amelie said.

      “Yes. Though it embarrasses me to say so, Odonasia feels more like home than anywhere I have ever been, even if I was taken there as a prisoner. Even when I was a child, I never felt such care for me from those around me. I…miss my room and the sights, sounds, and smells of it.”

      I nodded, thinking how far we’d come since I met the demoness. Who also wanted to kill me, though maybe not eat me. Not in a literal sense.

      Ysduil put her arms around the succubus and hugged her. “You feel like you belong there. With us. You are wonderful. I didn’t know demons could be so lovely.”

      “They cannot. Not most of them. Thank you for treating me like a person instead of a tool or an enemy.”

      “Of course. Odona doesn’t judge people by where they come from or what race they are, only what is in their hearts. Your heart is good and draws good to it. We all love you.”

      The demoness sniffled and her glowing eyes shimmered. “That means a lot to me, Ysduil.”

      When the palisade came into sight, I immediately noticed a change from before. To the right of the east gate, a huge tower thrust up into the air. The damn thing had to be forty feet tall, with a large horizontal window cut into the top level. A staircase weaved back and forth up it and, even above the wall, I could see two other floors. A figure in leather armor waved at us as we approached and the gate swung slowly open.

      I gave a long whistle. “How the hell did they build something like that so fast? We weren’t even gone that long.”

      “Eydra’s been busy,” Kaylessa said from just inside the gate. “Every time you leave, she sets a frantic pace to get things done. It’s almost like she’s wanting to show off for you.” When I walked up to the sister, she said in a lower voice, “You should probably do something really nice for her, if you know what I mean. She deserves it.”

      I laughed. “She definitely does.”

      “You don’t even know. I’m sure she’ll find out you’re back soon and she’ll show you herself, but I’m telling you Adam, I’m thinking of offering her sex because I appreciate her so much for what she does.”

      “Ooooh,” Ysduil said. “I want to play, too.” I gave her a look and she shrugged. “What? You promised we could share her.”

      “Thanks, Kay. I’ll be sure to find her. I can even put a good word in for you, if you’re serious.”

      “I’m serious. I’ve had my eye on that bundle of sexy muscle for a while, but have never gotten around to asking her. I’ll see you all later.” She snapped a salute, but whether to me or Ysduil, I wasn’t sure.

      The gate closed behind us and I headed for the cave. I needed to give Nysea and the council an update, then talk with the scholars to get them started on figuring out the whole sotin thing. We had the books, we had the artifacts, and we had Betagitte. We needed to leverage those things as soon as possible.

      I found Nysea in the administrative area, sitting at the table and looking over some papers. That was new. Were we doing written reports now?

      The Grand Priestess spotted me. “Adam, you’re back. Were you successful? Did you lose anyone?”

      I gave the bunny priestess a kiss. “We were and no, we didn’t. In fact, we gained one. There were a few small injuries, but they’re all pretty much healed by now.”

      “Gained one?”

      Ysduil bounced with excitement. “We got K to join us. She’s an ally now, and she’s fabulous.”

      “K? Like, the mysterious bandit K? With all the fabulous clothes?”

      “Yes!”

      “Oh, sit down. You need to tell me all about it. Is she as beautiful as the rumors say?”

      “Even more,” Amelie answered.

      “Oh. Tell me, tell me.”

      I shook my head at the women. If this world had rock stars, then Kailani was definitely one of them. I sat down in one of the chairs and listened as Ysduil, Amelie, and even Glasha recounted our adventures. The rest of those who had come in with us drifted off until it was just me, my girls, Evina, and Midra. And Zeerah, of course.

      After the women wound down, I brought up the actual goal of our mission.

      “I’m going to need to talk to the scholars and probably Xanali as well,” I told Nysea. “I want to get them started on trying to figure out how we can take advantage of the books and the artifacts we took.”

      “We anticipated that and have created a team. They’re ready to meet with you whenever you want. We should probably give them free access to Betagitte in case they have questions.”

      “Great. Sure, Nymyxiah can command her to cooperate fully with the team. Can you set up a meeting for soon? I want to wash up, eat something, and maybe rest for a little while, but the sooner they get to work on this, the better.”

      “Of course. I’ll notify the council, too. They’ll want to hear what you’ve just told me and I know they have reports for you. Especially Eydra. I really think that woman tries to impress and awe you whenever you leave for a few days.”

      I laughed. “So I’ve been told. I’ll hunt her down a little later. The tower looks great, by the way.”

      “Yes. They have the east tower and the west tower finished. There will be two on the south wall of the palisade and two on the hill to the north. The Sodality will have a lot harder time with us if they come back. We’ll see them coming from a long distance away and the wall is not going to be easy to breach. There are other improvements, too.”

      “I can’t wait to hear about them. I’ll talk to you when I get settled.”

      I kissed the obsil woman, and my girls and I headed for our room. We didn’t get more than halfway there before I heard a familiar voice.

      “Adam. Gods, it’s good to see your sexy self, and no lying about that. I need to snatch you up to show you something. No delays, no tricks to pull you into a corner where I can fuck the breath out of you. It’s serious business.”

      It seemed Eydra had found us.
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      I smiled at the sexy dwarf. She wore the same sack-like tunic she always did, the hem barely to the tops of her muscular legs, the neckline low enough to show significant cleavage, which included the deep cuts of her pecs under the firm skin of her breasts. Her light blue eyes flashed and, combined with her rust hair, gave me the urge to greet her properly.

      “Eydra!” I said, throwing my arms out just before the solid woman slammed into me. Both her hands went around the back of my head and pulled me into a hot and sensual kiss, despite my wives standing around me.

      After a kiss long and passionate enough to start things stirring downstairs, I stroked her hair and looked into her eyes. “Hey. I missed you.”

      “Aye, I’ll bet ya did. Running around with all your gorgeous wives. I missed you, though, I’ll tell ya. Like I said, though, that’s not why I hunted you down. I’ve got something to show you. I’ll let you rest before I’ll try snatching you up for some fun times.”

      “With me, too, this time,” Ysduil said. She squeezed in between the dwarf’s body and mine and gave the shorter woman her own welcome kiss.

      “Aye, ’tis about time, too. I miss you as well, sexy fox.” She stared at Ysduil, her eyes a little glazed, before shaking her head and clearing her throat. “Come on, now. You’ll be wanting to see this, I reckon.”

      Eydra led us outside the cave. As we walked, I recalled what I’d promised earlier.

      “Eydra, do you know Kaylessa Messan?”

      “Kaylessa…Kaylessa. Oh, the squirrel girl. Pretty as a flower and—” She put her hands out in front of her chest in a cupping motion. “Is that her?”

      I laughed. Every time I spent even a few minutes with Eydra, I wondered why I didn’t squeeze more time in with her every day. “Yes, that’s the one. She really appreciates all you’ve been doing for Odonasia. She said she wants to show you personally, and physically, how much she appreciates you.”

      “Did she, now? Maybe I’ll find her later, since I know you’re too busy to help alleviate certain scarcities in my life right now.”

      “That’s what she was hoping. She’s on duty at the east gate right now, but I’m not sure how long she’ll be there.”

      “I’ll check right after we’re done here. Up this way.”

      She headed toward the forge area, but made a turn at the trail that pitched upward to ascend the hill. I recognized it, though the industrious workers of Odonasia had improved it, widening it and smoothing it out. Even the switchbacks were gentler. I could picture using carts or wagons to bring things up and down the hill now.

      The dwarf was in charge of all the crafting and construction in the village, though she only actually performed work in the smithing and engineering trades anymore. I’d lost track of how many people she had working under her.

      She’d told me when she took me up the hill last time that they were going to be putting some watchtowers up to cover the back of the hill. I figured she was going to show those to us now. As we went further up, I scanned the ridgeline but couldn’t see any sign of them. When Eydra stopped in front of me, I almost ran into her.

      “There you go,” she said, sweeping her arm out in front of us.

      I was looking at the top of the hill and still couldn’t see any towers.

      “Oh, that’s beautiful,” Ysduil said.

      I blinked and lowered my gaze, and then I saw the real reason Eydra had brought us up.

      We were maybe two-thirds of the way up the hill. A deep shelf had been cut into it and it was plain a lot of work had been done. She’d actually shown me this area before, with the half-finished construct in it. I had intended to show my wives, but it totally slipped my mind with everything else going on. I regretted my forgetfulness now.

      In front of us was a long building, set within the rock of the hill itself. From what I could see, there were two main stories, the top one with a balcony that ran the entire length of the structure. Plenty of windows provided light within, even on the lower floor, which was mostly set inside the hill.

      The architecture of the place was simple, though elegant. Shallowly pitched roofs topped a mostly rectangular structure, with a smaller section on the very top that provided a third floor, almost like another small house sitting on top of the larger one.

      “Wow, Eydra, that’s amazing. You built it up fast from when you showed it to me before.”

      The dwarf looked at me with confusion painting her face. “You said you’d show your wives. From the looks on their faces, I take it you got too busy and didn’t.”

      “There’s been a lot going on. I’m sorry, Eydra. But I’m glad you decided to use the space for something else. Is it going to be an inn or something? We don’t really need a house out—”

      “Adam, man. Are ya daft? We dinna change our plans, ’cept maybe to add a bit of space. This is your house still. All of it. Well, yours and your wives’.”

      “Eeeeeeee!” Ysduil grabbed Amelie’s hand and dragged the bunny girl toward the building.

      “Uh…our house? Eydra, that’s way too big. Even with three or four wives.”

      She took my hand. “I know. But you’re the leader of this town, Adam. The reason we’re all here at all. I’ll not have you living in one small room in a cave. Besides, you’ll have more wives, I don’t doubt it. Even if you can’t fill the whole place, you have lots of friends who might want to visit.”

      “But it’s so big.”

      “Aye, that’s what I said.” She slapped me on the back and barked out a laugh. Glasha, who had stayed with us, roared with her own laughter. “Come on in, let me show it you, aye? You and your beautiful green woman.”

      Ysduil and Amelie chattered excitedly as they dashed from room to room. I shook my head as the dwarf woman dragged me in and began showing me around.

      “God, Eydra, this is too much.”

      “We’ve left some room for a second phase,” she said. “Truth be told, the council wanted me to build the whole thing right now, but I told them you could wait until you’ve got more wives and some little ones running around. I’ve got plans already drawn up for fencing in a yard where the wee ones can play without pitching off the side of the hill. We’ll get that taken care of before your first is born.”

      “Expansion? This place is a mansion.”

      “Nah. It’s only ten bedrooms. We’ve already put things in place for the running water and sewage treatment like you told me they did in your world. It’ll be the first in Odonasia. Maybe the first in Tenos.”

      I was still having trouble with the size of the place. We went through a large entryway into a huge living room, passed through a kitchen area, and into one of the halls. Not only was there light coming in from the windows, but light tubes were placed around the structure, and it was bright and airy as we passed door after door.

      “How many total rooms does this place have?” I asked.

      “Ten bedrooms, five bathrooms, and assorted other spaces. Come with me, I want to show you my favorite part.”

      Glasha flashed me a wide grin and followed along, peeking through a door occasionally and humming her approval. A broad staircase swept up from the center of the house. The entryway we came in through—one of three, apparently—was on the second level, so the stairs could only be going to one place: that top, turret-like level I’d seen from outside.

      Ysduil and Amelie bounded up the stairs to each take one of my arms as we ascended.

      “Oh, Adam, it’s wonderful. Have you seen the bathrooms? One I looked in even has a way to dump water onto your head while you stand. Just like those showers you told me about. And the rooms, they are so big and the sunlight comes in and the breeze…ooooh.”

      Amelie tugged on my arm and I leaned toward her. She put her mouth up to my ear. “I love it. Can we live here?”

      I kissed her face. “If you want to, honey. Of course.”

      “Ha! That’s the spirit,” Eydra said. “Nysea told me you would fight it, but Ymara said your wives would make you see the right of it.”

      We crested the stairs and got to a set of double doors. The dwarf pushed them open and Ysduil gasped. My own breath hitched a little bit.

      The room was huge. The entire upper section I’d seen from outside was basically one big room, though there were four open doors to smaller spaces along the edges. One went into what was clearly a bathroom, but the other three looked like small windowless storage rooms or closets.

      Two fireplaces adorned the chamber, with six large windows scattered around, giving not only light and the breeze that Ysduil mentioned, but providing for a spectacular view of the entirety of the outside portion of Odonasia. Along one of the walls was a bed even larger than the first one Eydra had made for us. In fact, this bed may have been almost as big as our whole room within the cave.

      “It’s the same bed,” the dwarf said, seeing where my eyes pointed. “We took it apart, used all the materials from it, and made it a wee bit bigger.”

      “Wee bit bigger, huh?” I said. “Eydra, that thing has to be close to three times the size it was. It’s like five or six king size beds put together.”

      “Well, y’are a king, after all, and you have three queens. So far. I imagine you’ll find a use for all that space.”

      Amelie threw herself onto the bed, giggling like a child. Ysduil cooed one more time over the view and launched herself onto the bed as well, wrestling playfully with the bunny girl. Even Glasha walked over and dropped onto her back. The moaning, humming sound she emitted sent my body into high alert, prepping itself for sex.

      “Don’t you worry about being too cold,” Eydra said. The fireplaces will keep you warm and we’re working on shutters to close off the windows. It’ll be some time until we can make glass well enough to enclose them, but we’ll have those covers up in a few days in here and in a week or two for most of the rest of the house.

      “We figured you’d like this room for all of you and then each person can have their own space, too. It’s nice to have a place of your own to keep things and to do hobbies or just relax for a little time alone.”

      Ysduil—the ninja that she was—suddenly had her arms around the dwarf, squeezing her and showering kisses on her face. With Eydra’s fair skin, the rapidly reddening cheeks were easy to see.

      “Thank you, Eydra. Thank you so much. This is the most amazing house I have ever seen. I love it. Can we stay in it tonight?”

      The dwarf stroked Yssy’s hair. “Love, it’s your house. You can do what you like with it. We’ll check with you whenever we need to do some work, like when we put the shutters on, but otherwise, this is your queendom.” She leaned in closer and put her mouth to Ysduil’s ear. “But if I were you, I would give it a good homecoming ritual tonight. A right sexy welcome to your new home and your huge bed.”

      “Ooooh.” She squeezed Eydra harder. “Yes. I love that idea. Maybe you can—”

      “Nah. Not me. Not tonight. I do want that, but this night should be for your four only. I would be happy to visit tomorrow. Maybe we can have a little party to help you settle in. After settling in tonight, I mean.”

      I wrapped my arms around both women. “That’s a great idea. We’ll get the feel of it tonight, and tomorrow we can show it off to whoever wants to come and enjoy it with us. We can try out the kitchen and have a little feast.”

      “Aye, now you’re talking. So, I’ve shown you the basics of it. Explore and figure out who’s going to take which room. I’ll get out of your hair. Lots to do. I apologize for the cold water in the showers. I haven’t worked out how to heat the running water yet. We’ll have to talk about that. Maybe I’ll install a tank to heat the water in until we figure something better out.”

      I gave Eydra a kiss and a pinch on her ass and she showed herself out.

      “Well, girls, what do you think? Can we manage to survive living in a place like this?”

      All three of my sexy wives pulled me onto the bed and rained kisses down on me.

      I’d take that as a yes.
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      Sitting through another council meeting was not the chore it usually was. I felt so much gratitude to the women who had, apparently, unanimously made the building of my house a top priority. I didn’t know what to say, so thankful of the loving support they’d all shown.

      My announcement that we’d have a little gathering the next afternoon was welcomed by all, and Ymara set a few of the council members the task of preparing for and supplying what I already knew would be as big a party as any of our weddings so far.

      “In fact,” I told my girls between that meeting and the one with the scholars, “I wonder if we should use this opportunity.”

      Ysduil gave me a sly look and broke out into a big smile. “You mean?”

      “Yeah. What do you think? Too soon? Is it crazy?”

      “No, not at all.”

      Glasha’s brow drew down. “What are you two up to?”

      “I’ve been meaning to talk to you and Amelie. Let’s go back up to the house so we can discuss something without anyone else hearing.”

      As soon as we entered, the bunny girl and Glasha both wheeled on me and struck up identical poses with their arms crossed under their breasts and their mouths in firm, straight lines.

      I had to laugh. “Take a seat. We can—” I looked around the entryway and scratched my head. “Were these chairs here before?” I found a note on one of them with scrawling handwriting on it.

      We finished these and I dropped them off.

      Eydra

      “Huh. Anyway, I was thinking maybe we should increase our family a little bit? I want to make sure everyone is fine with it before we do, though.”

      “Are you going to marry Nymyxiah?” Amelie said. “I love her.”

      That stunned me, like a punch in the gut. Nymyxiah? I hadn’t really thought about…well, that’s not true. I had thought about it. I did think I would like her in my life permanently.

      “Uh, no. I think maybe…it’s a little soon for that?”

      “Midra,” Glasha said. “Will you take her for your wife?”

      Another great question. “I do really like her. But…”

      “Evina,” Ysduil said. “We’re talking about Evina. Since she has realized she’s not the queen of the world, she has been delightful. I never thought I would say it, but I fully approve. Adam and I have been talking about it.”

      “Princess Pussycat,” Glasha said, but not with venom. It almost sounded like the tone she used when teasing Midra.

      “Both of your ideas are great, Amelie and Glasha. I’ve been thinking about asking Evina, so I talked to Yssy about it. I was going to talk to you two as well, but this party thing may be a good chance to move it up. Don’t feel like you have to agree. I know you don’t get along well with her, Glasha, so be honest with me. If you don’t think it will work, I won’t ask. It’s more important to me that all of you love each other as much as I love you.”

      “We don’t have any problems anymore,” my green wife said. “I do like to tease her, but I like to tease Midra as well.”

      “You love Midra,” Amelie said. “I do, too. Can you marry all three?”

      I blinked at the bunny girl, then shifted my eyes to Ysduil, bouncing on her toes next to her. “Let’s not get carried away.”

      “Oooh, and Crelora. Oh, Adam, will you marry Crelora? If not right now, then maybe a little later?”

      “Yssy! Let’s. Not. Get. Carried. Away.” I chuckled at her enthusiasm. “We’ll handle one person at a time, okay. Yes, to all your suggestions. I could see marrying all three, especially if you want that. It’s hard enough for me to think about having three wives, or four, let alone even considering adding two or three at a time. Let’s pace ourselves.”

      “You want Kai,” Amelie said. “I want her, too.”

      I leaned my head back and looked at the ceiling. “Amelie, I love you. Come here, honey.” She came to me and I sat on one of the chairs, putting her on my lap. I stroked one of her ears and gave her a slow, tender kiss. “Give me a little time, okay. It’s hard enough with everything that’s going on for me to give you as much attention as you deserve.”

      “If they were all your wives, then we could all spend time together, so you wouldn’t have to make any more time for each one individually.”

      I tilted my head at her as Ysduil giggled. “How did you get so damn smart, sexy bunny girl?” She shrugged cutely and I had the urge to attack her neck with nibbles and kisses. “Let’s just talk about this one situation first. I’ve grown to care a lot about Evina and I want to ask her to join us, if everyone wants that. I also really want Midra to be my wife and we can work on that. Nymyxiah…it scares me how strongly I feel about her. We’re not even sure if she’s really our friend, or if she will betray us or hurt us.”

      “She would never do that,” Ysduil said. “I trust her completely.”

      “I…I do, too. It’s too soon, though. I don’t even know if she would want to do something like get married.”

      “She will,” Glasha said.

      “Okay, well. Evina, Midra, Nymyxiah.”

      “Crelora,” Ysduil added.

      I smiled. “I do love that bird woman.”

      Amelie rubbed her ears in my face. “What about Kai?”

      “You heard her, Amelie. She told me flat out that she wouldn’t marry me. As if I’d ask her after just meeting her.”

      “She will,” the bunny girl said.

      “Let’s not worry about that. She said no, even before I asked. We’ll get to know her and see what happens. Is that okay?”

      She nodded, her silky ears flapping softly across my face.

      “So, Evina? Glasha, what do you think?”

      “She’s better. I mostly enjoy interacting with her, but I don’t love her. Yet.”

      “Is that a yes or a no? If you have any doubts, I won’t ask her and we can talk about it later after some time has passed.”

      “Yes. Marry her. She can be irritating, but I do like her deep down. I can be irritating, too.”

      “You? Glasha, you are an absolute joy to deal with. Even if you do tell stupid jokes. Which concerns me about when Midra joins us.”

      The dunim barked out her signature laugh. Her face suddenly turned more serious though. “I just thought of something.”

      “What?”

      “We have a house with ten bedrooms.”

      “I’m aware.”

      “Can Midra come to live with us?”

      I tilted my head to the side. “Huh. I didn’t think of that.”

      “Nymyxiah,” Ysduil said. “She’s in that room that was her cell for so long. I think she would love the view. Crelora would, too. She’s used to being up high.”

      “You girls are going to drive me crazy. But you’re right. Why not let them live with us? It’ll be easier to see if they’re compatible with us before I actually marry them. Yssy, Amelie, what about Evina? Have her move in or marry her?”

      “Marry her,” both women said at the same time.

      “Right. Here’s the plan, then. I’ll ask Evina today if she wants to marry me. We can ask Midra, Nymyxiah, and Crelora if they would like to live here. Assuming Evina says yes to marrying me, we’ll have the wedding and a party here tomorrow. Anything I left out?”

      “Kai,” Amelie said, still sitting on my lap.

      I kissed the bunny girl’s forehead “If I could contact Kai to come to the wedding, I would, honey. She’s too far away, though, and could never make it here in time. She doesn’t even know where here is. We’ll see her again, though. Don’t worry. Maybe we can even get the secret out of her about where she gets her fabulous clothes.”

      “Oh, yes.” Firm, perfect obsil breasts smothered my face as my bunny wife hugged me for all she was worth.

      “Pst. Pssst.”

      I turned to Ysduil, who sported her mischievous grin. “Yes, Yssy?”

      “DD.”

      “What? Oh, right. To marry or to ask to live here?”

      “Both. But to live here for now. Please?”

      “Of course. I feel bad I forgot about her. We should ask her, too.”

      Ysduil fought Amelie for the most real estate in hugging me. They nearly caused me to fall off the chair, but I wouldn’t have minded a bit. But it was urgent for me to talk to Evina right away, so I kissed each of my wives and headed down the hill to find her.

      “We’ll all wait here,” Ysduil said. “You can bring her up and show her the house after you talk.”

      “I will. I think I’ll ask her while we sit on one of the benches on the switchbacks.”

      I found the catgirl sitting in her room reading a book while Vesina sat nearby, knitting.

      “Hey, Evina, do you have a few minutes to chat? I also want to show you something.”

      “Of course.” She put a piece of ribbon in what I recognized as her sister’s diary and set it on a small table. I put my hand out to her and she took it, rising gracefully to her feet.

      I maintained the hold on her hand as we went out of the cave and up the path ascending the hill. We strolled at a relaxed pace and chatted about how the village was growing.

      “I haven’t come up here before,” she said. “The view is divine. It’s strange to me that Eydra would waste the labor involved to make a hiking path when there are so many other things to do.”

      “There’s a reason for it, but I’ll tell you about it in a moment. You want to sit here and enjoy the view?”

      The princess narrowed her eyes at me and I winced inwardly. She was too damn smart and I was too ham-fisted. She nodded and we sat.

      “Evina, I think we’ve grown closer over the last few months. It was rough going at first, but now that I know you, I have to say that I am very fond of you.”

      She patted my hand, still holding hers. “I feel the same way. You have made me see so many things differently. I think my parents would have liked you. You are brave, honorable, care for people, and you are a good leader. Everyone here loves you and respects you.”

      “You’re gaining a lot of admirers as well. I’m one of them.” I scratched my forehead with one hand, the other getting clammy as I held hers. I hoped it didn’t gross her out. “That’s kind of what I wanted to talk about. I…uh, Evina, would you marry me? Become my wife.”

      The blank look the gorgeous catgirl gave me didn’t instill me with confidence. Seconds ticked by and with each new one, I started to sweat more. Not only on my palm, but on my forehead as well.

      “No.”

      My heart turned to a lump of lead and dropped down through my body. I swear I felt it hit the bench and bounce once, pinching my skin and my organs painfully.

      “Uh, okay.”

      “No, no,” she said, gripping my hand tighter. “That’s not what I meant. Well, it is what I meant, but not like it sounded.” She took a deep breath and fanned her face with her empty hand. “Ooh, why is it so warm up here?”

      I laughed, which helped to loosen the crushing pressure weighing down on me.

      “Let me explain,” she said. “I…think I love you, Adam.”

      “…and I love you.”

      “But I’m not sure now is the time for this. I do want to marry you. I am jealous of how much time you spend with your wives, and I want that for myself. Not just that, but I want what they have as far as their relationships to each other. To have a family, after all these years and with what happened to mine, it’s a dream come true.”

      I shook my head. “You’ve totally lost me. Those all sound like good reasons to say yes.”

      Her spectacular emerald eyes flashed in the afternoon sunlight. “They are. I do want you, and I want all of that, but not at this moment.”

      I scratched my head. Was I befuddled or was she making no sense? “I…”

      “I’m not being clear, Adam. I know. Let me try to say it another way. I love you and I want to be with you forever, but first, I need to make sure I’m the kind of person you deserve.”

      “You are, Evy.”

      She smiled at the nickname. “I need to be sure. I care far too much for you and your three wives to jump into this unless I know I won’t mess it all up. I’m almost completely sure it’s where I belong, what I need to do, but we’re looking at a worldwide battle, taking down the organization that slaughtered my family and everyone else I’ve ever known. If I allow my own selfish feelings to distract me…I’ll never forgive myself if I fail in our task because I’ve got my head in the clouds like some teenager. Does that make any sense?”

      I blew out a long breath. “Actually, yes. It does. It makes me want you even more. I get it, though. I don’t totally agree, because I think having my wives, seeing every day what I’m fighting for, helps me to want victory even more.

      “But it’s not a problem. I don’t feel like you’re rejecting me—”

      “I’m not, please believe me.”

      “I do. It sounds like you want to wait a little while, make sure the moment is right. But it feels like you’re saying, ‘You can have the reward, Adam, but you have to cherish the anticipation for a little while longer and it will be even sweeter.’”

      The Isameine princess blinked at me. “You’re a poet as well? Did I say earlier I thought I loved you? Forgive me. I was mistaken. I absolutely love you, Adam Townsend, and I look forward to being your wife. Just not right now. Do you still want me?”

      I leaned forward and brushed my lips against hers. “So much more even than before. Your caring heart, your intelligence, your wisdom. I love all those things about you, and what you just said proves that all of them are as strong—stronger—than I even knew. I will wait for you, Evy. You will be worth every hour, day, and month, however long you need.”

      Evina put her arms around me and treated me to a deeper kiss. We sat, sharing our embrace and our kisses for a few minutes before I sighed and separated from her.

      “Can we call it an engagement, then?” I asked, not sure if that word meant anything in this world.

      “That is a wonderful idea. I pledge my love to you, Adam, and promise to marry you when circumstances are right, with the provision that I have proven to myself, as well as to you and your wives, that I am worthy and deserve a place in your family.”

      “That’s as much as I can ask for. More than I deserve, probably.”

      “Don’t go being self-deprecating, Adam. It doesn’t become you.”

      I laughed. “I’ll try, my fiancée. I have a couple more things to talk about, if you don’t mind.”

      “I will talk with you all night if you wish it.”

      “Thank you. First, we are going to have a little party tomorrow. A feast, a gathering, whatever you want to call it. I would like to make it our engagement party, to declare to everyone that I plan on taking you as my wife.”

      “That sounds like fun. I do love parties, though I have only gone to two before. Both weddings, if I recall.” She flashed me a wry smile.

      “Great. The other thing…well, come with me. There’s something I want to show you.”

      I stood, took her hand, and we continued up the trail. When we got to the offshoot trail that went to my new house, I stopped to let her take in the view.

      “Oh,” she said. “That’s why so much effort was wasted on the trail. Eydra built—what, a palace?”

      I laughed. “Not really a palace, but a home. One I would like you to live in, if you want. With me, and with my girls.”

      She swung her head back and forth from the home to me, her eyes wide. “That thing belongs to you? Only to you?”

      “Me and the girls, yeah. Do you like it?”

      She squeezed me in a tight hug. “It’s fantastic. Amazing. Incredible. You want me to live there? When we get married?”

      “Yes and no. I would like you to live there now, and then obviously when we get married, too. There are a few extra rooms and the view is pretty good and there’s sunlight, so—”

      “Yes. Yes, yes, yes. Oh goddess, Adam, look at it. It’s beautiful.”

      I pointed up to the top floor where three figures stood in the window watching us. “That is beautiful.” I kissed her then gestured at her with my hand. “This is beautiful. The house, it’s just a poor container for so much beauty.”

      My wives waved at me and Evina, Amelie bouncing so much I was afraid she was going to pitch out of the window.

      “Come on, Evy. Let’s go pick you out a room and hang out with those maniacs before they fall out of the building.”
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      It only took moments to explain to my girls the decision Evina and I had come to. They took it with the calmness and professionalism that befitted their elevated station in Odonasia.

      “Oh. My. Goddess!” Ysduil screamed as she threw herself at the catgirl princess. “That is so romantic and incredible. You will be our sister wife. You’re already our sister.” My foxgirl was crazy. She climbed all over Evina, hugging her and kissing her face, acting like the entire thing was a huge surprise rather than it being less than what we’d expected. I loved her so much.

      Amelie was nearly as excited. The only reason she wasn’t bouncing on top of Evina was that she was still a little shy with the princess. She did hug the catgirl and planted a few kisses on her face, but she was much more subdued than Ysduil.

      Glasha, for a wonder, pulled Evina into a hug and whispered something in her ear I couldn’t hear. Evina’s eyes filled up and she planted a kiss on Glasha’s cheek.

      “So, Evina, why don’t you explore the house a little and choose a room? I’m not sure if the girls already staked out their claims, but you can work it out. I want to go and ask Midra, Crelora, and Nymyxiah if they want to live with us, too. If they want to, I’d like to have them choose their places and move in before the party tomorrow.”

      Ysduil bobbed. “Oooooh, so exciting. We’ll have a house full of so many of our beautiful friends. This is a dream come true. A family.”

      I smiled at my first wife. “I know, Yssy. You guys hang out and I’ll see if we can make this place a little less empty.”

      Glasha stood back and smiled at the three other women talking a mile a minute, all three in a circle, touching each other’s arms and having a great time. I stepped up to her.

      “What do you think? Is this going to be too much? I don’t want you to be uncomfortable.”

      She pulled me into an embrace and initiated a kiss. It felt so good, I didn’t want to let the moment end. My favorite dunim had become so much more comfortable and affectionate than she was when we met.

      “It’s not uncomfortable. I don’t show my happiness like they do, but I feel it as strongly. I have never had a real family. Shagar was a mother figure to me, but she was my chief. My heart sings at seeing those I love enjoying themselves. I am excited for the others to join us. Midra, of course, but I have grown fond of Nymyxiah and her exotic beauty and her warm heart. Even Crelora. As much as I hate to say it, I am joyous she will be here with us. She is a lovely person and has broken down my walls of hatred for her kind. I will need to kiss her until she begs me to stop, as a punishment.”

      “I love you, Glasha, and I am so glad we met. Who knew when I saw you slaughtering monsters in the Dreadlands that it would lead us to this?”

      “Not me, certainly. I wish for us to be done with this Sodality business so we can make some babies and teach them to be great warriors.”

      “Like their mother,” I said.

      “Like their father.”

      I sank into another kiss, my hands reveling in the feel of her body in my arms.

      “I better get going,” I said. “If I keep this up, they’ll have to find us in our bed and drag us out when the party starts tomorrow. We’ll finish this a little later, though, okay?”

      “Zartuka.”

      I went to Nymyxiah’s room first and asked if she would come and live with me and my wives. The demoness cried, which made me a little uncomfortable and drew some moisture to my eyes as well.

      Because of our limited time, I took the succubus’s hand and brought her along with me to Midra, who slept in the gnosta area of the caves still. The crafters were still working on homes outside the cave for the tribe, and they were almost finished with Nanami’s house, but it would be a while until all the gnosta would have houses outside.

      The beautiful gnoll stared at me when I asked her.

      “You want…me to live with you?”

      “Me and my girls. Actually, not just Ysduil, Amelie, and Glasha. Evina and Myxi will live there, too.”

      “All in one room?”

      I laughed. “Of course not. Well, my three wives and I share a room, but they have their own picked out by now.”

      “How many rooms does the place have?”

      “Ten bedrooms, plus a bunch of bathrooms and some other rooms thrown in. There’s plenty of space and I would love to have you join us. Glasha would, too. Will you?”

      The gnoll woman nearly knocked me down as she embraced me. Her mother, watching the whole thing, added her arms and body to the mix a moment later. The gnosta chief put an arm out to Nymyxiah and pulled her into the huddle soon after. You really couldn’t get enough hugs, I’d found. Especially when everyone around me was a hot woman.

      After a kiss with Nanami, and a promise I’d show her around her daughter’s new house soon, we headed to Crelora’s little house just outside the cave. The harpae was out front, watering her flowers with a watering can. I ran my eyes over her, appreciating her sexy lines and her tantalizing hair, not to mention the beautiful feathers on her wings.

      Once I explained everything to her, the bird woman took her lip in her teeth.

      “I would love to do as you ask, but what of my position of being the liaison between my people and yours? You have built me my little house and I love it. See my flowers and how well they’re doing? Would I be able to keep myself available for those having business with my roost?”

      I leaned in and whispered in Crelora’s ear. “Follow my finger. Look up…there.” I pointed to our house, though only the top floor of it could be seen through the trees. “That’s the house I’m talking about.”

      Her mouth dropped open. “I have seen them building it as I flew into and from the village. It is a magnificent structure.”

      “It is. I’m not sure which rooms the others have taken, but I bet there’s a nice one left that’s on the second floor with a window you can fly in and out of, if you want. They’ll eventually have glass, but there are doors you can use to go out on the balcony and fly from there. Not that I’m trying to pressure you or anything.”

      Midra chuckled at the conflicted look on the harpae’s face. “Crelora. We can move your flowers to a planter up there, or put in new ones. I’m sure you can keep this place as an official embassy for the roost. Your roostmates can stay here when they need to and you can do business out of it. It would be fun to have you there. I already feel like you’re family.”

      That sold the bird woman on the idea. “Yes. I love this plan. I accept, Adam. Gratefully.” I got another hug and some kisses. I hadn’t been keeping track, but I figured I might have broken some kind of record, and the day wasn’t even over yet.

      From Crelora’s house, it was a short trip to DD’s house, which was situated close to the west gate so she could easily head out on her scouting missions. I explained the situation to her and extended my invitation for her to live with us.

      DD’s cute little pixie nose scrunched up. “That sounds like it would be fun, but I think I’m going to have to decline. I’m the lead scout for Odonasia and it’s important for me to be available and close to where I and the other scouts will go in and out of the palisade. I hope you understand and that it doesn’t disappoint you.”

      I kissed her and wrapped my arms around her, rocking her back and forth. “I am disappointed, but not at you, just that you won’t be as close as I’d like. I understand, though. Ysduil will, too. You can stop by anytime and you can stay the night whenever you want. Deal?”

      “Deal. I can’t wait to see it tomorrow.”

      We had one final stop, explaining everything to Nysea about what was going on and the party the next day, and my three new roommates and I headed back up to the hill. Before we got to the cave entrance, though, I thought of something.

      “Hey, let’s swing by my old room. We’ll need to move our furniture up eventually, so I might as well take a chair or table or something now.”

      Midra nodded. “Good idea. I’ll help carry something.”

      “We all will,” Nymyxiah said.

      I thought of how it would look, me and three women carrying furniture around, and the image made me laugh. When we got to the room, though, we found it completely bare.

      “Damn. You can’t leave anything lying around for a second. I hope someone actually took it up to the house and we don’t have a thief around.”

      When we entered the house, I found my girls sitting and chatting.

      “Eydra came by,” Ysduil said. “With some of her helpers. They brought all our stuff from the room. Wasn’t that sweet?”

      “That damn Eydra is too efficient.”

      The girls noticed our new roommates and another free-for-all ensued, leaving me exhausted by the time everyone settled down.

      All rooms chosen, all women happy, we went as a group to the dining hall, saving our initial use of the kitchen in the house for the next day. When we got back, we found the furniture in each woman’s room set up exactly as it had been where they’d lived before. I don’t know how that wily dwarf knew which room was which, but I mentally tacked her name at the very top of my list for some special attention.

      Speaking of which, Ysduil, Amelie, and Glasha joined me in the gigantic bed that night, and we proved without any doubt that it could stand up to as much punishment as we could give it. Eydra had promised it would endure twice as many people, but I had no desire to test out that claim. My beautiful, sexy wives were enough to confirm my belief that I had fallen through that cave into paradise.
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      I slept in the next morning, a rare occurrence. Even more unusual, Ysduil got up before me. All three of my wives kissed me and said they had things to do, mostly involving getting ready for the party. Since Eydra had moved all my new roommates’ stuff, they stayed their first night in the house, but I didn’t know if they were already up and gone for the day.

      “I’ll get up now,” I told them. “I can help with whatever you need.”

      “No,” Ysduil said. “We want you to relax. You haven’t done that for too long. Let us take care of this and you can lounge around or read some of those books you brought back from the training center.”

      “Are you sure? I don’t mind.”

      “Just stay and relax,” Glasha said. “We’ve got this.”

      Even Amelie gave me a stern look, though it broke quickly into her cute, sexy smile and she pounced on me for one more kiss.

      “Fine, fine. I need to explore the house anyway. I still haven’t seen it all.”

      They left and I looked out across the huge master bedroom. Through the windows I could see bits of the mountain peak where the harpae roost was, some of the forest surrounding Odonasia, and the clear blue sky. I could get used to this view, though I doubted I’d be able to sit still and do nothing for long. I’d do my best today, for my girls, but I wasn’t about to make a habit out of sleeping in and wasting time. There was too much to do.

      Ymara had told me she expected visits soon from some of the monster tribes. The harpae were a given, but Athistae also came every few days to trade. I got the sense that she wanted to talk to me as well, so she probably would find out soon I was back and stop by. Though the gnosta and the frelst hadn’t made any overtures, Nichole expected they would. It was obvious to everyone that we weren’t going away. One way or another, we’d hear from the locals.

      More importantly, we needed to go through those caves we’d found Nymyxiah in. It brought a smile to my face when I remembered how she reacted when I asked her to live with us. So beautiful, and such a wonderful person. Who’d ever thought I’d have such affection for a demon? Even if her very type was connected to extreme sexiness, even in my world.

      But the tunnels. The feeling that they were dangerous was stronger than it had ever been before. I needed to go investigate them tomorrow. It would have been today, if it weren’t for the party.

      Soft knocking at the front door interrupted my musings. I barely heard it from across the huge house. I’d need to install a bell or something. I threw on my pants and a shirt and headed down the stairs, wondering who even knew I’d be here. Probably Eydra with a new car or motorcycle or something. The woman was a pure marvel.

      I opened the door to find Lamari, tense and eyes wide.

      “Oh. Hey, Lamari. Come in. You have the distinction of being my first visitor. Congratu…are you okay?”

      The mousegirl opened her mouth to speak and tried twice before she made a sound. She looked like she was freezing cold, her teeth chattering audibly.

      “Ysduil s-s-said you were here. T-t-told me to come up.”

      “Great. I’m glad to see you. What’s wrong? Are you cold?”

      “N-n-no. High. Fall…”

      “Awww. You’re scared of heights?”

      “Not s-s-scared.”

      I closed the door and put my arms around her. “God, you’re trembling. Come on, let’s go sit down. Once you calm down a little, we can talk.”

      “Thank you.” Lamari buried her face in my shirt and I picked her up, hugging her close to me, letting her feet dangle as I brought her to a bench seat at one of the tables.

      I held her and stroked her hair, even played with her soft, thin ears. We were well away from the window, so I was hoping her heart rate would slow down. It was beating like a trip hammer. “You want something to drink? We only have some skins with water and wine. We have to stock the kitchen still.”

      “Wine,” she said, her hands clenching in my shirt.

      I started to get up, but she held on tight, so I carried her to the skin on the kitchen counter, grabbed a cup from one of the cabinets, and brought her and both of the items back. She gulped down the wine after I’d poured it, and I filled her cup again.

      “So, the height thing,” I said. “It must be kind of scary. You’re used to being in caves, and with all the open sky above you and around you like this, it’s a lot different than you’re used to.”

      “It is.” Her voice still shook a little, but being away from the edge and me holding her seemed to be helping.

      “Thank you for coming up all this way to talk to me. I was hoping I’d see you. Did someone tell you about our housewarming and engagement party? You’re invited, of course.”

      “I heard about it. That’s not why I’m here, though. I missed you.”

      “Awwww. I missed you, too, sexy and adorable mousegirl.” I remembered to add the sexy part, since she pretty much insisted on it whenever I called her cute. It wasn’t a problem. She was sexy, even if smaller than most others in Odonasia.

      It did the trick, finally relaxing her. The wine might have had something to do with it, too, but she seemed to have shaken her fear.

      “This is your house?” she asked. “All of it?”

      “Yep. Mine and the girls’. A few others live here, too. Evina, Midra, Crelora, and Nymyxiah.”

      “It will be a fun place, I think.”

      “It will. But it’s a fun place now, because you’re here. Do you want me to show you around? If you come to the party tonight, it’ll be clogged with people. You can have me all to yourself right now.”

      “Mmmm. That’s actually why I was looking for you. Do you remember what we talked about before you left to go on your mission?”

      “I do. I promised to put you at the top of my list.”

      “For…?”

      “To do my best to make you have the world’s best orgasm, or something like that.”

      That wide, happy smile that so encapsulated everything about her shone on her face. “Yes. I was wondering…” She put on a coquettish persona, fluttering her eyelashes at me, but avoiding direct eye contact, and twisting her fingers together. “Do you have some time? I’ve missed you so much.”

      I put my finger on her chin and tilted her head up toward me. “Lamari, that sounds like a problem I might be able to help you with.” I flicked the tip of her nose with my tongue, then moved my lips down to meet hers.

      We’d kissed before—several times—and some of them were even hot and passionate, but I put more feeling into kissing her than I ever had before. She was smaller than I was used to, but not much shorter than Eydra. Her head was narrower and her body slenderer than the dwarf, but kissing her felt just as good as kissing any other tantalizing woman. I felt the kisses through my body, my blood flowing faster and stronger.

      The mousegirl’s tongue was a little thinner than larger women, and was very smooth. So smooth. It was almost frictionless as it slid across mine, making me feel like a clumsy barbarian to her elegant and graceful movements.

      “Adam, why do I love to kiss you so much?” she asked when she tore herself away from me.

      “I don’t know. Probably the same reason I like kissing you—because it feels really, really good.”

      “Will you show me your house and then…then…?”

      “Play with your wonderful body until you come?”

      She let out a moaning breath. “Huhn. Yes. Please?”

      “Anything for you, sweet mousegirl. I’ve been wanting to do that for you for a long time now.”

      “Me, too. I’ve practiced with the toys I had made and I’ve talked to Maressa, and I think you can put yourself inside me and fuck me until I scream and then come and maybe you can shoot your seed into me, too.”

      I almost laughed at how comfortable she’d gotten. Definitely the wine. She was sending out words rapid-fire like she normally did when she was excited. It kind of turned me on, especially considering what words they were.

      “We will do whatever you want. Come on, let’s do a tour and then we can get comfortable.”

      She hopped to her feet and I took her hand, heading for the kitchen to start off. As we wandered around and I showed her some of the rooms, the bathrooms, and talked about plans for the place, I couldn’t help but to watch her. Not only her pretty face, which showed so much enthusiasm that it carried me with it, but also her body. I’d seen her in armor and I’d seen her in court clothing that covered most of her up, but she wore more casual clothes now: a tight pair of pants with a cropped vest kind of thing that left her arms and an appreciably large amount of her chest exposed, as well as her tummy.

      Not only was she deliciously curvy, while still being slender, but she was sporting a six pack that even Glasha would appreciate. Who knew she had such an amazing body?

      She caught me looking and—whether from the wine or just because she felt comfortable with me, knowing that sex was a sure thing—she shimmied and wiggled in a way that made it more difficult for me to walk.

      “I love your house,” she said. A little of her shyness poked through as she bit her top lip, then said, “Can you take me somewhere I can look out one of the windows at the land below?”

      “Sure. Won’t it be scary for you, though?”

      “A little. It’ll make my heart beat faster and send a thrill through me. Maybe we can kiss and that will make it all more exciting.”

      “You’ve got a deal. Do you want to go to my room and lie on the bed?”

      “Hmmm, no. Is there a room you haven’t used yet? Where no one is living right now?”

      I grinned at her. “Yes. I know a good one. I think there are a couple of chairs in there. We can sit by the window and see what kind of trouble we can get into.”

      The room was on the second floor and had a big window and two chairs. I put one in front of the window and took the mousegirl’s hand, leading her over to it. I motioned for her to sit down.

      “You’re not sitting?”

      “Not on a chair, not right now. I want to try something and you can tell me if you like it.”

      “Is it scary?”

      “Is the thought of having a massive orgasm, one so strong that it’ll ruin you for any other sex you’ll ever have, scary?”

      “Yes. Yes, please. I mean no, not scary. But yes, please.” She plopped down in the chair and I put both my hands on her head and kissed her.

      “Do you know,” I said, “that you are very, very sexy?”

      “I do. It’s why you want me so bad.”

      “It is?”

      “Yep. That’s why I want you, too, because you are so sexy.”

      “Hmmm. It seems we agree. That sounds like fun.” I trailed a finger down her cheek and across her neck, letting it linger at her collarbone.

      “Eeeeee.” It was a soft sound she made, barely an exhalation. “Show me?”

      I replaced my finger with my lips and kissed her neck, nipping at it as she hummed in her throat. I continued to kiss downward, reaching the top of her cleavage in only three lingering pecks. I enjoyed how she squirmed as I licked in between her breasts, contacting her skin at three points.

      “Uhhhhhn. Do you like them? I’m sorry they’re small.”

      “Oh, Lamari, they are fantastic. They’re pretty big relative to you, and they’re perfect for me. Do you want me to play with them?”

      “Yes. Suck them?”

      I unbuttoned her vest and let her tits spill out. I wasn’t lying, they were nearly perfect in size and consistency. Comparatively speaking, she was almost as well-endowed as an obsil for the size of her body. Her areolas were about the same shade as her mousy brown hair. Her nipples, plump and extended, were a shade lighter.

      I put both hands on her chest and bounced her breasts, then held them up so I could lick around them.

      “Uhhhhn. Eeeeeeee.” Her sounds were slightly higher pitched than her normal voice, the sounds causing a pleasant vibration in my body, coming through my mouth and resonating downward.

      I took a nipple in my mouth and sucked.

      “Oh, Adam. That…do that some more. Please.”

      I gave her a quick kiss on the mouth and went back to sucking on her nipple, giving the other one a turn as well.

      “Stand up for me?” I asked, and she complied immediately. “Turn around in a circle?” She did that for me, too, slowly rotating. My eyes latched onto her ravenously. Such perfect tits, and such a spectacularly tight and shapely ass. “Can I take your pants off?”

      “Yesssss,” she said breathily.

      I untied her tight pants and peeled them away from her. Her bare legs looked even more sensational and the G-string she wore had my lower region nearly hard as the chair she’d been sitting in.

      “Is it okay?” she asked.

      “Okay? Goddamn, Lamari, you are a dream. Look at those legs. Absolute perfection. And that ass?” I leaned down and took a mouthful of one of her cheeks.

      “Ooooh. Eeeeeee.”

      “Sit back down in the chair. There’s something I’ve fantasized doing with you.”

      “Really?”

      “Mmmm-hmmmm.”

      I wished I’d gotten her a stool because the back of the chair obstructed my view of her toned, etched back, but I had to work with what was available. I stood behind her and leaned in to kiss her upper back. Moving her hair out of the way, I kissed and sucked the back of her neck.

      “Eeeeee. Aaaaaaaah.”

      While I continued up to suck on her sexy, thin mouse ears, my hands got busy with fondling her breasts, playing with her nipples, and tweaking them occasionally.

      “Eeeeeee. Adam.”

      I bit her shoulder and moved one hand down to drag it lightly across her belly, teasing her navel. Then I chewed across above her collarbone while I dipped my hands lower. Stroking her leg, starting with the outside of her thigh and moving toward her knee, I brought my head around to kiss and suck lightly on Lamari’s neck.

      The mousegirl’s body bucked and she thrust her hips, trying to rub against my hand.

      “Oooooh. Aaaaaah. Eeeeeeee. Aaaaeeeeeeeee.”

      When my hand reached her inner thigh, Lamari twisted her neck, grabbed my head with both hands, and slammed her lips into mine. Her tongue darted into my mouth and wrestled with mine, pulling me against her. As if I wanted to escape.

      There was nothing further from my mind.

      My hand inched up her inner thigh, so slowly she gyrated her body, thrashing to move it up. I maintained my glacial pace even as she tried to eat my face from the inside out.

      I pulled my mouth from hers. “Do you like that?”

      “Yes, yes, yes. More, Adam.”

      I slid the chair closer to the window so it loomed large in front of us. “Does the view scare you, Lamari?”

      “Ee-ee-ee-eeeee.” Her small body whipped and a warm, wet sensation dribbled down onto my hand. Looking down, I saw her G-string, originally the same light brown color as her other clothes, was now dark and wet, dripping fluid.

      “Huh-uh-huh-uh-huh.” The mousegirl’s panting breaths drove a spike of ecstasy into me with every cycle. I hadn’t even touched her junction yet and she’d already come once. I licked my lips and bent over her to suck her tit upside down. The mousegirl liked eating sweets, and her body tasted and smelled like her kisses: sweet, like fruit juices and corn syrup.

      I couldn’t wait to taste what she was soaking her panties with.
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      “Does that feel good?” I asked into her furry ear.

      “Touch my pussy. Adam, I want you to touch me so you can make me come again and then I want to lick my juices from your finger before you fuck me so hard I won’t be able to walk until tomorrow night.”

      By the time the mousegirl finished that impressive declaration, she was wheezing, and I was afraid she was going to pass out from lack of oxygen.

      “I will, sweetie. With pleasure. Breathe.”

      It was awkward bending over the back of the chair to position my face near hers, but upside down. I kissed her in that strange position and she put both her small hands on my cheeks to hold me steady as her soft tongue explored my mouth. I’d always loved the feeling of kissing upside down, and this was no exception.

      Even if bending over that way was difficult with a raging hard-on.

      At least I still had my pants on, though, so there was no danger of getting my member caught in the backrest.

      As we kissed, I rubbed Lamari down her pert chest and chiseled abs to her G-string. She’d already come, but I had yet to actually stroke her where the tiny patch of cloth covered her slit.

      My finger made a circle around her, starting at the top of the cloth and tracing around it on her upper thighs. Only on the third pass going around did I put some pressure on the clothing.

      “Aaaaah. Ee-ee-ee-ee.”

      I took the opportunity to lean precariously forward and take one nipple into my mouth. The texture seemed different upside down like that, but my mouth prompted the same reaction I’d become accustomed to.

      “Ee-ee-ee-ee. Finger me.”

      I slipped a finger under the cloth and felt up along her lips. She was so wet, my digit slid along the length of her with hardly any effort. I added another finger, one on each side of her lips and stroked as she bucked under my hand. I went to take her panties off, but she put her hand on top of mine, stopping me.

      “Keep doing that. It feels so good. Don’t stop to take them off.”

      I sucked hard on her nipple in response and took her wet lips in between my fingers and pulled up along them. She moaned and took a piece of my shirt in her mouth, biting down hard on it. I wished I’d taken it off, but then decided it might be good that I didn’t. She would have broken skin with that bite.

      Another orgasm racked Lamari’s body, the warm liquid increasing and getting slipperier as she screamed into my upside-down chest. While she panted, trying to regain her breath, I took her panties off finally.

      I went back to feeling her slit, pressing my fingers more inside her than before. Her tight little body gyrated, thrashing as I teased her slit and plunged a finger in randomly to keep her from predicting it.

      “Oh, Adam. I’ve never felt anything like this. Will you make me come again?”

      I kissed her collarbone and put my mouth next to her furry little ear. “I want to try something I think you’ll like. Can I?”

      “Anything.”

      I straightened up and pulled my shirt off, then grabbed her under her arms and pulled her to her feet. She gave me a questioning look and I turned the chair around so the backrest was in front of the window. I picked her up and put her on it, standing naked in front of me, her toned legs delicately crossed and her hands on her own chest.

      “God, you’re sexy.” I nudged her hand aside, took a nipple in my mouth, and gave it a quick suck. While she watched me, I undid my pants and dropped them, along with my underwear. The mousegirl’s eyes went wide at my shaft standing at attention and she licked her lips. “Turn around.”

      A look of excitement swept across her face, but when she was half-turned, that became a nervous expression. Standing on a chair, right in front of the window, must have been intimidating. The backrest wasn’t enough to keep her from pitching over and out the window. Her body started to tremble, steadied by my hands on her waist.

      “Tell me if it gets too scary.” I rained kisses down on her back, moving downward.

      “Huh-huh-huh-huh.” Her breaths came in pants and gasps, both from her fear and because I was getting closer to her firm little ass. I chomped on it and she hopped a little, which started her teetering.

      “I…oooooh.”

      “I’ve got you, sweetie,” I said, tightening my hands on her waist to comfort her. “Lean against me. Here.”

      I stood in front of the chair and pulled her back against me, which nestled her right against my cock. It fit nicely between her cheeks and the tip pressed against the base of her thin, furry tail.

      “Feel better?”

      “Aaaaaaah. Yes. I like that.”

      “I thought you might.”

      I reached around, stroking her crotch and her chest at the same time while thrusting my hips forward to slide my shaft up and down between her cheeks. It really was the perfect position to take advantage of all the best parts of her athletic body. I worked my hands and ground against her as I kissed and nibbled her neck.

      “Mmmmm. Ee-ee-eee. Yes.”

      The mousegirl moved her hips, finding a rhythm that accentuated my finger stroking her slit and also dragging her tight ass against me. Her breaths ramped up again and I knew I was going to bring her to climax again soon.

      I tweaked a nipple and moved the hand to her tail, pulling on it softly while continuing my other motions. Her body tremored like she’d licked an electrical outlet and she moan-panted. My lower hand readjusted and pressed on her clit, making her thrash more firmly against me.

      Then I put part of her tail in my mouth and pressed down on it with my lips.

      “Aaauuuuggggh! Oh, oh. Yes. Yes-yes-yes. Eeeeeeeee.”

      Lamari’s taut little body went rigid and she grunted like she was trying to push every bit of moisture out of her lower region. I held her tight and reveled in the feeling of her entire body vibrating. I dragged my teeth across her tail in my mouth and she screamed out.

      “Oh! Ohhhhhh.”

      She jerked harder than she had before, hips pumping as she groaned. It took a good minute before she relaxed. Her legs gave out and she would have fallen had I not pulled her to me to hold her up. I turned her so I could look into her beautiful face, flushed and damp with perspiration.

      “Are you done?” I asked. “Or do you want more?”

      She looked down at my rock-hard dick and gave me a tired smile. She kissed me, too exhausted to be forceful with it. “You haven’t fucked me yet. I practiced with those toys just for you.”

      I grinned at her and growled. “You’re amazing. I know what we can do.”

      I held her up with one hand—she weighed hardly anything to my enhanced strength—and adjusted the chair with the other. I sat down and lowered her so her feet were on the floor.

      “Straddle me.”

      Lamari did as I asked, the strength in her legs regained. She took my cock in her hand and guided it to her soaking wet slit.

      “Are you sure?” I asked. “It’s kind of big for you.”

      “It’s huge,” she said. “But I practiced. I think…” The mousegirl settled down and the tip of my shaft disappeared into her. “Ooooooh. Gods, Adam.”

      Standing the way she was, while I was sitting, I had easy access to her chest and her face. I started with her chest while she focused on getting me inside her in a way that didn’t hurt. Little by little, she got me in, wiggling and squirming in fits and starts. I enjoyed her round, firm tits, slathering them and sucking on them as my hands stroked her back and her tail. The woman’s eyes were mere slits and the high-pitched moaning sounds she made almost forced me to thrust upward to speed up the process.

      She wasn’t able to take all of me, but she got a surprisingly large part of my dick inside her. Her little squats and bounces not only provided wonderful friction on my shaft, but jiggled her chest in the most delightful of ways. I moved to kissing her as she controlled the extent and speed I went in and out of her. With kisses, the penetration, and some strategic squeezes and pulls of her tail, the mousegirl bounced harder and harder.

      “Oh-oh-oh. I…Adam…ee-ee-ee-ee. You’re going to make me…eeeeeeeeee.”

      Her nytis body felt so good on mine and her tight little tunnel hit all the right nerve endings. When she came, it triggered me, my cock having waited too long, and I felt the rush of cum shooting from me into Lamari. Even without thrusting much myself, afraid to hurt her, it was a spectacular orgasm, her body pumping and sucking every drop from my dick while her panting breaths stole air from my mouth, making me dizzy. One final, hard squeeze on the lower part of her tail and she screamed into my mouth and bit down on my tongue. It was almost too hard, but the pain made my dick jerk once more, dribbling yet more cum into the sexy mousegirl.

      Lamari leaned against me, not even bothering to take me out of her, as we both panted and kissed. I actually dozed a little bit, but she was lethargic herself and we spent several minutes holding each other and recuperating.

      When she climbed off me, kissing me tenderly, I grabbed at her ass. “That was amazing, Lamari.”

      “Yes. We’re a mess now, though.”

      “No worries. Let me show you how the showers work.” I picked her up and walked to the closest shower as she giggled. We were soon under a stream of water that was colder than I liked, but seeing how I was naked in it with Lamari and the body that seemed to get finer with every second, I didn’t mind much.

      “I didn’t get to practice the oral techniques Maressa taught me,” she said as I helped to scrub her breasts.

      “Do you want to?”

      “I…” She noticed my stiffening. It had been almost half an hour, after all. “Can I?”

      It was a great first shower in my new house. Lamari’s technique was nearly as good as Maressa’s and she licked her lips over the taste of my cum, even if there was less of it than it would have been if we’d waited longer. After we cleaned up, I carried her into a spare bedroom where Eydra had put another bed.

      “There’s one more thing I’d like to do,” I told her. “I still haven’t been able to taste you.”

      We finished off our morning with another orgasm for Lamari, this time in my mouth. By the time we were done, I had licked her clean and we were both out of energy. Ysduil found us an hour or two later, lying naked and tangled up in each other’s limbs.
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      Ysduil flashed her evil smile at me later, after Lamari had left.

      “That was definitely the hottest thing I’ve seen today,” my foxgirl said. “I was hoping you’d take advantage of the opportunity when I sent her up to see you. Was it good?”

      “Oh yeah. So good.”

      “She looked very happy, but tired.”

      “She came four—no, five—times. Hard. Not the little mini orgasms, but full-on, screaming and toe-curling types. So fucking hot.”

      “Mmmmm. We’ll have to set something up. I want to see that. I want to be part of it.”

      “Definitely, my love.”

      I pulled my foxgirl to me and gave her a long kiss. Her body wriggled and settled itself into the perfect position, the one that felt like we were the same body. I put my hand down and stroked her tail.

      “I can’t believe I’m saying this,” she said, “but we can’t do this right now. As much as I want to. The party is only in an hour or two and there are things you need to do.”

      “I want to do you,” I said, pretend-pouting.

      She giggled. “And I want to do you, but we have to wait until after the party. There are people here to see you.”

      “Where? In the house?” I looked toward the entryway from the kitchen area we stood in.

      “No, silly. Down in the market area. A messenger from the frelst tribe and a dunim from the local tribe.”

      “Really?”

      “Really.”

      “Oh. I guess I should probably talk to them then, huh?”

      “It’s why I came up, to tell you that. I’m glad you finished already and I wasn’t interrupting you.”

      “You can always interrupt me, Yssy. You’re the love of my life.”

      “As you are mine. But you have responsibilities.”

      “You and the baby are the most important ones.” The stern look she gave me told me our fun banter was at an end. “Okay, okay. Let’s go down and see what they want.”

      Like the flip of a switch, her smile was back and she gave me a peck on the cheek. “Good. Don’t forget, though. Tonight, after the party, I’m going to fuck you so thoroughly you won’t know your name.”

      “I can’t wait.”

      The administrative buildings hadn’t been completed yet, so most often, any visitors were brought to the market area. This was the case with one of those who wished to talk to me, but not necessarily to the council.

      “The frelst came through the east gate and so she’s near there, at the edge of the marketplace,” Ysduil said. “The dunim representative is by the south gate, at the guardhouse there.”

      “I’ll go to the frelst first,” I said. “I think any representative of that tribe will cause more trouble than the dunim. Besides, you said Glasha was going to go wait for me with the dunim.”

      “Yes. She was interested in meeting someone from another tribe.”

      The frelst—I still called them goblins in my head—had only sent one person, and it wasn’t their chief. I recognized the woman. She’d been one of the ones gathered around the chief when we visited their village.

      The representative looked like all the goblins did: a bit over four feet tall, a darker green than Glasha, with pointed ears that went more out toward the sides than up. She was plain, unlike her very attractive chief, but she shared one trait with her leader: the irritated scowl on her face.

      As I walked up, the woman rolled her eyes and exuded bad attitude. “It’s about time. You have kept me—”

      “Stop right there,” I said, lacing my words with a bit of my aura to remind her what happened the last time they’d acted rudely to me. “I don’t give a shit about your time. Why are you even here?”

      “I am a messenger for Chief Nyla Gazowen. She has sent me to summon you to discuss possible trade and—”

      “Whoa. I’ve heard enough. Your chief sent a messenger to demand that I travel to the village where you threatened us when we came to start a peaceful relationship? Are all you goblins out of your fucking minds?” I knew the frelst didn’t like the term “goblin,” seeing it as derogatory. That’s exactly why I used it now. I was sick and tired of their shit.

      The green woman’s mouth turned down into a heavy frown. “Chief Nyla—”

      “Don’t care. Eghis, can you escort…whoever this is out of the gate?” I narrowed my eyes at the goblin. “You tell your chief that she has exactly one more chance to be civil. Neither I, nor anyone else here, will put up with her demands. The next goblin that shows up here with attitude will be fed to one of our animals. If she wants to discuss trade or an alliance, she will come here herself. If she does so and makes demands or tries to order anyone here around, you may have to find another chief. Now get out of here.”

      She muttered something, but I stopped paying attention. Ysduil stood next to me, a little smirk on her face.

      “One down,” I told her. “Let’s hope the dunim has a better attitude. For fuck’s sake. Coming here and commanding me to go back to their shitty little village.”

      Ysduil’s giggle lightened my mood a bit, but didn’t erase my irritation.

      When we arrived at the south gate, I spotted the dunim representative right away. She was of a size with Glasha, maybe slightly shorter and not quite so ripped. She still looked like a warrior, muscular and fierce-looking, just not as toned as my wife. Her face was also…how can I put this diplomatically…classically beautiful according to dunim standards. Okay, basically what I’m saying is that she was outright fugly.

      Glasha stood near the other woman, both of them with tense postures. Their bearing made me think of two kids on a playground, ready to bump chests to try to goad the other into a fistfight. Great. Just what I needed.

      “Hey, Glasha. Who’s this?”

      The other dunim nodded toward me. “I am Shelur Rockwill, daughter of our chief Eygrun Foesilencer, chosen as an emissary to your village. Are you the leader of this place?”

      “I am. I’m also Glasha’s husband, in case you didn’t know.”

      “I was told such. It surprised me that a khresha actually exists, let alone leads a group of Odona’s priestesses and others.”

      “Yeah, it was a surprise to everyone.”

      “My mother and chief sends her greetings and apologizes for not coming herself. There are…issues she has been dealing with of late and she hopes sending me in her stead does not show disrespect.”

      “Thank you for saying that. We don’t take offense or see it as disrespect. We have a similar situation with a tribe that lives here, a gnosta tribe. The chief’s daughter is well respected and a cherished friend.”

      “Gnosta?”

      “Yes. Is that a problem?”

      “No. This is the local gnosta tribe?”

      “Uh, no. We don’t see eye-to-eye with that tribe at the moment.”

      The woman laughed. “Then my estimation of your intelligence has been improved. We are not great admirers of the gnosta who dwell to the northeast.”

      I chuckled. I liked this woman. I definitely liked her much more than those fucking goblins. “So, what is the purpose of your visit, Shelur?”

      “We merely wanted to introduce ourselves. My mother would like to visit, once the situation with the village allows her to do so. Some of our scouts have seen harpae flying this way. Are you friendly with them?”

      “Yes, most definitely. One of their number actually lives here, and others have come to visit to trade. We’re allies. Where is your village, if I may ask?”

      “South of the harpae roost, on the other side of the peaks and slightly to the east. We have traded with them in the past, though lately it is hard enough merely to survive, let alone have things to trade. The Dreadlands have grown strange.”

      “You know what, Shelur, how about this? I’ll check and see if the chief of the dunim tribe here, Shagar, has some time to chat with you. We’re having a feast tonight and if you wish, you can stay here overnight. Maybe we can work something out with you and figure out how we can speak with your mother. Maybe we can help each other.”

      “That would be appreciated. It will ease her mind, as well, since she thought I might be slain coming here unannounced.”

      “No, we don’t do things like that around here. Glasha, do you know if Shagar is busy?”

      “I do not. I already sent one of the sisters to find her. I thought you might say what you just said.”

      I smiled at my wife. “You know me so well. Can I leave you in Glasha’s hands, Shelur, at least until Shagar is located? I have some things to do right now, but we’ll speak later, if you decide you want to stay until the morning.”

      “I would like that. Thank you. Your village is impressive. I had no idea it was here.”

      “It hasn’t been here long, but every time I turn around something else has been built. You’ll get used to it. It was great meeting you. I hope your tribe and Odonasia can become good friends. The way the world is, we can all use it right now.”
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      With only a little time left before the party, Glasha and I—with Amelie trailing along—went to the temporary livestock area in the afternoon to check up on our small fuzzy friends. Checkles, my white chick with the black and grey speckles all over it, had already lost her plush-toy appearance and looked more like an actual chicken. Glasha’s baby ducks, Frizzy and Gust, still had soft feathers, but the animals were larger than they’d been. We played with them for a while, letting them eat some of their feed out of our palms.

      Amelie lavished them with attention, too, but also spread her kisses and cuddles around to others of the pullets and cockerels strutting around the space in the pen. It was nice to take a few moments and just relax, thinking of nothing else but enjoying our family. I wondered how Zeerah would act with the chicks. She’d seen them before, but wasn’t with me this time. I trusted the lizard-cat, but the little beasts probably looked delicious to her.

      By the time we got back up to the house, less than an hour before the official homecoming-engagement party started, there were already more than two dozen people hanging around.

      “Did you have fun with the little cuties?” Ysduil gave each of us a kiss as we walked into the living room.

      “We did. Too bad you couldn’t come with us.”

      “I stopped by earlier today to see Checkles, Frizzy, and Gust. There was too much to do here to go with you right now. Evina was looking for you, Adam.”

      “I’ll go track her down, thanks.”

      I found my new fiancée in the room she’d chosen, sitting on one of her chairs with her bare feet up on another. Reading. Though Evina had offered, Vesina chose to stay down in the village proper, so Evina had the room to herself. Eydra had promised the older woman a house of her own soon and until then, the nursemaid would live where she and Evina had lived, in the small stone chamber off the communal cavern.

      I gave the catgirl a kiss, picked up her feet, sat in the chair, and put them back down in my lap. I started massaging the balls of her feet and her toes. “You were looking for me?”

      “Mmmm, that feels good. Yes. Am I going to have to make a speech tonight?”

      “Nope, not unless you want to. I was going to tell everyone we’re happy they came, that we love our new house, and that you and I will be married once the appropriate time comes.”

      “That’s good enough for me. Are you going to…allow me the traditional evening after a wedding tonight?”

      I squeezed her big toe and wiggled it like it was the piggy that went wee-wee-wee all the way home. “It’s not a wedding. It’s just a party.” She directed a disappointed frown at me. An exaggerated and comical frown. I laughed. “If you’re asking if I can make time for you to show you what our wedding night might be like, I think I could probably arrange that, though if I mess up the schedule with the girls, you won’t be making anyone happy.”

      “Schedule?”

      “Sure. Even with only three wives, we rotate around who gets the most attention for a particular day, or more correctly, a particular night. Ysduil wants to propose that I go to each of their rooms to spend a whole night with only one of them occasionally, according to a schedule. We haven’t discussed it with Amelie and Glasha. For now, we all sleep in the big bed and I focus mostly on one each night. I’m pretty much open to any way they want to do it.”

      “Oh. I hadn’t even thought about that.”

      “You’ll eventually have to. I don’t want any of my wives to feel neglected. Luckily, they’re all so considerate, there are never any issues. That and they all love each other as much as they love me, so no matter how we slice the group up, no one is really neglected.”

      “Maybe I should have just said yes,” the catgirl purred.

      “You still can.”

      “I’m joking. Partly. I think it’s better we wait a little while.”

      I got up and replaced her feet on the chair. “That’s fine. Nothing’s saying you can’t get into the rotation before we’re married. We can all talk about it. For now, I just want to get through this party and get to exploring those caves tomorrow. I’m going to head out and see if there’s anything I need to do. I’ll see you in a little while, yeah?”

      “Of course.”

      I gave her a longer kiss and stroked her hair and ears. Then I headed for the living room to see what chores I could help with.

      “Nothing,” Ysduil said. “We’ve got everything covered. Why don’t you wander around and greet everyone. There are a lot of people already here.”

      As expected, everyone showed up to the party, as close as I could tell. My new house was huge, and the shelf cut into the hill afforded us a large yard, but even reaching capacity, people overflowed onto the trail and a building site that was still being graded a few hundred yards away.

      I did as Ysduil suggested. The early birds tended to mostly be those I spent a lot of time with. Nysea, Nichole, Adrisse, and Eydra were all in a group with drinks in their hands, chatting. I didn’t escape saying hello without several kisses, as was the norm with so many priestesses in Odonasia, and I moved on.

      Shagar showed up, Shelur by her side. It seemed like the dunim emissary got along with the older chief. I smiled at them, thankful we’d probably soon have another tribe of the green warriors as allies. We could definitely never have enough skilled fighters on our side.

      I found Maressa strolling around, exploring the house.

      “I love your house, Adam.”

      “It’s amazing, right? Eydra is the best.”

      “Mmmm. She is. You are, too. I know this not only from personal experience, but from others’ first-hand accounts.”

      “Really?”

      “Oh, yes. I had a long talk with Lamari earlier. I noticed she moved as if she was sore and she told me why.”

      My cheeks got hot, but I tried to play it cool. “She did, huh?”

      Maressa laughed and tossed her dark purple hair. “She did. I got her some of that ointment from Adrisse. The stuff she gave you at your wedding to Ysduil to heal up your chapped lips. It works well on other places, too.”

      “Oh, nice. Did it make Lamari feel better?”

      “Yes. So much better. I asked about her experience and she told me all about it. In great detail.”

      “Uh, that’s…a little embarrassing.”

      “No, nothing of the sort,” the elf said. “She got so wet describing it, she let me taste her. I can see how you made her climax five times. She is very sensitive down there. She also agreed to help me with my daily ritual, which I’d never convinced her to do before. Adam, she tastes so sweet and feels so good. Thank you so much. I think she and I will have more opportunities in the future to pleasure each other.”

      I took the priestess’s hand and kissed it, then held it to my chest. “Thank you, Maressa. Without your help, she wouldn’t have practiced with her toys so that I could fit in her and she wouldn’t have been able to give me such a terrific blowjob.” I leaned in closer to whisper in her ear. “Yours was still better, but damn!”

      “It was my pleasure,” she said with a chuckle. “Truly.”

      “What are you two talking about?” Lamari’s high-pitched voice asked.

      I turned to find the sexy mouse girl and bent to kiss her.

      “We’re talking about how you blew my mind with how good you felt earlier, and how you went on to do the same thing to Maressa.”

      “No, not really,” she said. “With you, it was a lot more time, a lot more playing, and we did some great cuddling. Oh, and the shower, and more cuddling.”

      “When we have time, little one,” Maressa said, “we can do those things.”

      Lamari smiled and twisted back and forth. “That sounds like fun.”

      “Speaking of fun,” I said. “Do you to want to go with us tomorrow to explore those caves where we found Nymyxiah? It’ll be dangerous.”

      “Yes!” Lamari said.

      “You bet,” Maressa said. “You know how much I love to explore tunnels. And shafts.”

      I gave the elf a quick kiss and chortled. “I do. It’ll be great to have you two with us.” I kissed Lamari and ran my hands down her slender hips and legs. “I better go over there. It looks like Ysduil and Nysea are about ready for me to say something to everyone. I’ll see you both later. If I don’t, tomorrow morning at about dawn, we’ll be going to the dining hall. I’m not sure what condition my kitchen will be in by then.”

      I gave my little welcome speech, slipped into the crowd as soon as I could, and spent the rest of the evening chatting with all the many people who had come. I had a purpose to my wanderings, though. As I mingled, I found those who I had planned on taking to explore the caves. I double-checked with Nichole and Glasha first, even mentioned my plans to Shagar and Nanami as a courtesy. By the time the evening wound down, I had my group.

      It consisted of all the regular suspects, what Nysea had started calling my “inner circle.” There were also Aedyl—though I’d refer to her as Venom when talking about the mission—and Lagakh.

      Really, the only difference between the current group and the one I took to steal the sotin artifacts was the addition of the dunim assassin, Lamari, and Maressa, and the exclusion of Betagitte, who would need to be conventionally imprisoned because Nymyxiah was coming with me. She’d be out of range from the sotin trainer, so her charming magic would fade.

      I was excited to explore the caves where Nymyxiah had done her work. Maybe we’d finally get some answers.
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      As it turned out, our trip the next morning wasn’t to be. The universe seemed to be conspiring to keep me from doing what I thought I needed to do.

      “What does it mean?” Amelie asked, looking at the glowing disk in my hand.

      “It’s the necklace that Kai gave me,” I told the bunny girl. “It means she wants me to meet her at Axecleft. I don’t know if it’s an emergency or not, but I have to go and see what she wants.”

      I sat in bed with my wives, a couple of hours after the party concluded. I felt the warmth of the little stone item on my chest and found it to be shedding light the way it was supposed to when Kai wanted to get my attention. A spike of panic afflicted me, boring into my abdomen. What if she was in trouble?

      “Should we go to her now?” I mumbled.

      Ysduil hugged me. “No. Kai is very capable of taking care of herself in an emergency. If she were in mortal danger, traveling to Axecleft wouldn’t be her first response. Besides, that’s more than a day’s journey and it’s dark outside. You’re always telling me that moving around in the Dreadlands after dark is not smart.”

      “Yeah, I guess. First light, though. I need to leave at first light. Do you think DD is still awake? I want to ask if she’ll go with me. I could use her scouting skills.”

      I got things together and, after about three hours of sleep, a small group of us went to Axecleft to meet with Kai. Like Ysduil predicted, it wasn’t urgent, but Kai wanted to come to see our village. I couldn’t very well send her back home, so I explained what we wanted to do with the tunnels and she said she’d join us, or stay in Odonasia while we were gone, if I preferred. After camping for the night and another day of hurried travel, we were back at the palisade wall.

      “Welcome to Odonasia,” I said, sweeping my arm out in front of me.

      Kailani looked around as we came through the east gate of the palisade. I wasn’t sure what she was used to, but I’d bet it was more than a few half-built structures, a makeshift wall, and a bunch of people living in caves.

      The infamous bandit nodded her head. “Cozy. For how long you’ve been here, I’m surprised at how much you’ve accomplished. I can almost see what it’ll look like when you have the time to build the rest. I’m impressed.”

      “You should see Eydra’s model,” Ysduil said. “It’s very detailed and shows the structures she intends to build.”

      “I like that. I’ll definitely take a look, if that’s okay.”

      The bandit was again dressed in what Ysduil assured me were fabulous clothes. The ensemble was all red and black—seemingly a favorite combination for the sexy bandit. Snug red pants, tucked into knee-high black boots with gold filigree climbing up their length, complemented a black, tight button-up tunic with gold buttons and piping. A red collar that looked almost like she was wearing a turtleneck under the tunic, red cuffs, and black gloves filled out the picture. I hadn’t known a tunic of thick cloth could be so fucking sexy, but somehow with the slender, angular cut, it showed every curve of Kai’s body in the most fascinating of ways. She looked like what I thought a female, medieval, James Bond might be. All style and poise and…well, fabulous. Her hair, long and black this time, bounced on her shoulders and back, giving her a movie-style slow-motion sexy girl vibe.

      She had brought a horse along, though she hadn’t ridden it since she joined us. It functioned as a pack horse for all her stuff. Mostly more clothes, I had no doubt.

      I’d been with the residents of Odonasia for months, so people no longer stopped and stared at me like I was some kind of sideshow freak. But as we went toward the cave, I witnessed the phenomenon again. This time because of Kai.

      Just about everyone in Odonasia had heard of the mysterious K. At least, the sisters and their companions had. I wasn’t so sure about the gnosta and dunim, but I noticed several of them stopping to stare as well. Probably because of the clothes. Or it may have simply been because of the radiant woman strutting through the village.

      Nysea was calm and cool, though I did notice her hand shaking a little as she reached out to greet Kai.

      “It is a pleasure to meet you, K,” the Grand Priestess said. “I have heard so much about you, from rumor as well as from Adam and Ysduil.”

      “It’s great to meet you,” Kai said. “You can call me Kailani, if it suits you, or Kai. K is more of a work name. They’ve told me all about you, too, Nysea, though they apparently didn’t have the words to describe how truly gorgeous you are.”

      Pretty much all the introductions went like that. Kai had a charisma that allowed her to be comfortable and charming with whomever she conversed with. Between the excitement of having a celebrity in our midst and how personable the woman was, we chatted with others until late in the night, after which Kai stayed in one of our extra rooms.

      We still got up early, though, opting to eat breakfast in the dining hall instead of our own kitchen. Soon after, we headed out to Erynth’s cave.

      Besides wanting to see Odonasia, Kai had another reason for calling me with the disk. She wanted to see the ruins of Neallirah. I told her I’d take her, though it meant putting off searching the tunnels yet again. A feeling like someone was breathing on the back of my neck assaulted me. If I hadn’t promised the bandit I’d take her, before, I would have delayed it and gone to Nymyxiah’s cave.

      When the bandit met the dracora, both women eyed each other with interest. I couldn’t remember if I’d talked about the outlaw with Erynth, but it was obvious she was curious, almost as curious and excited as Kai was about meeting a dracora.

      “You’re the first of your kind I’ve met,” Kailani said. “It’s exciting. You’re magnificent.”

      “Thank you. You are quite striking yourself.”

      “Do you mind?” Kai asked and we all watched as her hair grew even longer and thicker, and changed to the exact same color as Erynth’s.

      The dragonkin smiled. “That is an interesting skill. That color looks fantastic on you. Especially with your eyes.”

      “I will refer to this as my ‘Erynth style’ from now on.” The bandit shook her hair and it bounced in a way that would have any shampoo model green with envy.

      The trip through the tunnels to the western part of the Dreadlands seemed to go more quickly than normal. Probably because Kai was attentive and excited about traversing the passageways. To the rest of us, it was just another trip underground, but Kai was apparently not jaded about hiking in caves.

      After a conversation with Chiodh—she complimented Kai on her “Erynth style” hair—we struck out into the Dreadlands. We passed near Midra’s destroyed village and finally ended up in the Neallir swamp. We had no trouble finding the submerged building Glasha and I had explored. It was the reason we were here.

      Along with Kai, I had my wives, Evina, Zeerah, Nymyxiah, and of course, DD, my ever-present scout. It was a large group to drag over to this side of the Dreadlands, but I knew I couldn’t talk any of them into staying home, so I didn’t bother trying.

      My senses twanged like the banjo in Deliverance. The pulling sensation I’d felt when passing near the swamp the last time paled in comparison. I could swear something was actually, physically tugging on me toward the high room we were there to investigate. It was a little surreal and a lot creepy.

      It wasn’t like what I’d felt when finding Nymyxiah’s cave, though it was obviously related. Whereas that had been more of a warning type of thing, flagging something important—and dangerous—this had a more neutral feeling. It wasn’t benevolent in any sense, but it did make me want to explore it. The whole thing could still turn out to be a big hazard, but that was wariness talking, not my magic.

      “We’ve got everything we need,” I said. “Lamps, ropes, grappling hooks, pitons Eydra made for me, hammers, and some boards to use as platforms. Eydra even made some ratcheting ascenders based on the ones I used in my world.”

      “Who’s going in with you?” Ysduil asked.

      “Whoever wants to. We can drag a lot of the supplies by tying ropes to them and pulling them in. The chamber is big enough for all nine of us, but if anyone wants to stay out here and not get soaking wet, that’s fine, too. I think we can do the job with two or three of us, if we have to.”

      Everyone decided to go in. Glasha and I went first, dragging several ropes. The others tied their ends to our supplies and we soon had everything in the chamber Glasha and I had tried to explore months ago. I tested out a few of the pitons by hammering them into the spaces between stone blocks, and then hung our packs and other gear up out of the water. I also set up two ropes hanging so we could prep ourselves without having to tread water. Ysduil was the last one to follow a rope through to the chamber, finding the rest of us wet and gathered in the light of three lamps we’d hung to illuminate the area.

      “Okay,” I said. “I think the first thing is to set up a platform with these boards above the water so we can sit or stand without turning into prunes. After that, we should probably try to go up.”

      The room was as Glasha and I had seen briefly before we fell in the water and doused our torch the last time we were there. About twenty-five or thirty feet square, the room had stone block walls, slick with moss to the extent I couldn’t even see the seams on the lower blocks.

      Happily, the heavy moss only went up about ten feet, tapering off and looking like it would disappear not too far above where the lamplight ended. I didn’t see anything special, just stone and moss and water.

      “What’s in the bottom of the room?” Midra asked. She was still in the water, holding onto a rope and floating. I chuckled because of the difference between her and Evina, who was the perfect picture of a bedraggled cat, holding herself up mostly out of the water on one of the ropes as she glared at me for not having a platform up yet where she could be completely above the surface.

      “I don’t know,” I said. “We didn’t have any light in here and didn’t want to dive down to try to explore it completely. Glasha said it’s really deep.”

      “I’m going to check it out,” the gnoll said. “Someone keep an eye on me in case I don’t come back up. We’re still not sure there aren’t any of those crocodile monsters in here, right?”

      “Right.”

      “I’ll watch her,” Glasha said. “Unless you need me to help you, Adam.”

      “Nah, I’m good. I plan on getting the platform up, then trying the rope with the grappling hook. I’m not sure how high I can throw it with the wet rope. If I can’t catch it on anything, then I’ll reach up to put some other pitons in place. I’ll use my ascender and inch my way up the wall. It might take some time, but we’ll get up there.”

      On second thought, I swam to the opposite side of the chamber and hammered in a few pitons, then set up a platform there. The boards we’d brought weren’t all that wide, kind of like scaffolding boards. Against the wall, though, they were easy to balance on and sit on to rest. Once I got the first one up, Evina grumbled as she got back in the water and swam over to climb up on it.

      “Everyone get to that side of the room while I try throwing the grappling hook. With my strength, I should be able to throw it pretty high, which means when it comes down, it can do some damage to whoever it hits. Let’s try to prevent that.”

      I tried the hook at least ten times, but even with infusing magic into my muscles, I could never get the hook to snag on anything. Without being able to see, all I could do was to throw as high as I could, but by the way the hook bounced, it hit the same relatively smooth wall each time.

      “Fuck it. I’m going to start moving up using the pitons.”

      The first few anchors I made were awkward, since I had to hammer them in hanging precariously by my makeshift harness from the rope knotted on another sketchy piton. I could only reach a few feet up because of the rope attached to my chest.

      Then I got the bright idea to make a loop in the rope so I could put my foot in it. Hanging the loop just below the piton, I could step up, be a little more stable, and reach more than seven feet farther up the wall. Things picked up after that.

      Kai stood on the platform I’d made so I could throw the grappling hook, watching carefully.

      “How’re you doing up there? You all right?”

      “Yeah, Kai. Thanks. My arm is a little tired from hammering so much, but I should be good for a while now.”

      I pulled up the lamp she’d rigged on a little rope sling and hung it at my head level. The chimney-like part of the room had narrowed enough to see all the walls at once in the lamplight, if barely. There was very little moss, but I still couldn’t see the top of the chamber.

      “How damn far does this thing go up?” I asked.

      “What’s that?” Kai said.

      “Nothing. Just complaining. You want to come up?”

      “Hells yeah, I do,” the bandit said.

      I smiled at her enthusiasm. “I can rig up an anchor with a few pitons and one of those thick iron rings Eydra made for me. I can put the rope through and the others can pull down on it to drag you up the wall. Give me a few minutes and I’ll set that up and then set up a platform here and an anchor you can tie yourself to so you don’t fall down.”

      It didn’t take long to set it up. The stone, despite its age, was solid and didn’t flake off when I pounded a piton into it. Most of them I put into the seams, still so tight that it was almost like hammering into solid rock. I hadn’t had one slip yet, and I was at least forty feet from the surface of the water. With the sides smooth, falling wouldn’t hurt me because of the deep water I’d land in, but I’d rather no one fell today, water or not.

      “Okay. You’re good to go. Make sure you tie the rope to your harness like I showed you and give the other end to the girls to pull you up.”

      The system didn’t work quite as well as a pulley, but Glasha easily pulled the bandit up the side of the chamber. In no time, Kai was tied down to the anchor I’d made above the platform. She put a hand up and I slapped it. I’d taught her about fist bumps and high fives long ago. Important things first.

      We repeated the process twice more until, at close to eighty feet from the surface of the water, I put my hand over the lip of stone above me while stepping up on the loop of rope I attached to the last piton I’d placed.

      A few pitons driven into the horizontal stone floor, and I pulled myself into a chamber that was maybe fifteen feet by twenty feet.

      “I found it,” I yelled down. “There’s a room up here.”
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      I watched Kai’s excited face as I lowered the end of another rope that I’d slipped through an anchor and ring setup. She scrabbled her feet and stretched with her hands as I pulled her closer until she tipped over the lip of the room and pulled herself all the way in. She stood up.

      I’d set one of the lamps on the floor, lighting the entire space.

      “I’ve never seen anything like this,” Kai said, her voice low and tinged with awe. “What the fuck is this place?”

      I laughed. “I have some ideas, but let’s get the others up first. I’m sure they want to see it.”

      “You’re right, we do,” Midra called up. “We’re waiting.”

      We all had harnesses we’d made out of leather straps, ropes, and a few iron rings. When I say “we,” I meant Eydra’s crafters along with Kalli Wen, Odonasia’s tailor. They weren’t the professional nylon climbing harnesses I was used to in my world and the rings weren’t carabiners, but they worked well enough. Kai and I brought Midra up first, basically dragging her up the wall with brute force. The gnoll woman helped us to bring Glasha up, and then we continued, all of us cooperating until the entire group was standing in the room I’d found. All except Zeerah, who was fine remaining down at water level. The lizard-cat might have been part cat, but the lizard really came out when she was in the water. She loved it.

      The first thing I’d noticed was that the rectangular room had no doors. The stones were in good shape and the ceiling more than ten feet above us. Over the hole going down into the flooded chamber below was an arch made of stone. It didn’t look to be attached to the walls in any way, though the top may have been attached to the ceiling. It was hard to see standing below it like we were.

      Within the arch was a material that defied identification. It almost looked like solid smoke suspended between the stone, blocking light while maintaining a soft texture. It didn’t move, though it looked like it should have, especially when viewed out of the corner of my eye.

      “What is that thing?” Ysduil asked.

      “I have no idea,” I said. “If this were a video game, I would say that it’s some kind of magic portal. It doesn’t look like it’s active, though.”

      On the walls around where the arch was were etchings in the stone. Symbols I didn’t recognize.

      “Can anyone read that?”

      No one could. Three sets of symbols repeated four times around the walls and lined the arch itself. Two of the groups were at the edges of the room in which we stood. I ran my fingers over the markings on my right while Kai and Ysduil did the same with the ones to our left.

      “Be careful on that edge,” I said. “The stone might be slippery. It’s a long way down.”

      I shucked off my pack and unwrapped a stack of paper and some lumps of charcoal I’d brought for sketching. I put one of the papers up to the first set of symbols and rubbed the charcoal over it.

      “What are you doing?” Amelie asked, leaning forward and almost putting her nose on the paper. I smudged a bit of the charcoal on her nose and laughed.

      “I’m making rubbings.”

      “There’s not really time for that, Adam,” Midra said, “but if you need help, I’ll be happy to rub you.”

      “Ha. Ha. You don’t have rubbings of archaeological finds in this world? Wait, what am I saying? You guys don’t even have history. Well, what I’m doing is making copies of these symbols. I’m hoping I can find someone who knows something about them. Evina? You’re the Isameine historian. Do you recognize any of these?”

      The catgirl had been quiet, probably still irritated about getting wet. “No. I have seen some types of symbols in the books Star left me, but I don’t think they’re the same ones. We can look when we get back to Odonasia. If I remember correctly, they were drawings of something seen in the ruins near Tillerstown, but their meaning wasn’t clear.”

      I finished the rubbings, nominating Ysduil to treat the ones I’d done with a foul-smelling alchemical mixture Merlara had given me to set the charcoal and prevent too much smearing. I stacked the papers with blank pages in between and wrapped them up tight again in oil-treated cloth, then returned it all to my pack.

      There was nothing left to do, so we lowered everyone back down until I was alone in the room.

      I inspected the arch for the twentieth time, wanting to reach out over the void to touch the grey mass within. It was too far, though, and something inside of me told me that even if I rigged up an anchor to swing over to it, it wouldn’t do me any good. Just to test it out, I tossed a few pieces of stone I found that had fallen from the ceiling. They went through the vision-obscuring frozen smoke and struck the wall on the other side. Nope, it didn’t look like the portal would take anyone anywhere else.

      Was that where I’d come from? Had I somehow activated a magical portal and come through it into this world? Was there a way to reactivate the thing? Did I even want to do so?

      “Adam?” Ysduil called up.

      “I’m coming. I just wanted to take one more look around. I’ll be down in a minute.”

      I sighed. Every time it seemed like I was gaining headway on figuring something out, I ran into another wall. Well, this mystery would have to go on the backburner. I had other things to do.

      I set up the rope to use my ring as a rappel ring and smoothly lowered myself down the chimney, much faster than I’d come up. I tied up the ropes onto an anchor I made, keeping it out of the water. I also collected all the harnesses, put them in a spare pack, and hung that up as well.

      “What are you doing now?” Midra asked.

      “We don’t need this stuff to get back home. I have a feeling we’re not done with this place. When we come back, everything will be here waiting for us. Come on, we’ve got a little swimming and a lot of hiking to do.”

      After we’d made it out of the watery tunnel and back onto semi-dry land, I took a good look around. We hadn’t seen any more of those crocodile people since the first time we’d come through the swamp, but we also took a different path. I had sensed the path to the room, so we hadn’t wasted time wandering around.

      Ysduil pressed her wet body against me. Wet with water, not the other kind of wet.

      “What are you thinking about?”

      “Those crocodile people we saw before. Did they come here after the city fell or are they descendants of the residents?”

      “You’re talking about the original residents of Neallirah?” Evina asked. “Why would they have turned into reptilian creatures?”

      I shrugged. “I don’t know. We’ve seen crazier things. I also wonder why we haven’t seen any since that first time. Do they not go near the buildings for some reason, or is it coincidence?” I shook my head. “I guess it doesn’t really matter. My mind is just wandering. Everyone set to go? Let’s head back.”

      Later, when we stopped for a break, Kai came up to me as I sat on a rock drinking out of my water skin. I held it up to her and she tilted it back while sitting down next to me.

      “I’m not sure exactly what to make of you, Adam.”

      I chuckled and accepted my skin back. “And here I thought you were the mysterious one. The Mysterious K.”

      She smiled. “Seriously, though. I can’t say I live a boring life, not at all. But what we did today, it was…special. I’ve never felt such adventure. We weren’t even in danger, but I’ll be thinking about this day for a long time to come. I wanted to tell you, thank you for today. You really know how to show a girl a good time.”

      She leaned over and kissed me, tentatively at first, but it turned more passionate quickly. My hands cupped her jaw and I caressed her neck with my fingers. It wasn’t a long kiss, but it felt really good. Her taste, like vanilla and cherry incense, lingered on my tongue after we pulled apart.

      Kai patted my cheek and walked back to her pack, leaving me a little delirious from the sudden show of affection.

      “Did that feel as good as it looked?” Ysduil said from right beside me. Her sudden appearance made me jump.

      “Oh yeah.” I pulled her down onto my lap. “Kind of like this.” I did my best to kiss all the breath out of her. When she stood back up and arranged her dress, she was panting slightly. Mission accomplished.

      “We should probably start moving again,” she said, her eyes lingering on my crotch. “The sooner we get to where we camp for the night, the sooner we can pick up where we just left off. We will be picking up where we just left off.”

      “You bet your perfect ass we will,” I said and took her proffered hand so she could pull me to my feet.

      On the way back to Odonasia, Kai added even more to the things I was thinking about.

      “I forgot to tell you before, but there are rumors of some kind of ancient archway in Eastern Tenos. My father was apparently planning on trying to find it, though no one really knows where it is exactly. Legend says it’s along the eastern edge of the Zyoxi mountains. I’ve always thought it would be nice to search for it, but I got too busy. I’m rethinking it now. Maybe you’d like to come along? It would be another adventure.”

      “I would love to, whenever we can fit it into trying to save the world from one crisis or another.”

      She winked at me. “It’s a date, then.”

      When we got home, Kai thanked me for showing her Odonasia and for taking the time to bring her to Neallirah. She had things that needed to be done, so I and a few others escorted her to the edge of the Dreadlands and she rode off toward the east.

      “I’ll miss her,” Ysduil said. “I like her being around. We need to make sure that happens more often.”

      I laughed at my foxgirl and peppered kisses on her face. “That sounds like it would be fun. For now, though, our time as tour guides is over. We need to do some serious exploring tomorrow in Nymyxiah’s caves. Finally.”
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      With whatever project Erynth was working on with her sister, she hadn’t gone to explore the area where she’d left Zeerah yet.

      “Do you want to come with us?” I asked the red-haired dracora.

      “Not this time, though I am anxious to hear what you find. Maybe I’ll be able to accompany you next time. Do you need me to lead you through the tunnels?”

      “I think Zeerah knows how to get there. Do you mind if we mark the walls so we can find things more easily?”

      “Feel free. I’ve never done it because I don’t need to, but I won’t be irritated if you do so. Better that you’re able to navigate if these new caves turn out to be extensive.”

      “That’s what I was thinking. Thanks. We’ll probably be back in a few days. I’m sure we’ll have some stories to tell, even if we only go through the area Nymyxiah knows right now.”

      As always, getting anywhere through the tunnels was a slog. We encountered a few pyglins, but they were no trouble. They’d barely charged us when our superior numbers and weapons, not to mention skills, cut them down quickly. None escaped, mainly because none of them fled. It seemed strange for the ugly little cowards, but it didn’t bother me one bit.

      It took us a full day—I think—to get to the opening of the cave that let out into the forested area we’d seen before. Without my danger sense guiding us, we relied on the lizard-cat to take us there. She understood when I explained to her what we wanted, and we soon found ourselves in front of the cave we’d entered to find the succubus.

      “What will they have done when they found you missing?” I asked the magenta-skinned demoness.

      “Probably nothing except to find another to replace me in training monsters. It’s not unheard of for one of us to be killed. They will have found the imp and klezzan corpses, so they’ll know something happened. Ulvag probably wouldn’t even bother investigating. He’d assume it was a wild monster attack, even though the damage done to the imps was obviously from weapons. It wouldn’t surprise me if another trainer is already assigned and living where you found me.”

      “What a caring boss that guy is,” I said sarcastically. “Asshole.”

      “You don’t know the tenth of it,” she said.

      The demoness led us to where we’d fought her pets and we found the chamber empty. Not only was there not another trainer there, but the carcasses were all gone as well.

      Nymyxiah scoffed. “Ulvag probably had them fed to the other monsters. No use wasting valuable resources. I don’t know much about the tunnels. When they brought me here, they had me bound and blindfolded.”

      “Why? Had you caused trouble before?”

      “No. It’s standard practice, I think. The less everyone knows, the better. I only went to see Ulvag once, but I think I can find the place again. He usually sent one of his minions to demand things of me or to punish me.” She put her hand up when I opened my mouth. “He punished me pre-emptively. I didn’t have to do anything wrong. Every few days, someone came to beat me or to cause me other distress. He only bothered to see me in person when he wanted to beat me himself or to watch me as he gave particularly detestable orders. Otherwise, he left me to the tasks he assigned me.”

      I put an arm around the demoness and pulled her into me, kissing the side of her face. “I’m so glad we got you away from that.”

      She smiled. “So am I.”

      We went into a small chamber where there was an old, dirty pile of cloth on the floor. A cracked bucket lay in one corner and a battered cup was nearby.

      “What’s this?” I asked.

      “My room. This is where I had to remain when not emptying my bucket and not directly working with my monsters. When you found me, I was training the imps and the klezzan. Things would have been different had I been here. You probably would have killed me right away, with my pets all gathered in the other side of the chamber.”

      Anger had been building up in me as Myxi told us every new thing. It was about to boil over. I mean, yeah, they were demons, but they were people. At least, Nymyxiah was. I wasn’t so sure about that fucker Ulvag. I would take great pleasure in killing that bastard.

      “This way,” the demoness said after Ysduil yanked on the succubus’s arm and wrapped her in a hug, planting a kiss right on her lips. Nymyxiah’s eyes glimmered at the show of affection.

      Another small cavern, this one with a gate installed, was empty but showed signs of some type of animals living there.

      “One of the pens. This is where the klezzan were supposed to be kept, though I normally allowed them to stay with me in my room. They can actually be very affectionate and loyal if they are trained with compassion rather than punishment. That’s something most of the other trainers don’t understand.

      “If I can connect with monsters, they become more like companions and not slaves. My pets would do things for me the others could never get theirs to do, but whenever I brought up being kinder to the monsters, it meant extra beatings for me. Many of the trainers took joy in reporting me and what I said. It made them feel better when I was beaten.

      “I don’t understand why they haven’t put another trainer in here. Maybe they lost others and they don’t have enough. Or they may have moved the entire operation.”

      The rest of us silently listened to Nymyxiah’s commentary, following her while scanning the area for danger. When I got a small ping in my senses and Zeerah stopped, her ears twitching, we knew the place wasn’t completely abandoned.

      With a nod, I sent Venom and Lagakh forward to check it out. The assassins returned in a few minutes and we backtracked so we could discuss what they’d found.

      “Some of those dogs you told us about,” Lagakh said. “Only three of them, but there’s a turn in the cavern and there may be more.”

      “They aren’t mine,” Nymyxiah said. “I’d finished with a group and sent them off. The only ones I had left were the ones you killed. I may be able to get them under control quickly enough that they don’t start making noise, but if there are other monsters nearby, doing that may announce our presence.”

      I watched the demoness as I spoke my next words. “I think we need to take them down.” Her lips turned downward slightly, but she nodded. “Is that okay? I think we could do it fast enough that we wouldn’t draw attention. Unless you think you can command them quickly enough to achieve the same thing.”

      “No. I wouldn’t chance it. I have no doubt I can undermine their training, but to handle three at a time before they can make a noise, I’d have to sing. Someone around the corner hearing it would know immediately what it was.”

      “I’m sorry. We’ll try to keep from killing as many as you think you can keep from attacking us, but I have to put our safety first.”

      “I understand.”

      Ysduil, DD, Maressa, and Venom all had bows. All four women slinked forward, set themselves, and released arrows at the same time. Other than the twangs of the bowstrings, I didn’t hear anything around the corner. Everyone waited, but no alarm or any other sound came. Ysduil waved the rest of us forward.

      Three of the demon dogs lay dead, one of them with two arrows instead of one embedded deeply into its face. Even as I watched, the red light that illuminated the monsters from inside dimmed and went out. Our two assassins moved ahead into the next area.

      We didn’t run into any more resistance up to the point where Nymyxiah stopped us and indicated the tunnel ahead.

      “Around that bend is where I met with Ulvag. He has several chambers for himself and a little farther along, I think the cave opens into the surface. I saw sunlight, but never went beyond to see where it was coming from. I think a few of his favorites have places nearby, but I’m not sure.”

      “Does he have guards or soldiers around?” I asked.

      “Yes. I have only been there once, but he had five or six of the alarcus type demons with him, the ones with an appearance similar to mine, without the wings. They’re low-ranking soldiers without magical abilities. There are some klezzan he enjoys keeping near as well, and sometimes other monsters—dizela, chenit, porphit—might be in the area.”

      “Okay. Venom, Lagakh, see if you can scope it out. We’re going to need to hit hard and fast. If they sound some kind of alarm, we might be flooded with monsters.”

      “Yes,” Nymyxiah said. “Up to a few dozen, depending on what part of the cycle the trainers are in with their current batches.”

      The assassins ghosted ahead. When they returned, Venom told us what she saw.

      “There’s a pale green man with bumpy skin, another man with horns and hairy legs like Nymyxiah, four of those red firedogs, and two others in what look like uniforms against the far wall. There were also four piles of slime, three green and one blue. They seemed to pulsate.”

      “Chenit,” Nymyxiah said. “The little blobs, they’re a common monster. Not very intelligent, but they follow simple commands well. Be careful of them. They can bounce and jump and their slime is very corrosive.”

      I narrowed my eyes at the demoness. “Corrosive?”

      “Yes. They can dissolve things. Like weapons, or flesh. Best to kill them from ten or more feet away. Magic works well.”

      That made me think. “You know that thing I did to you, the magical ball of force I slammed into you when you were trying to kill me when we first met? Would that kill them?”

      “Perhaps. You have no fire, lightning, anything like that?”

      “No. Damn, I wish Erynth had come with us. Wait—you can cast fireballs. I’ve seen you do it.”

      “I can, but they are better for distraction. My fire is not powerful, even weaker than those of the imps. I wish I had a few of my pets. They would make it easy. Maybe you could use your missile weapons.”

      “Bows? Will arrows work with the slimes? Uh, the chenit?”

      “If you are precise. Within each of their translucent bodies, a central mass exists. It is like their brain. If damaged, they will die. However, they are small, like this.” Nymyxiah held her index finger and thumb about as far apart as one of those big marshmallows people roast over campfires.

      I glanced over at Ysduil, who scoffed and pulled an arrow from her quiver. DD gave me a thumbs-up, as did Maressa. Venom waved my look away and rolled her eyes.

      “Okay, then. I guess we have our plan, at least for the slimes.”

      “Do not kill Ulvag, the green bumpy one,” Nymyxiah said. “I can charm him and make him talk.”

      “Myxi, do you want to try to control the klezzan?” I asked. “If you want to do that, we can attack the others in the room first.”

      The demoness thought for a moment, then shook her head. “No. The other one, the male with legs like mine, he is another trainer, an incubus. Fighting for control will take time we don’t have. He is particularly cruel and breaks his monsters to such an extent that they are driven by terror to obey. Better they are put down so I can focus on Ulvag. He is more important to our mission.”

      I put a hand on her arm. “I’m sorry.” Taking a breath, I addressed the others. “After you take out the chenits, get those other ones in the uniforms. The rest of you, attack whatever is closest when you get in there. Don’t let anything escape or we may be overwhelmed. Let’s try to silence them all as soon as possible. Oh, and don’t kill the green lumpy one. I have some plans for him. You’re welcome to hurt him, though.”
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      I gave my girls the sign and the four with bows shot the little slime creatures. It drew attention, of course, and the demon dogs charged us. Nymyxiah stepped far enough into the entrance to begin singing.

      Six seconds. That’s all it took for Ulvag’s angry face to go slack. He looked toward the demoness with such love in his ugly face, it made me puke a little in my mouth as I blurred to engage the male version of our succubus.

      This guy was not ugly. In fact, other than the horns, wings, and the goat legs, he looked like a fit, handsome human. The type of good-looking guy that would have been cast as the tempting but evil super-villain in any one of a hundred popular movies.

      I prepared to gut the asshole when Myxi yelled out, “Adam. Please, no.” One of her fireballs puffed against the man’s bare chest.

      I wasn’t sure what the demoness was doing, but I lowered my sword and shouldered the man as I blurred past him to use my weapon on the guards in uniform instead. With no interruption by Myxi, I slashed across both their bodies before slowing to normal speed.

      It took about another four seconds with a second slash to take out both the demons’ throats with one horizontal cut and I turned around to see the man I’d just spared spreading his arms to Nymyxiah.

      “Nymyxiah,” he said. “I knew you would come back to me. I have—”

      My demoness’s whip slashed across the man’s face, savagely tearing into his cheek and mouth. Blood splashed, a drop reaching me a dozen feet away.

      “You will not speak my name, filthy animal,” Myxi said, more hatred and bile than I’d ever heard in her voice. My companions were fighting the dogs, two more of which had come from somewhere, but I stared at my succubus, who was glaring at the man.

      He calmly wiped at his face, then looked at his blood-covered hand. “That was not nice.” His voice had a bubbling quality, like he’d just taken a mouthful of drink.

      “Nice, Zelliesh? Nice? Is what you do with your poor animals nice? Is what you do with the other trainers nice? Was the humiliation and abuse you heaped upon me nice?”

      “You loved every minute of it, Nymyxiah. You dream of me taking you in my power. Taking you physically.”

      The demoness used her whole body, flailing her arms to guide her long, leather whip. The muscles in her shoulder jumped as she slashed diagonally three times in a row. I’d noticed before that she had bits of metal, like hooks, woven in with the tip of her weapon. Each strike tore more flesh from Zelliesh, creating deep furrows in his bare skin. Wearing only what amounted to Speedos, he had no protection.

      “You will. Never. Hurt anyone. Again.” With each distinct phrase, she lashed at the man again. I didn’t understand why he didn’t try to defend himself as he was being torn to shreds. To the last, the man locked his eyes onto hers and attempted to talk her down. Something was going on under the surface. They way their eyes never wavered from each other, it felt like some sort of war with their compulsion powers.

      She stepped up closer to him, wrapped her whip around his neck, and twisted her body so she held the length of leather over one shoulder. Then she jerked her body forward like she was performing a judo throw. Zelliesh’s neck snapped.

      Nymyxiah calmly unwound the whip from the other demon’s corpse, then ran her fingers through her hair to straighten it. “That is what I dreamed of, you asshole.” She spat on the body, turned to me, and took a breath. Then she flashed a beautiful smile at me.

      I blinked several times, trying to reconcile my gorgeous friend with the whip-wielding maniac I’d just seen brutally torture and kill another of her kind.

      “You…all right, Myxi?”

      Her composure cracked and the pain in her eyes was a spike driven through my chest. A glance told me that the only living thing besides my squad was Ulvag, who gazed lovingly on Nymyxiah.

      I gestured for the demoness, my arms open, and she came to me so I could hold her.

      “He did things to you?” I asked.

      “Yes.”

      “And to others?”

      “Yes.”

      “Do you feel better?”

      She sobbed, then sniffled in a breath. “Yes.”

      I kissed her forehead. “We’re going to talk about this, when you want to. For now, just let me hold you. Is that okay?”

      “Yes.” She pushed her face against my breastplate and held on tight. It couldn’t have been comfortable, but I wasn’t going to try to stop her.

      The others stood guard while my assassins danced the shadows through the openings of the chamber to see if there were any other demons. Ysduil came and rubbed Myxi’s back while Glasha stood nearby, hand on the hilt of her sword that she’d already put back in the scabbard. Amelie hovered close, looking uncertain about what to do.

      Nymyxiah stirred after a few minutes, disentangling herself from me and standing up straight. “Sorry. I…sorry.”

      “There’s nothing to be sorry about, Myxi. I’m glad you were able to take out some of your pain on one who deserved it. Take as much time as you like. I think we’re fine here for a little while.”

      She shook her head. “We have a job to do. We are probably fine to stay here, but we will do so to get the information we need out of this worm.” She turned to Ulvag and he smiled when her eyes reached him.

      The demon was plain ugly, and not just because of his green, bumpy skin. He was everything a monster should be, from his pointed chin and big eyes to the crooked nose that looked like a rotten carrot squashed onto his face. He stood with a twisted back and bowed legs and on every inch of his skin were bumps and lesions, occasionally warty growths with hair growing out of them.

      “Mistress Nymyxiah. I am so happy you have returned. We missed you and were concerned for your—”

      “Silence.” The word wasn’t loud, but it held such weight, part of me wanted to be quiet just to make her happy. It felt like the snap of her whip.

      I knew in that moment that had she wanted to escape us or cause trouble after we’d captured her, we wouldn’t have had an easy time with it. I saw the woman, the person, who had suffered and been abused when I looked at her. But now I was seeing the other side of her. The one her demon overlords had trained and forced her to be. It was scary as shit.

      That didn’t mean I was scared. The last obstacle to my total trust of the succubus had already shattered to bits. She was strong, even stronger than I’d guessed, but I’d also seen her heart blossom when she was treated with respect and kindness. I would never fear for anyone I cared for with this woman, but our enemies damn well would.

      “You will tell us everything you know about these tunnels, the other trainers, your superiors, and the overall plan. You will tell us why we toiled to train batches of monsters to fight. You will start by drawing a detailed map of our surroundings. Is that clear?”

      “Of course, Mistress. I have a map already.” He took out a folded piece of what looked like thin leather with a rudimentary drawing of the caves we were in. There wasn’t much detail.

      After more than half an hour, we knew everything Ulvag knew. Even had he wanted to, he wouldn’t have been able to withhold information. Unfortunately, he had been kept in the dark almost as much as Nymyxiah.

      “Do you have a weapon, Ulvag?” she asked him when I told her we were done with him.

      “Yes, Mistress. I have this fine knife I stole from that whore I killed last week.”

      “Which whore?”

      “Vhesira.”

      The demoness gasped. “You killed Vhesira?”

      “Of course, Mistress. She displeased me when I commanded her to pleasure me. I slit her throat with her own knife. This one.” He held out a knife in a sheath.

      Nymyxiah looked at me, her glowing violet eyes aflame. I nodded at her.

      “First, I want you to remove your pants, Ulvag.”

      “Yes, Mistress. Will you allow me to pleasure you?”

      “Silence! Your pants, off.” The demon did as she commanded. “Now, I want you to take your stolen knife and I want you to remove your genitals.”

      It was eerie watching Ulvag do exactly as she said without making a sound. Not even a grunt, because she’d commanded him to be quiet.

      “Now, listen to me carefully. I want you to cut your wrist, lengthwise, as deeply as you can. You will then clean the knife on your clothes, place it back in the sheath, and hand it to me. Finally, you will take your genitals and you will stuff them as far into your throat as you can. Far enough so that you cannot breathe. Then you will die, Ulvag, something I should have made happen long ago.”

      We all watched in shocked silence as the demon did exactly as Nymyxiah had told him. Watched until he bled out and died of asphyxiation.

      The silence was broken when my dunim wife gently rubbed the demoness’s shoulder. “Zartuka, sister.”

      We moved to the other end of the chamber, which was a lopsided rectangle. The walls were natural, with no tool marks to mar it. Only rudimentary furniture was present, a rickety desk and chair and a pallet with blankets that were in a bit better condition than the ones Nymyxiah said were hers in the other chamber. We took some time to discuss the map and what Nymyxiah knew about the area. It wasn’t much. After several minutes of conjecture and suggestions as to where we’d go next, I felt a vaguely familiar sensation.

      I half-listened to Venom as she explained her glimpses of what was in the next section of tunnels. She’d only gone a short distance, checking for enemies more than scouting our next path. The feeling in me was persistent. I tried to lock on it while trying to pay attention to what the ferret beastkin assassin was saying.

      When I was a little more than half sure of what I was dealing with, I sprang into motion. I flooded my muscles with magic and blurred to one corner of the room. With my distorted time sense, I heard several exclamations at my rapid movements but paid them no attention. I’d detected a hazard and addressing it was my sole concern.

      At a speed too fast to predict, I drew my sword en route, slashing down as I reached my target.
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      My blade whistled through the air as my body moved faster across the room than was possible without magic. I let my senses guide me, unable to see what I aimed for. I’d used the technique before, fighting an invisible foe. The effectiveness of the attack proved itself as I felt the resistance to my weapon’s cut.

      The unseen foe let out a short screech and suddenly, where there had been nothing, there was something. A grey form, only half visible, but that was more than could be seen a few seconds prior. I pivoted, still moving forward from my charge, and reversed my blade to cut again. This time, I aimed for the throat, still partially obscured in the shadows above the damaged torso.

      A splash of blood sprayed out from the cut, which nearly took the thing’s head off. The creature fell backward, body twitching. By the time it hit the ground, it had become fully visible.

      I threw my mind out, searching for others of its kind, but found nothing. It only took seconds for it to die, at which point I relaxed, shoulders slumping from the rapid expenditure of so much energy.

      “Is that…?” Glasha said. I noticed her sword was out of the scabbard as her eyes searched the room for more enemies.

      I nudged the ugly grey creature with my foot. “Yeah. A glimmerling. I don’t sense any others around.”

      “Glimmerling?” Nymyxiah said. “That is an ord-imp. It’s true, then. They have been able to make more.”

      I turned to the demoness. “What do you mean make more? This is the fourth one of these I’ve killed. Two others were found and killed in the tunnels in Odonasia after my first three. I was told they were extinct for at least centuries, if not millennia.”

      “I don’t know about that,” the demoness said. “The ord-imps are a special kind of demon. They’re not monsters we have cultivated and trained, but are actually created by our mages.

      “They are peculiar in that we have never been able to transport them to other worlds from our own. Many attempts have been made over the last several millennia, but every time one of them enters a portal, it disintegrates. Because of this, they must be created in the destination world.”

      “So you’re saying that all of those things need to be created here in Tenos?”

      “Yes. I hadn’t realized any were being made. I heard some other demons speaking about it when I first arrived. There seemed to have been a problem with making them. I guess they figured it out.”

      My mind spun out the many ramifications of what she’d said. “Just to be clear. They can’t reproduce and they can’t come over from your world.”

      “That is correct.”

      “They had to have been made here, by your demon mages?”

      “Yes.”

      “Do you know how long they take to be created? Do they start small and have to grow and be trained?”

      “They are made fully-formed and full size,” Nymyxiah said. “They have some inherent skills, such as being able to use their camouflage and some base instincts that allow them to attack, but training is involved to make them more useful. Combat, spying, communicating what they observe, these types of things.”

      I shared looks with DD and Maressa. “We’ve got a problem, then.”

      “I see no problem. You appear able to sense them, even when they are trying to hide.”

      “Like I said, we’ve killed a handful of these things. We found them in the tunnels in our cave. The cave where Odonasia is.”

      Nymyxiah’s eyebrows raised. “How did they get in there?”

      “That’s my point. They didn’t come in from the surface. The only way those demons could get where we found them was through the tunnels. That means—”

      “The demons’ tunnels connect to ours somewhere,” DD finished for me. “We need to tell the council, and we need to finish exploring our own caverns. We could be attacked at any time.”

      “True,” I said, “but let’s not panic. The tunnels around us are pretty narrow. With the barricades and the guards, I think we’ll be okay for right now. We need to finish here, then we’ll head back. It’s important we kill every one we find to make sure they can’t report where Odonasia is. But for now, we need to follow up on this place. Nymyxiah said there were more trainers other than the one she just took out for us. We need to see what we can find here, eliminate any others that might be training monsters, and see if we can locate someone that knows more than Ulvag did.”

      I took the lead, along with Venom. She ghosted a little ahead of me and I focused on opening my senses up wide to find any glimmerlings that might be around. After half an hour of following Ulvag’s map, I was fairly confident that the one we found was a fluke. Maybe it had been there to spy on Ulvag himself.

      The map didn’t note whether a tunnel was a dead end or where the map creator had not gone farther down a passageway. We found a few smaller chambers with signs of use, but only found a few imps wandering around. We killed everything we saw.

      “They sometimes flutter off,” Nymyxiah said. “The flying imps are generally good at returning to their trainers when called, so it’s not unusual to find a few like this.”

      We came across a kennel for the klezzan. Only two of the demon dogs were in the crude cages built of branches and saplings lashed together with rope, and in less than three minutes, our demoness had them following us without a single growl. She used a combination of standard commands, gestures, and eye contact, but for all intents and purposes, the two acted like well-heeled canines she’d had their whole lives.

      “Do you know that pair?” I asked.

      “No. I recognized a slight aura of one of the other trainers, and I know which commands she typically focuses on, so that made it easier. But I have never seen these particular klezzan before.”

      I have to admit I was impressed. If she could do that with other monsters, we’d definitely be in better shape than attacking groups by ourselves. If she could steal command from the other trainers to make their own monsters attack them, it would be a great strategy.

      As we got to the edge of the map, we found another opening to the surface. The previous one, near Ulvag’s room, was a break in one wall of the cavern that let in sunlight. Once we’d passed it, it had been the same dark caverns we’d been in before. We stopped and waited for our assassins to scout ahead. When they came back, Lagakh had a big smile on her face.

      “There’s another one of you,” the dunim said to Nymyxiah. “Her skin is redder than yours, but she has the same form as you. She has a group of monsters, including two that look like long, thick sticks. Some of those imps and some of the fire dogs, too.”

      “Zaeheli,” Nymyxiah said.

      “Who’s that?” I asked.

      “Another succubus. She is a favorite pet of Ulvag and is even worse than Zelliesh. While she never tried anything with me physically, she took every opportunity to stir up trouble. She has been responsible for me being beaten and punished more than anyone else. Not that Ulvag needed much provocation to punish me.”

      “Is she powerful?” Ysduil asked.

      “Not as powerful as me. Her magic is weaker and her skills in training are not as refined as my own. She could be more skilled if she weren’t so lazy, always looking for the shortcuts.”

      “Myxi, can you take control of some of her monsters with her there?”

      “Yes. How many, I do not know, but I can do it. Perhaps not with the porphit—the creatures that look like they are made of wood. They are difficult to train, but once they are, they imprint strongly on their trainer and the handlers the trainer transitions the monsters to.”

      “Same thing as before, then,” I said. “Nymyxiah, will you take control of the imps that can cast fireballs and have your two klezzan attack? The rest of us will take down the other monsters. Is there a reason not to attack Zaeheli right away?”

      The demoness’s face formed an evil smile. “No, none at all. Kill her at your leisure. It won’t keep the monsters from attacking us until I can control them, but it will keep her from commanding them.”

      “We have our plan, then.”

      Unfortunately, the other demoness was at the far side of the cavern when we rushed in to attack. Ysduil and DD loosed arrows at the woman, but none of them made it. Between the flying imps knocking the arrows away or even putting their bodies in a position to be struck themselves and the strange wooden monsters Lagakh and Myxi had been talking about, ranged attacks weren’t going to take the succubus down.

      “Nymyxiah!” the red demoness screamed. “You are consorting with the enemy now? Ulvag will flay the skin from your body for this.” She launched a few fireballs at Nymyxiah, and though they looked more powerful than our demoness’s, they were slow enough to dodge.

      The two klezzan on our side attacked the four on Zaeheli’s team, and the eleven imps got entangled in melee combat with my squad immediately. Within a minute, three fireball-throwing imps turned to attack their companions and I blurred through the chaos to get to Zaeheli.

      The demoness had a curved sword already out when I got to her and she attacked me immediately. She was fast and relatively skilled, but I could tell right away she was no match for me. She opened her mouth to sing, but one of my force blasts threw her backward and knocked the air out of her. It had worked fine for Nymyxiah and it worked well again this time.

      “Nuh-uhn,” I said. “If you want me to fall in love with you, you’ll have to do it the old-fashioned way, by shaking your tits at me and not being a bitch. I don’t think you’re capable of it.”

      The woman put on a frightened expression, her eyes going liquid as her bottom lip quivered. She was good at it, but it didn’t move my sympathy meter even a little bit. I knocked her sword away from me and put my blade through her heart. At least, where I assumed her heart was. I didn’t know much about the succubus internal anatomy, though I’d thoroughly researched Nymyxiah’s external anatomy.

      My senses pinged and I threw myself to the ground, executing a shoulder roll to come back to my feet. One of those damn wooden stick things—porphit, Myxi had called them—had darted at me with such speed that it probably would have crushed my skull if it had hit me.

      With the succubus dying on the ground and not a concern anymore, I took a good look at the porphit. The damn thing looked like a pogo stick. A flying pogo stick.

      “Watch it, Adam, those things are powerful,” Ysduil said. “I haven’t been able to damage them yet.”

      “Same,” Glasha said. “It takes a full-strength slash with my sword to deflect it and there’s still not a mark on it.”

      That sounded ridiculous to me, but I nodded at the women, who were both finishing off imps.

      As if my girls speaking about them somehow called their attention to me, both of the things zoomed toward me. They looked so ridiculous, I almost laughed, but their maneuverability, changing direction in midair when I tried to dodge them, killed the laugh before I could get it out.

      One turned tightly and swung its end out like an invisible wielder was using it like a fighting stick and I met it with a savage slash. About a quarter of its length spun off and bounced off a wall before coming to rest.

      The remainder of the thing paused, like it was surprised. They had no eyes that I could see, but it felt like the thing was staring at me.

      “Come on,” I said, jerking to the side as the other one rocketed through where my head had just been. I cut at it, making it wobble in midair. A few chunks of it flew off. I got the sense the two monsters were looking at each other, then again at me. Both of them accelerated from where they were floating to attack me.

      Each pass the sticks made, I chopped other pieces off them. When I was done, the largest chunk was only a few inches long. The final section wiggled in the air for a moment, then dropped to the stone floor with a high-pitched bounce, like a ceramic ball on a concrete floor.

      I jerked my chin at the kindling I’d made. “Hmph.”

      When I turned, I noticed two things. First, all the other monsters were dead. Second, everyone was staring at me. Again.

      Great. What did I do this time?
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      “What?” I said. I had the urge to look behind me to see what everyone was staring at.

      “How did you damage those things?” Glasha asked.

      I held my sword up.

      “No one else could make a mark on them,” Evina said. “Even my orichalcum claws couldn’t chip or even put a scratch on them.”

      “Maybe you didn’t hit them hard enough?” I asked with a smile, but the expression disappeared off my face when I noted Glasha’s blue eyes spearing into me. “I don’t know. They came at me, I chopped at them, and pieces came off. I didn’t even use my magic to make my strikes stronger. I don’t know what to tell you.”

      Nymyxiah watched me for a moment, something going on behind her eyes, but she finally turned to the other succubus. “That will irritate whoever Ulvag’s boss is. Trainers are valuable, and now they have lost three in a short time. Someone is going to get punished for this.”

      “Good,” I said, but then rethought it. “Uh, Myxi, are there any other trainers who you liked, like the one you mentioned, Vhesira?”

      “No. The rest were nearly as bad as the two we killed today.”

      “Right. Then it’s good that someone is going to get punished. We’re going to do more than that if we meet them.”

      “What now?” DD asked. “We’ve run out of places on the map. Are we going to blindly explore?”

      “I guess we can keep going. We need to decide if we’re going to find a place to camp and spend the night or if we want to go back to the tunnels leading to Erynth’s cave. Being near the surface at night probably isn’t a good idea, and camping where we just killed a bunch of demons probably isn’t the right move, either.

      “DD, do you think if we head over to where we see sunlight, you might be able to recognize where we’re at?”

      “Doubtful,” the scout said. “If my sense of direction is right, we’re a lot farther to the west than I’ve ever been on the surface.”

      “I can take a look around,” Crelora offered. “If we find another forested place, like the last one, I can fly up and see if anything looks familiar. I’ve flown over quite a bit of the northern part of the Dreadlands.”

      I wasn’t too sure about the safety of what the bird woman was suggesting. It would be valuable to know where we were in location to Odonasia and if we could get to where we were without going through all those caverns, but who knew what kind of dangers there were out there?

      “Nymyxiah, do the demons use ranged weapons so they can attack from afar?”

      “The imps use their fireballs and some monsters we have trained can shoot projectiles, but the range is not as great as the missile weapons you use.”

      “Do you think Crelora will be noticed if she flies up and looks around?”

      The demoness shrugged. It tickled me that demons had the same gestures as we did, though I supposed she could have learned it from being around me and the sisters. “We have monsters that can fly, as you’ve seen, and others like me can also fly. But I cannot match Crelora for speed, maneuverability, or endurance.”

      “Let me try, Adam. If I’m seen, I can flee. I won’t lead them to you. Once they stop looking for me, I’ll come back to you, flying lower and more stealthily. Trust me. I do it all the time.”

      The bird woman seemed sincere, and she wasn’t showing any anxiety at all over it. Maybe it was safe. She lived in the Dreadlands, after all.

      “Fine, but don’t take any chances.”

      We found a clearing and scouted around it to make sure nothing was close. Once we were assured the immediate area was not dangerous, Crelora took to the skies. She went up several dozen feet, enough to clear the tops of the trees around us, then soared off to what I thought might be north. At that point, I lost sight of her.

      While we waited, Ysduil took my hand and stroked it. “She’ll be fine.”

      “Yeah, probably. I don’t like not being able to help her if she finds trouble.”

      She patted my hand and gave me a kiss. “Crelora knows what she’s doing. You’ve seen her fight. She can fly even better.”

      The harpae woman returned about forty-five minutes later. She glided down to us, unhurried and unruffled.

      “I know where we are,” she said. “There is a way to get through to where the entrance to Erynth’s cave is without having to go through any more caves.”

      “Thank you, Crelora,” I said. “That’s wonderful news.”

      “Yes.” I noticed she wasn’t smiling. At all. “There’s something else. Over that way, to the northwest”—she pointed to the left of where I thought north might be—“there are significant numbers of monsters and demons. Some have the same general appearance as Nymyxiah, while others are more like Ulvag, without wings, though many have tails. Some look like they might be related to dracora as well, though I am sure they’re not.”

      “Scales, a thick tail, horns?” Nymyxiah asked. “Some with wings, some without, but with taloned feet and claws on their hands instead of legs and hands like mine?”

      “Yes.”

      “Those are zoren. They are some of the more powerful demons with authority. How many did you see?”

      “Three of those type, two more like you, and maybe four dozen of the monsters and assorted other creatures. I thought I saw a cave opening near them, but I didn’t want to chance them seeing me, so I left immediately.”

      “That is not good news. Three zoren at the same time, that represents at least three companies. Sometimes they command more than one company each. Just those three might be in charge of hundreds of demons, along with monsters, mounts, and pets. We should not go there. We will be overwhelmed.”

      “Well, shit,” I said.

      “It worries me not,” Glasha said, gripping her hilt.

      “Then you need to rethink things, Glasha,” I told her. “We’re definitely not going to go there. Can we go toward the east, toward Erynth’s cave and Odonasia, without going near them, Crelora?”

      “Yes. If we go toward that cliff over there and follow it north, we will be far enough away that they won’t detect us. Probably.”

      “Let’s do that. We need to get back home, and we need to tell Erynth what we found. If those demons go east—”

      “They will not,” Nymyxiah said. “Not right now. It sounds like that’s where the monsters we train are kept. If they were going to explore and attack now, they would have me and the other trainers to help control the monsters. If they were going to engage forces from this world, an ifrit and some incenden would have been with them. I had not even known any of that rank were in this world. It seems it truly is an invasion.”

      “We need to discuss this, but not here. I want to get back to Odonasia as soon as we can.”

      “It will take us more than a day to get to Erynth going this way,” Crelora said. “Less time than if we went back through the tunnels we came here through, but it would still require us to camp on the surface at night.”

      I looked through the trees to the northeast, considering the rocky hills and cliffs that seemed to make up the terrain. “We have hours until night. We should be able to find a cave or some defensible area to spend the night. I don’t want to take the time to go all the way back through those caves if we can be back home tomorrow. We’re going to have to risk it.”

      “I agree,” DD said. “I’ll scout a little ahead. Crelora, tell me if I need to change direction. I’ll follow the cliff and see what we can find.”

      The elf took off, the rest of us following. I didn’t like the situation. Not at all. But we were past having good choices. I needed to warn everyone. The Sodality, the resistance, neither of those mattered right now. We were looking at a demon invasion, and that was never a good thing.
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      Though we didn’t find a cave, we located an area near a cliff with a jumble of fallen rocks that did well to hide us. We couldn’t make a fire, for fear of the light or the smoke making us too obvious, but with two on guard for each watch, we passed the night without mishap. At first light, we marched toward the east until, around midday, DD recognized a spire in the distance that she’d seen before.

      We gave a quick explanation to Erynth when we reached her cave, and then continued on to Odonasia. The palisade came into view as the late afternoon light slanted through the trees.

      “We have a big problem,” I told the council, gathered immediately when we got back. “I mean, big enough that the Sodality doesn’t concern me anymore.”

      “How is that possible?” Nysea asked. “The Sodality is the single biggest threat to people in the world.”

      “Uh, no. It isn’t.” I turned to Nymyxiah, who’d accompanied me to the meeting room. “What do demons do when they invade other worlds?”

      “It is a standard process, one the demons have revolved their entire society around. The mages find a new world, ripe with resources and life. They create portals to the world and transport troops. They take advantage of local wildlife and monsters, build up their army, and when they have enough might to do so, they sweep in and destroy everything. They will strip your world clean, taking what is useful and leaving nothing but a barren husk. Some living things they will eat, or allow their monsters to eat. Others they will crush solely to watch their suffering. Armies have lost before, but most succeed. The plunder from those worlds is the stuff of dreams of most young demons. The cycle is ingrained in our very being.”

      The room went silent for a time, the color draining from many of the faces. Finally, Nichole spoke up.

      “What can we do?”

      “The only viable option is to fight,” I said.

      “We don’t even have the numbers to fight the Sodality.”

      “No, we don’t.” My mouth twisted at what I was going to say next. “But the Sodality does. We have to get them to join us. Or we have to join them. As far as fighting against the demons is concerned, anyway.”

      That ended the silence, as at least half the people in the room exploded into conversation.

      “We will never ally with them,” Ymara said.

      “I’ll be damned if I’m going to cooperate with those daft bastards,” Eydra proclaimed.

      “They took our men,” Nanami added.

      I let the arguing and blustering continue until it mostly fizzled out. It took a good fifteen minutes. Then I raised my hand and the last few speakers quieted.

      “I know. I know how you feel about the Sodality. I feel the same way. As far as I’m concerned, they should all burn in hell, and I want to be the one to send them there. But we can’t do this without them. We don’t know exactly how many demons are here already, but Nymyxiah has told me what she heard of previous invasions to other worlds. Thousands, if not tens of thousands, of demons and monsters, some of which will be from here. Trainers have been working with some of the deadliest monsters in the Dreadlands so they’ll fight for the demons. I’ve witnessed one of those monsters, the trillon, and I doubt we could take one down without losing up to half our forces in Odonasia.

      “The simple fact is that we have zero chance against those numbers. Even less than our chances against the Sodality in a straight-up fight, even if we gained ten times the number of allies we have now. Nothing less than the combined forces of this world will do.

      “So despite me wanting to personally kill every person in the Sodality machine, we have to ask them for help. I have to ask them for help. It’s that or forfeit the entire world. The Sodality makes life on Tenos almost unbearable, but it is life. I understand the aversion to doing what I suggest, but unless you can tell me another way, I think we’re stuck with having to ally ourselves with Imorith Sartyne and her minions.”

      “K!” Midra said. She’d been allowed in the council meeting because I brought her into the room. “K has followers. She has resources, too. She can help us.”

      I smiled at the gnoll woman. “Yes, Midra. You’ve ruined what I was going to say next. Unless we can come up with something better, I’ll be heading into Eastern Tenos tomorrow, where I plan on contacting K and asking for her help. She won’t have enough people to make it work without the Sodality, though. She hasn’t told me how many she has, but if she had more troops than the Sodality, she would not have put up with them for this long.

      “I’m hoping that in addition to joining us fully once I explain everything to her, she will help me get a message to the Paragon to set up a meeting.”

      Another explosion of sound from those gathered. I sat back in my chair and waited it out. Nysea looked at me from across the table, her plump lips in a straight line. When the sounds of cursing and arguments died down, the Grand Priestess looked into my eyes.

      “Adam, you can’t be considering meeting with the leader of the Sodality. You know that she will do whatever she can to trap you and take you to make you sotin.”

      “She’ll try to take me, yes,” I said. “Make me sotin? I don’t think so. Not for some time. We have the artifacts they use for training men, as well as their primary trainer. I may even know enough about the process to withstand their attempts even if they did. I’ve gotten a lot better hold on my magic over the last few months.

      “I know they’ll try to trap me, so we’ll need to be smarter and set up the meeting to minimize the chances of that. There will be risk to me, but the risk of not doing this outweighs that. Balance my possible capture against the opportunity to save the world? I’ll take it. Life under the Sodality will still be life. It’s more than we’ll get from the demons. We need to be united to fight against their armies.”

      The argument went on for hours, but when it came down to it, unless the council wanted to try to imprison me—something I didn’t think they were prepared to do, or could even achieve, I was going ahead with my plan.

      “I’m coming with ya,” Eydra said, “and no arguing against it. I can be useful in setting up a meeting place and putting anti-trap traps in. If you’re gonna sway your pretty ass into a bunch of Sodality troops, you’ll need my know-how to snatch you back out again.”

      “I’m going, too, no matter who else you take,” Nichole said. “If they take you, we won’t last long here anyway, whether it’s Sodality or demons that do us in.”

      “Any other demands?” I asked with a wry smile. I totally understood the others wanting to feel more in control. If I could be stubborn and say I was going whether they agreed or not, who was I to tell the two women they couldn’t come?

      “Come back safely?” Nysea said. Her beautiful face looked exhausted. Wrung out.

      “I certainly intend to. With allies, if I can possibly manage it.”

      The Grand Priestess sighed. “Very well. Before you go, talk to your research group. They have learned more about the sotin and maybe something they can tell you will help.”

      “I will. Thank you. Nichole, Eydra, can you stick around for a few minutes? I want to talk with you and Ymara and Nysea.”

      The others on the council left, after Xanali whispered she’d stay around in the main administration area with the other sotin research team members. My wives, Midra, Crelora, and Evina stayed with me.

      “Okay,” I said when the others had gone and the door was closed. “Let’s figure out who I’ll be taking with me and any ideas anyone might have on how to set up a meeting so I won’t get kidnapped.”

      “Kidnapped? Are you a child now?” Glasha asked.

      “No, Broccoli, he’s saying he’s a goat,” Midra threw out with a straight face.

      I shook my head. This was going to be a pain in the ass.

      We ended up with a group essentially the same as the one that explored the demon tunnels, but with Eydra and Nichole added. It was right on the edge of being unwieldy, but all the women had proven themselves to me in the past and they were all solid choices. The process went quickly and I moved on to meet with the team studying the sotin training books. They filed into the meeting room as the others left.

      “The methods are complex and time-consuming,” Xanali said. “The amount of research that went into designing the training is impressive and we only understand part of it, no doubt because of the magic locked away in the artifacts, something none of us can replicate or counteract any longer.”

      “None of us but you, Adam,” Adrisse said. “We have no sotin for you to practice on, but I suggest that if you encounter any on your trip, you take advantage of the opportunity and test out some things.”

      I scratched my head. “Test out some things? Okay. That’s pretty vague.”

      The chief healer shrugged. “We cannot tell you what to do because we don’t know. You have already achieved being able to render sotin motionless. Practice that, but go further. Like with your meditation practice, and with what you have done to connect to other people like Ysduil and your Zeerah, try to delve more deeply. Make a more personal connection to the sotin.”

      “So, you’re saying instead of trying to suppress them and block them out from outside magic, I should be embracing them, figuratively, and trying to connect with them as an individual? As a real person, and not as a mindless thing?”

      “Exactly.”

      “All your study came down to that, to treat them as people?”

      “No, Adam,” Xanali said. “What Adrisse suggests is to give you a starting point. The advancements you have found with your magic have all come from you listening to the magic itself, following what it ‘wants’ you to do. Adrisse is suggesting you make an effort to continue that.

      “As for our research, we are trying to determine if the magical artifacts can be used to reverse the training in some way. Betagitte denies that it is possible. Without our own magic, the research is long and painstaking, but I am optimistic we can find a way to mitigate the training, even if only partially. It will take us some time.”

      “Besides working on your magic and how it interacts with the sotin, we would like to request that you capture us a subject or two so we can test our hypotheses.”

      “You want me to capture sotin and bring them back here?” I said.

      “Yes, please.”

      “I’m not sure if that’s such a great idea. We don’t know what they’ll do in captivity.”

      Adrisse leaned forward, her violet eyes locking onto mine. “Betagitte tells us that without specific instructions, they will do what they were last commanded. If you can capture a guard or two, they should remain mostly passive unless they are provoked in some way, such as by being attacked.”

      I shook my head. I understood wanting to experiment, but still thought it was a bad idea. A thought occurred to me and I turned to the edge of the room. My girls and a few others had stayed when I called the research team in.

      “Nymyxiah, do you think you could use your magic to charm a sotin?”

      The demoness’s eyes widened at being put on the spot. “I don’t know. I have not interacted with these men. Their training may counteract the effects of my magic, or it may aid me because there are not thoughts preoccupying the man’s mind.”

      I turned back to Adrisse. “Hmm. Okay, well, I can try. No promises, though. If it will put anyone here at risk, it’s not going to happen. I’ll see what I can come up with. Is there anything else from what you’ve found that might help?”

      “I’m afraid not,” Xanali said. “We are doing what we can, but disassembling this knowledge to find practical steps we can take is a long process.”

      “Fair enough. Thank you for helping with this. I would like nothing better to be able to free these men, but I’d take being able to control them or incapacitate more of them than I can now. Whether that involves magic, some secret keyword, or even alchemical means, our survival may depend on it.”

      I dismissed the researchers and sat back in my chair, looking around at those left in the room. My girls, Evina, Midra, Nymyxiah, and Crelora.

      “Okay. It looks like we’re heading out again. One of these days we’ll be able to stay here for more than a day or two, though that’ll probably be after we get through the bigger crisis. Right now that means defending ourselves against the demons.

      “Let’s get some sleep. We head out in the morning. Again.”
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      My group made it through the Dreadlands to the edge of the more civilized lands in good time. The area was still wild, though the edges weren’t generally as dangerous as the interior parts of the Dreadlands, but we didn’t run into any creatures that attacked us. If anything, it seemed like with our frequent travel, we were becoming part of the dangerous and mysterious land that struck fear into anyone with a sense of self-preservation.

      Did it have something to do with the demon trainers affecting the overall makeup of the ecosystem by removing some of the more dangerous monsters, or was it something else? Another thing to think about later. Not now. We had a more important task at the moment.

      As soon as we left the Dreadlands, I trickled some of my magic into the little stone ring Kai had given me, activating it. As we’d agreed, I headed for Mistlight. I wasn’t sure where she was at the moment, but hopefully she’d be there waiting for us when we arrived. It took us almost two days to get there.

      In a patch of forest near the town of Mistlight, Kai waited patiently for us, her horse on a long lead, grazing on some of the grass.

      She wore yet another outfit I hadn’t seen. This one was more militaristic than most, consisting of a boiled leather breastplate that left the upper part of her chest bare, restricting her breasts just enough to push them to the center, creating a long line of cleavage between the rounded tops. A faux pauldron covered the upper part of her chest on the right side, ending to leave her shoulder bare. A leather strap across her chest, just above her breasts, held the piece in place. Assorted straps and buckles adorned the front of the breastplate, which was really more of a corset type thing, now that I think about it. A short skirt—of cloth, not leather like Glasha’s—barely touched the tops of the bandit’s thighs. If it weren’t for the skintight leather pants she wore, she would be flashing us all some very interesting views every time she moved. All of it was in brown, which surprised me. I mean, the cut and style were great, but the dull color took something away from it. I guess she was trying not to draw too much interest.

      “Kai,” I said. “It’s great to see you. Thanks for coming to meet us.”

      “No worries. I missed you lot. I’ve been wondering when you’d whisk me off to another adventure.”

      I hugged the woman—who was a blonde today—and we shared a quick kiss. She opened her arms for Ysduil, too, and my foxgirl happily shared the same treatment. Amelie wandered near and Kai took the bunny girl into her arms, too. Their kiss was a bit spicier, but whether because of Kai or because of Amelie, I wasn’t sure.

      “We’ve got some things to tell you. Some really important things. We should probably sit down.”

      “Sounds serious. After you tell me, are you finally going to come see my home?”

      “I don’t know if—”

      “Yes,” both Ysduil and Amelie said at the same time.

      “We’ll see,” I said. “You’ll understand more when we tell you what we came here to tell you.”

      I went through what we’d found out about the demons. How there were large numbers of them, what Nymyxiah had said about the presence of the zoren type of demons, and what it all meant for our world.

      “So, we’re here mainly to ask two things of you. Will you join us more closely, integrating your followers with those we have so far in Odonasia and with the resistance? The other thing is if you can do anything about getting me in contact with the Paragon so I can ask for a truce and an alliance.”

      Kai’s green eyes drilled into mine. “Of course. I already told you I was committed to the resistance. Whether fighting the Sodality for freedom or demons to keep from being destroyed, I’m with you. We can talk about logistics.

      “As for a meeting with the Paragon, are you sure that’s something you want to do? I’m successful and alive because I skirt the edges of the Sodality, never confronting them directly. That beast is dangerous to poke at, or talk to, as the case may be.”

      “It is something I’ve thought a lot about. With your extensive network, I was hoping you might have people that could facilitate something.”

      She barked a laugh. “Gods, it’s so good to deal with someone intelligent for a change. Yes, Adam, I have people on the inside. I can probably get something set up, maybe even without putting my contacts at risk. But the question remains, do you really want to go there?

      “You took out Nemaea Shartuk, but the Sodality has plenty of spies and assassins still. Meeting with the Paragon? That’s a very dangerous proposition.”

      “More dangerous than the destruction of the entire world? There is no way we can resist the demons if there are as many as Nymyxiah has said are usually involved in invasions like this. Even with your help, we’ll fall quickly. We have to convince the Sodality to stand with us against the demons. The Paragon talks constantly about the welfare of the world being important to the Sodality. If there’s any truth in that, we need to take advantage of it.”

      “Right.” Kai blew out a breath. “I might be able to make something happen. I have to insist at this point that you go back to my home with me. These things are going to take a lot of planning and a lot of discussion. Besides, I’ve been wanting to show off where I live since we met. We’re closer to it than we are to Odonasia and it’s where most of my staff is. So?”

      I glanced at Ysduil and Amelie. They both had expectant looks on their faces, their eyes wide in anticipation. I smiled at them. “Yeah, we’ll go visit your home. Thank you for inviting us.”

      Ysduil high-fived Amelie and then hugged her. Some of the other women in my group did similar things. I guess it was like visiting a rock star’s or a famous actor’s mansion. I could see why the women were excited about it. Personally, I was more concerned about surviving a demon apocalypse, but I did understand needing to go to where Kai could make things happen more efficiently.

      “We can leave when you like. We’ve got a handful of hours until sundown and there are locations along the way to camp. I even have some cabins scattered around for the purpose so we don’t have to sleep out in the open.”

      We stopped at a large cabin that night. It wasn’t a luxury suite or anything, but it was a lot more comfortable than sleeping on the ground with rocks and roots jabbing me in the back. The next day we arrived at our destination.

      I’d felt the breeze and smelled the salty, moisture-laden air for a few hours before we reached the place where Kai stopped us to explain what we would do next.

      “This area is called Greencliff, for obvious reasons. Off to the northeast, you can see the town of Eastbay, to the southwest is Seasnake Harbor. We’re at the eastern edge of a peninsula that stretches out more than fifty miles to the southeast, narrowing to a finger. The peculiar terrain here consists of high rocky hills, as you can see, and massive stone cliffs, all with a green tinge from the metals within the rocks.

      “It’s a fairly desolate area, and perfect for my purposes. I built upon what my father had created many decades before. I have to say that if he had lived to see what I’ve done with the place, he would be very proud.”

      I nodded along as Kai spoke, but still didn’t see anything along the coastline. No house, no castle or tower, not even a cabin like the one we’d stayed in the night before.

      Kai watched me and the others, a wry smile forming on her lips. Like she was waiting for something.

      I chortled. “Fine, I’ll play the game. Kai, where is your home?”

      The smile on her face widened and she led us to a rocky hill a quarter mile away. As we approached, I tilted my head up to take it in. Parts of the hill had cracked and fallen off, providing some jagged cliff faces that looked like, with a little work, they could be prime rock-climbing locations. I still didn’t see a home, but the thought of climbing the crag with my buddies had my heart speeding up. Until I remembered my climbing partners were all in another world.

      Kai walked up to a portion of the cliff that looked like any other and manipulated a series of handholds and cracks. A thumping click that I felt more than heard in the whistle of the onshore breeze and the distant crashing of waves was my only indication that anything had happened.

      Until Kai took a few steps, grabbed a knob of rock, and pulled. A large stone section swung out like a door, revealing a set of carved stone stairs leading downward.

      “Welcome to Greencliff,” the bandit said. “Welcome to my home.”

      We lit lamps and headed down the stairs. They were a lot deeper than normal, with the steps not quite as high as what I was used to.

      “They’re designed like that so we can more easily bring horses through here,” Kai said when she noticed me inspecting their odd geometry. “Up ahead further, this tunnel will split. One side will have more standard stairs and the other will have a ramped path.”

      When we got to the split, a woman was waiting for us. She was a dog beastkin and wore what looked like livery, with a stylized K embroidered on the chest, the same style as the little emblems Kai left at the scenes of her crimes. Of course, since it was livery for Kai’s household, the outfit the woman wore was in black and red, with accents and a stylish cut that not only looked spectacular, but would allow free movement.

      I didn’t think the woman stood there all day waiting for Kai to come back. There must be some sort of signal built into the tunnel—or, more likely, the door we came through—to alert Kai’s staff.

      “Welcome back home, Mistress K.” She took the reins and led the horse down the ramped path.

      We went down a few stairs, but mostly we went horizontally. Toward the ocean. I wasn’t sure how far it was to the water, but we walked for a good ten minutes without the tunnel we were in ending.

      After stepping into more smoothly carved passageways with carpet on the floor and occasionally paintings and tapestries on the wall, we reached double doors with a nice scene of a three-masted sailing ship carved into them.

      “Here we are,” Kai said. “I know what you’ve been thinking. I’m a crazy, cave-dwelling loon. No offense to those who also dwell in caves. This may change your opinion.” She threw open the double doors and I had to put my hand in front of my face to block the glare of the sunlight.

      When I could open my eyes all the way, they widened even further. We stood in a large room with several stuffed chairs and couches covered with rich upholstery. A fireplace dominated one corner while one entire wall was a balcony overlooking the sparkling water of the ocean far below. Several closed doors were set into the walls, making the chamber seem like an entryway or at least a major junction in the house.

      “Ooooh.” Ysduil dragged me by the hand toward the balcony. “So beautiful. I love the sea.”

      The view was even more amazing standing at the edge of the railing. Chest-high, it was carved out of stone, like the cliff wall had been chipped away to leave it, all one piece. The craftsmanship was so good, I thought it was stone-colored wood at first, but one hand on it and the recognizable grain of granite told me what the material was.

      I leaned over the rail and looked down, finding other balconies scattered across the cliff face. A glance upward showed more, as well as windows that didn’t have balconies attached to them.

      “This place is amazing, Kai,” I said. Nymyxiah had come up next to me, with Amelie and Glasha on the other side of Ysduil. Evina positioned herself next to the demoness. All wore expressions of awe, mouths open and eyes as big as tennis balls.

      Lamari had the biggest reaction of all. She ran to the rail, so quickly that Zeerah, who had been staying close to the mousegirl our entire trip, zipped ahead of her to keep the nytis woman from pitching over.

      “This is amazing! I’ve heard stories about huge bodies of water, so big that the ripples are many feet high and can crash you against the shore, but I never thought it was true even though I’ve seen lakes in the underdark and one time I saw a ripple that was almost as big as me and how is such a thing possible without magic?” She sucked in a breath and immediately started talking again. “I can’t wait to tell my uncle the king and my mother about this but they probably won’t believe me because I don’t even believe what I’m seeing so it must be magic but I don’t know of any magic that can do this so tell me, tell me is this magic or is this some other miracle?”

      God. Damn.

      I went to the mousegirl, who was straining to suck in more air, her chest pumping like a bellows, and picked her up into a half-hug and half-hold so she could see better. Maressa came up to us, chuckling.

      “Calm down, Lamari. I know it’s fantastic. Your first view of the ocean, I take it?”

      She puffed out a breath. “Huuuuh. Yes. Yes, it is.” Once her breathing calmed, her eyes went wide again and I felt her entire body tense up.

      “Lamari?” I said.

      “Down. Put me down. Over there, away from the rail.”

      Chuckling, I carried her a few feet away and set her down. I’d been wondering when her fear of heights would kick in. Apparently, in her excitement to see the ocean, she hadn’t noticed how high up we were. “You gonna be okay?”

      The mousegirl breathed deliberately. In, out. In, out. “Yes. I’ll appreciate it from back here. So. High. Up.”

      I decided to distract her by answering her question.

      “It’s not really magic, though it seems like it. Natural forces cause waves. Some, like in the lake you talked about, might be something disturbing the water and the ripples building, but there are other causes. The wind can cause waves, the motion of the world, even the moon in the sky pulling on the water. I used to love going to the beach and listening to the waves as they came up onto the sand or crashed against rocks. Listen.”

      The mousegirl tilted her head so her ear pointed toward the ocean. “It’s very loud.”

      “It is. After a while, you get used to it and the rhythm is soothing. It can put you to sleep. You’ll see. If we’re here for a couple of days, you’ll get used to it.”

      “Are we going to be here for a couple of days?” Lamari asked.

      I looked over at Kai. “I guess it depends on how long it takes to do what we need to do and if Kai can put up with all of us invading her home.”

      “Please,” the bandit said. “You can all stay as long as you want. I never have visitors and I’m thrilled you’re all here. Make yourselves comfortable. I’ll get my staff to…right, here we are.”

      Another woman in the livery, this one a squirrel beastkin stood by, waiting for instructions from Kai.

      “Elle, please prepare sixteen rooms—”

      “We don’t all need our own rooms,” I said. “I think Yssy, Amelie, and Glasha can be with me.” I caught Evina’s hopeful gaze thrown in my direction. “And Evina, and Midra, if that’s not a problem.” The gnosta woman had twitched when I added the catgirl and I mentioned her at the last minute. “Shit. Also, maybe Zeerah, if she’ll leave Lamari’s side.”

      “Aaaaaarrrrreeeeeee,” my lizard-cat said.

      After some discussion, with me apologizing to Elle for being such a pain in the ass, Kai settled on nine rooms.

      “No worries,” Kai said when I told her we could double up on some of the rooms. “I’ve got forty-eight guest rooms here and none of them are ever used.”

      “Forty-eight?”

      “Yep. My father used this place for his hideout for a long time and had eighteen. When I expanded it, I added more than were probably necessary, but I could do it, so why not? I’ve already got more money than I’ll ever be able to spend. Might as well do something with it.”

      “Pardon me, Kailani,” Amelie said. ‘If you already have so much, why do you keep stealing more?”

      “Let me ask you this, Amelie,” Kai said. “Do you ever get bored?”

      Amelie nodded. “Sometimes.”

      “Me, too. That’s why I like to go out and do things. That and because the Sodality are all right bastards and if they’re going to gather piles of money and nice things by cheating and being mean to people, why shouldn’t I take their nice things from them?”

      Amelie’s firmer nod was the only response she gave.

      “This place is great, Kai,” I said, “but how can you use this as a hideout when it’s so visible? I mean, the rooms are in the cliff, but if someone is in a ship, they’ll see all these windows and balconies.”

      “You think so? How about after we discuss what we need to, I take everyone out on my ship tomorrow and you can look for yourselves. If you don’t know what you’re looking for, this place is hard to see. It’s also not a frequently traveled area. Unless you know the tides and the placements of the rocks and reefs well, this is a dangerous stretch of ocean. Most ships coming out of Eastbay and going south around the peninsula toward Seasnake Harbor stay farther out in the bay, out of range to see my home. You’ll see.”

      The idea of going on a ship stirred up conversation among my group members. Most seemed excited, but others, like Glasha and Eydra, looked a bit apprehensive. We’d talk about it the next day.

      “Sounds fun,” I said. “But for now, how about we discuss trying to meet with the Paragon. That’s the most important thing at this point.”

      “Agreed,” Kai said. “I’ll have someone show you to your rooms so you can drop your gear off. Then, let me give you a little tour and we can have something to eat to last us until dinnertime. After that, any who need to be in on the discussion can join me in the library and we can work on the problem. I’ll check to see if Viktoria is here and maybe we can have some messages on their way before dinner. You’ll see that when it comes to business, I don’t dally.

      “Same thing for fun, by the way. Just so you know.”
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      The rooms Kai put us in were extraordinary. For me and my girls, we were shown to what amounted to a penthouse suite, at least as close as I could tell. I’d never actually been in a penthouse suite in a fancy hotel, but other than a big screen TV and a bunch of other sophisticated electronics, I don’t think a hotel would have anything over our rooms. I wasn’t sure why the room had such a large bed—almost as big as the custom-built one we had back home in Odonasia—but I was thankful for it.

      After our discussion in a spectacular library and Kai’s dispatch of two of her “specialist” servants, we had a delicious dinner and settled in for the night. After breakfast the next morning, we met Kai at the door to a berth.

      The Mysterious K’s legendary “fabulous clothes” were not just a myth. We’d seen her in unique, flattering, stylish clothes before, and she’d never worn the same thing twice. What she wore this day made my mouth drop open and my eyes dry out from staring at her.

      “What do you think?” the woman said, turning so we could inspect every delectable inch of her.

      I don’t even know how to start describing what she had on. She stood, hip cocked and feet spread wide, in as enticing and badass a pose as I’d ever seen. Her thigh-high boots had solid heels, though elevated, and the material they were made from snuggled her toned legs in a way that let me see every curve and nuance, but still provided protection. Made of red and black leather and cloth, with gold trim and straps on the upper half, they left her upper thighs bare up to the tiny black bikini bottom she wore.

      An elaborate set of belts hugged her hips and two swords dangled from them in scabbards. I recognized her father’s sword on her left and a shorter cutlass on her right. From the back of the network of straps and belts, a flowing half skirt billowed behind her, red silk on the inside and sturdy black cloth on the outside. Her midsection was bare, displaying a surprisingly ripped set of abdominals.

      On top, she wore what could be called a bikini top, maybe. Straps along the bottom kept it tight enough to keep it from moving, while it split down the center into what amounted to two strips of red and black cloth tight across her chest vertically, barely holding back her very full and very firm breasts. The little top ended with a kind of collar that her slender neck nestled into. On her arms, she wore leather straps that must have been decorative, since I saw no real value as armor.

      Of all things, she wore a tricorn hat of red and black velvet, with elaborate feathers dyed in a multitude of colors. It kept her long hair—this time pink, with a few other colors mixed in—from her beautiful face. The whole image, with so much black, red, pink, and her lightly tanned skin—with no tan lines I could see—made her bright green eyes pop, almost glowing.

      Kai shifted her hips to her left and her abs jumped out and drew my eyes to her spectacular torso.

      “Goddess,” Ysduil said.

      “Sooooooo sexy,” Amelie whispered.

      “God, Kai,” I said. “That’s…that’s…you’re actually going to go on a ship like that?”

      Glasha barked a laugh, but the green woman never took her eyes off Kai’s body.

      The bandit laughed and shifted again. You know that thing, how women can make relatively small movements and something deep inside of you decides you’d give up everything you own just to be able to watch her? Well, it wasn’t only the priestesses of Odona that knew how to harness that power. The bandit added a sexy little shrug and a smirk and I had to hold myself back from jumping on her.

      It was almost like she was using a charm spell on me.

      Nymyxiah stepped up to Kai, looking her over. “Are you sure you don’t have any succubus blood in you?”

      Kai pursed her lips at the demoness and for a moment, I thought Myxi was going to kiss her. Instead, she laughed.

      “You would do well in my world, I think.”

      Kai turned those pursed lips toward me and she put out a hand. “To answer your question, if we were going to sail somewhere outside the bay, I wouldn’t be wearing these boots. The rest of it? Maybe. Let’s go feel the wind in our hair…and on our skin.”

      I took her hand and let her lead me through the doors. As supremely sexy as the woman looked, what I saw actually dragged my eyes from her.

      A ship. An honest-to-God, full-sized three-masted fucking pirate ship bobbed slowly in the water alongside a dock. How did I know it was a pirate ship? Because it had two flags. One had a beautiful, stylized K on it. The other was black and had a skull and crossbones. Apparently, the Jolly Roger was a thing here, too, though I wondered if it was called that.

      “How the f…?” I said, but trailed off. We were in a fucking cave. No way out. The ship was magnificent, but it was also huge. There were smaller ones in other parts of the cave, but they were insignificant in the presence of the larger vessel.

      “Come along, everyone. Let’s enjoy a nice day of sailing around the bay. There’s nothing else I’d rather be doing right now.” She gave me a sly look. “Okay, there’s only one thing I’d rather be doing right now.”

      We got safely aboard the ship, though Zeerah didn’t look happy about crossing the water to get there. Lamari bouncing on the boarding plank in excitement didn’t help things out in that respect. I wondered at the mousegirl not seeming scared. Maybe falling into water didn’t hold the fear other heights did.

      The crew was already aboard and as soon as the last of us made it to the deck, others on the dock prepared for our departure. As they cast off the lines, I glanced at the cave walls.

      “Uh, Kai,” I said. “How are we going to go anywhere?”

      The bandit flashed a savage grin at me. “Just watch.” She faced the cave wall ahead of us and shouted, “Winch.”

      A cranking sound allowed me to locate two dockhands using a large winch. The rope attached to it on one end and the front of the ship on the other tightened and we began to move, being pulled along.

      Kai waved at another group of dock hands and they began working another winch, moving a massive chain hanging near one wall. As they did, a loud screech and then rumbling sounds echoed in the cavern.

      I watched in awe as one of the walls split down the middle, the two halves swinging out to separate. Each massive door had to be close to two hundred feet high and forty or fifty feet wide. I’d never seen such a large, manually opened door. I’d visited Cape Canaveral once and this reminded me of the NASA hangar doors there, but so much cooler.

      “Can’t have people wandering around and finding my ship now, can we?” Kai said, winking at me.

      “Wow,” I said. “You’re more than a sexy woman with fabulous clothes, huh?”

      “Oh, yes. I have many qualities, and a great amount of stuff. It’s a weakness.”

      The ship moved smoothly to the opened doors.

      “One more thing,” Kai said. She cupped her hands to her mouth and shouted, “Open the gate.”

      More cranking and wind kicked up in the cave. I looked toward the source and found a sluice gate opened. The wind came through it, passed the ship, and exited out of the cave’s large opening.

      “No way,” I mumbled and watched as Kai barked commands to raise one of the smaller sails. It slid up the mast, billowed, and the great, ponderous ship jerked into motion. The rope that had been used to tow us from the dock was no longer on the front of the ship, though I hadn’t seen it being detached.

      The ship glided out of the cave with the creaking of wood and the snapping of sails and flags. The doors reversed to start closing. By the time the other sails had puffed with wind, the place we’d emerged looked like any other part of the cliff.

      Honestly, it made me giddy. I’d never been on an actual old-school sailing ship, and the thought that it belonged to my recently gained friend, bandit, and pirate almost overflowed my brain.

      “This ship is a frigate,” Kai said as she guided the vessel herself with a large wheel on the deck at the back of the ship. I’d never learned the names of all those decks and other parts of a boat. “It’s big, fast, and heavily armed.”

      “Aren’t you afraid the Sodality will see you?” Ysduil asked.

      “Not at all. You can see Eastbay from here, over that way.” She pointed north to a town on the water. “It’s too far for them to see us with any detail, even with spyglasses. If we encounter another ship, they’ll do their best to stay away from us. This ship and flags are known. We’ve sunk nine Sodality vessels in different parts of the sea and they know better than to tangle with us. The way the coastline curves, they can’t even follow us visually to where the cave is. Even if they watch with spyglasses, they won’t know if we followed the coast south out of view or disappeared into thin air.”

      We spent a few hours following the land toward the south. I enjoyed the breeze, the movement of the ship, and the things Kai told us—tour guide style—as we cut through the water. Some didn’t appreciate it as much. Eydra and Lagakh got seasick, the color of both of their faces changing to meet in between their normal complexions. Eydra was green and the dunim assassin paled. Both lost what they’d eaten that morning, possibly some of what they’d had for dinner the night before.

      Glasha did better, but mostly lay in one of the cabins and napped. Lamari, Amelie, and Ysduil had the most fun, I think. They darted from side to side, checking out the landscape and clapping whenever dolphins and whales appeared.

      We finally went back to the cave, and I saw what Kai had explained the day before. As much as I scanned the cliffs, I couldn’t see the balconies and windows. I thought I’d picked some out, but they could have just as easily been caves or the rugged texture of the stone.

      Whoever had built Kai’s hideout, they knew what they were doing. Eydra agreed as I discussed it with her, while holding her hair so she could dry heave over the side. I rubbed her back and tried to soothe her by distracting her with conversation.

      “They’re very skill…urp,” the dwarf said. “I’d like to talk with whatever engineer made this setup. I bet she’s a dwarf.”

      Kai laughed. “You’re right, Eydra. Most of the original builders are gone now. Some were men. I have a handful of engineers and crafters, though. I’ll introduce you when we get back. After you have a chance to rest.”

      “Aye.”

      There must have been one of Kai’s people watching because the huge doors started to open as we approached. Kai expertly brought us in and we were soon disembarking.

      “That was fun!” Ysduil said. Amelie nodded, her ears flapping wildly at her movements.

      “It was,” I said. “Thank you, Kai. Too bad the fight with the demons is not going to be nearby. Having a ship like this against them would give us a real advantage.”

      “I have other advantages,” the bandit said. “We can talk about them in detail later.”
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      We split up and most went to their rooms for a while, but Ysduil and I left to explore more of Kai’s home. We found the bandit in one of the hallways, heading toward a door I hadn’t been through before.

      “Oi, you two,” she said. “Wanna join me? I’m going to have a drink and watch the ocean. It’s relaxing.”

      Yssy and I traded looks. She nodded at me.

      “Sure, that sounds like fun,” I said.

      Kai opened up the door for us and we entered to find a cozy room with several couches, some comfortable looking stuffed chairs, a fireplace with several logs already blazing in it, and a large balcony. Along the walls, cases with glass doors held collections of books. Wooden benches—like you’d see in a park—sat on the balcony.

      “Oooh, this is nice,” Ysduil said as she glided to the balcony to look out over the endless stretch of water. “I’ve been watching the waves from our room. They’re so beautiful and hypnotic.”

      “They are,” Kai said. “When I’m home, I always spend some time in here to relax. There’s some ale, wine, water, and tea over on the table. What would you like?”

      My foxgirl and I both opted for tea, while Kai poured herself some wine. We sat on a bench on the balcony, nestled in between two small tables. I was on the left with Kai in the middle, and Ysduil on the bandit’s right side. It was a tight fit, but the warmth from Kai’s arm and shoulder felt good against me.

      For a time, we sat silently and watched the water, the waves crashing against rock far below. The sound was soft enough that we could talk in low voices and still hear each other, but the silence was nice, too.

      “Thank you so much for letting us stay here, for helping me with trying to talk to the Paragon, and for the sailing,” I said. “You have a beautiful home.”

      Kai shrugged, her upper arm rubbing against mine. “It’s taken a long time to get to this. Odonasia will be just as spectacular after a little more time. I’ve always loved the forest and the wild lands. They have their own beauty.”

      I felt a shiver go through the bandit and looked over to see goose bumps pebbling her shoulder. The fashionable pirate outfit she wore looked marvelous, but it didn’t do much to cover her from the cool ocean breeze.

      “Cold?” I asked.

      “The wind gave me a chill. I’m used to it.”

      As I looked at her when she spoke, I caught Ysduil on the other side of her, jerking her chin and winking at me. I wanted to shake my head. The delicious foxgirl took being my wing man—or wing woman—far too seriously. Still, I couldn’t find fault with what she was nudging me toward.

      I put my arm around Kai’s shoulders and hugged her to me. She leaned against me and let out a little sigh.

      “That’s nice,” she said. “You’re warm and your arm feels good around me.”

      Ysduil stroked my hand while Kai and I snuggled. My eyes started to close. The excitement from the day was catching up to me. I forced them open. Now was no time to sleep.

      “So,” I said, “what are your plans, Kailani? What do you plan to do in the future? World conquest?”

      The bandit laughed into my shoulder. “No. I don’t have any great plans. I already have more things than I’ll ever need. Mostly I do what I do so I’m not bored, and so I can cause trouble for the Sodality without making myself an outright enemy. You and your resistance have given me excitement to look forward to. Now, with the new information about the demons, my future is tied up with you. Saving the world sounds like it’ll be an adventure.”

      “Yeah. Maybe too much of an adventure.”

      She tilted her head up to look me in the eyes. “It’s going to be scary, but fun.” She stretched her neck and put her lips on mine. “I’m excited about it.”

      Our kiss wasn’t much more than our lips pressing together. No tongue or much movement. Still, it felt really good. When we slowly leaned back, her eyes went from half-lidded to wider than normal. She turned her head to find Ysduil leaning forward, watching us.

      Kai threw her arm around my foxy wife and pulled her into a kiss and the two shared an almost identical interaction as I just had with her. Ysduil hummed, her arms going around the bandit’s body.

      “Mmmmm,” Yssy said. “You taste good.”

      “You too.”

      I moved my arm so I could rub Kai’s back. With so much skin exposed, I reveled in the feel of her neck and shoulders as I kneaded her muscles. She did something to Ysduil I couldn’t see, maybe the same thing I was doing to her. All I knew was that my foxgirl let out little happy sighs and moans, much like the ones Kai emitted.

      “Do you want a better neck rub?” I asked. “With two hands?”

      “Aaaaah, yes. Are you offering?”

      I chuckled and kissed her cheek as she watched Ysduil’s half-closed eyes. Getting up, I circled around the back of the women and leaned over the back of the bench to start rubbing Kai’s neck and trapezius muscles in earnest.

      “Oh, that feels incredible.”

      I lifted her pink-streaked hair up and kissed her neck. “It does.”

      Over her neck, upper back, and shoulders, I loosened her muscles underneath her too-soft skin. She was fit and toned and the smooth texture of her sinewy fibers was an aphrodisiac. The feel and the smell of her, mixed with the ocean’s scent and Ysduil’s faint aroma, heated me up more than if I’d been sitting next to the fire.

      Kai moved a hand up and pulled my head down so she could twist her head and kiss me. This time there was tongue and movement and passion. She still had her other arm around Ysduil. I still couldn’t tell what she was doing, but I did see flashes of fingers on the foxgirl’s chest. My wife seemed to be enjoying it, whatever it was.

      “Ooooooh. Uh. Mmmmmm.”

      Kai’s hand released my head and took one of my hands, dragging it from rubbing her shoulders down in front of her. Pulling it to her chest. As she did, she huffed a breath.

      “Huuuuhhhh.”

      My other hand joined the first and I traced my fingers down across her collarbone and further to the very top of her breasts. They were firm and impressively large. The open vest bikini top thing she had on pushed her tits up and inward, making nearly perfect spheres. I fingered the inside curves of them and plunged my hands down into her tight cleavage.

      “Yesssss,” she hissed. “Give them some attention, Adam. I want you to play with them. Kiss them. Suck them?”

      “Definitely,” I said at the same time Ysduil said, “Yes.”

      I slipped my hands under her top and across her hard nipples, causing her to jerk and moan. Ysduil reacted with her own moan, no doubt from Kai’s hand tightening on whatever part of the foxgirl it was stroking.

      I kissed Kai’s neck from the back to the front, bending over further to kiss down the hollow of her throat onto her upper chest. Meanwhile, my hands explored downward, tracing the muscles of her abdomen as she clenched and unclenched them.

      “Come around front,” the bandit said dreamily. “You can do more from this side. So can I.”

      I didn’t waste any time. I went to my knees in front of her, but she pulled me up to sit next to her on the bench. No sooner had I sat down than she used her left hand to pull me into a kiss. Her body swayed and gyrated softly and at first I thought she was trying to grind on me. One look showed me that wasn’t the case.

      Ysduil had one of her hands between Kai’s legs, rubbing the tiny cloth covering her sex. Kai’s hand had moved to Ysduil’s thigh, too, and she was fingering my wife as Ysduil tweaked one of her own nipples through the cloth of her dress with her free hand.

      The scene was surreal, like a fantasy I’d cooked up with the sole purpose of getting the biggest hard-on possible.

      When she broke our kiss, Kai noticed that little detail.

      She released my head and put her hand between my legs. Soft smooth strokes caused my eyes to close without my permission.

      “Oooooh. Kailani, that feels sooooo…yes. Yes-yes-yes.”

      “Ysduil, you do that so well. I want…mmmm-hmmmmmm. Mmmmm-hmmmmmm.”

      The way she stressed the second half of those sounds sent sexy vibrations through me.

      I pulled aside half of Kai’s top and let her breast bounce free, latching onto it with my mouth before it even stopped moving. I sucked hard, flicking my tongue across her nipple while I grabbed her other tit with my hand. My grip pulsed with the rhythm of her stroking.

      “God damn,” I said, thrusting my hips to increase the friction of what her hand was doing. I shot mine down to unfasten my pants to get more skin-to-skin action.

      “Ahem, Mistress K?” a voice said from behind us.

      All three of us let out long, sighing breaths and froze in place. Three full seconds passed before we moved. The longest three seconds of my life. Kai was the first to take her hands away, followed by Ysduil withdrawing hers. I grudgingly released the bandit’s breasts, both from my hand and from my mouth, then covered the one I was sucking with the cloth of her top.

      “Apologies, Mistress,” the woman, a cat beastkin, said. “You directed me to inform you immediately if Viktoria returned with news concerning the special project you assigned to her.”

      Kai drew in a long breath, shook her long, multicolored hair out, then turned to address her administrator.

      “You did correctly, Chalia. Thank you. Where is Viktoria?”

      “She is in the small northern study.”

      “Right. Please tell her we’ll be there in a moment.”

      “Of course.”

      The woman left and Kai turned to me. Her eyes scanned me from my head down and she huffed.

      “Damn it.” She pulled my head to her with both hands and kissed me like she wanted to weld her tongue to mine. “I want to finish this later. With both of you. I have to go meet with Viktoria. If you two want to carry on, that’s fine.”

      Ysduil turned Kai roughly around and kissed her hard, maybe harder than Kai had just kissed me.

      “We’ll go with you. We definitely need to finish this later, though. I’ll be thinking about it until then.” She grabbed both of Kai’s breasts and squeezed, drawing a plaintive moan from the bandit.

      “Let’s go and find out what Viktoria says,” I said. “Another few seconds here with you two and they’ll have to get those dock hands to pull us apart and drag us to the meeting.”

      “Ooooh,” Ysduil said.

      “Don’t even think about it, Yssy.”
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      The three of us filed into a small meeting room. When we walked in the door, the two women present quickly stepped away from each other. Both flushed, especially Chalia who, despite her black hair and fur, was paler than when I’d seen her before.

      I smiled as the two women shared a look and Chalia marched toward the door.

      “You can stay, Chalia,” Kai said. “It’s probably better you be involved so you know what’s going on.”

      “Yes, Mistress.” The cat beastkin sat down at the edge of the room, her posture perfect and her little leather folder of papers sitting flat in her lap.

      I’d seen Chalia before, of course, even before she’d interrupted our play time, but hadn’t officially met her or Viktoria. Kai introduced them. Chalia Linter was a cat beastkin with black hair and fur and pale skin, dazzling blue eyes set in her beautiful face. Viktoria Parensa, a ferret beastkin, had the same slinky body that all amustil had. Her cinnamon hair, ears, and tail added to her allure. Of course, she was also almost unrealistically attractive.

      While Chalia was Kai’s chief administrator, her number one, Viktoria was one of what the bandit had called special operatives. I took that to mean she was a spy, but thought it might actually involve more than that.

      Viktoria gave us the once over. My raging erection had disappeared on the trip over, but the amustil woman must have seen—or smelled—something. “I hope I didn’t interrupt anything with my timing.” Her smirk left no doubt she knew what we had been up to.

      “I hope our arrival didn’t interrupt anything,” Kai shot back without a pause. The smirk left Viktoria’s face and she darted her eyes at Chalia. “So, what’ve you got for us, Vik?”

      “I set it up.”

      “All right. Good job. Give us the details.”

      “Tomorrow, the Salden farm. No one else to go into the farmhouse, just Adam and the Paragon. I set it up as soon as I could. Even with only a day, we can expect the Sodality to try to put something in place to trap Adam.”

      “Right, of course. What’re you doing about it?”

      “I’ve already had the family go elsewhere. Scouts are scattered around, watching for any buildup in Sodality soldiers or scouts. We’re getting things ready even as I speak. I started people working on it even before I got the confirmation.”

      I nodded at the cinnamon-haired ferret woman. “That’s pretty damn impressive. How did you do it, and so fast?”

      “I’ve got contacts within the Paragon’s Tower. One of them was able to slip a note to the Paragon. She was surprised Imorith Sartyne responded so quickly, and so affirmatively. It’s the thing that bothers me most about this. It was too easy. She’s obviously going to use the opportunity to try to capture you.”

      Ysduil, sitting next to me, grabbed my arm and pulled it to her chest, like she was anchoring me so no one could snatch me up and take me away.

      “Then what are we doing about it?” Kai asked.

      “As you told us,” Viktoria said, “we’re not laying a trap for the Paragon, as much as I would like to. It’s all about Adam’s safety. We’ll ensure he’s got at least some time to speak with Imorith, even though I don’t think she’ll agree to anything. Her one goal must be to capture him and our one goal is to prevent that. It’s as simple as that.”

      “Not so simple. Let’s talk details. I know that farm well. I want to hear every step you’re taking…”

      After listening to Viktoria lay out the entire plan, and to Kai asking her questions to look for any little opportunity the whole thing could blow up in our face, we all went to eat dinner. Afterward, everyone in my squad, Viktoria, and Kai met in one of the larger meeting rooms to go through all the details with them.

      “I don’t like it,” Glasha and Evina said at the same time. The women looked at each other, narrowing their eyes. Glasha raised her chin in acknowledgment and Evina did the same a second later, and that was that.

      “That’s good,” I told them. “I don’t like it, either. There’s some risk, but it needs to be done. Viktoria and her people seem to know what they’re doing. I’ll go along with their plan. It’s better than I could have come up with.”

      The ferret woman smiled at me. We’d gone over everything so thoroughly, I couldn’t imagine any way to make it safer. Meeting the leader of the Sodality in the heart of where the Sodality was the strongest wasn’t a good situation by any means, but neither was having demons destroy the entire world.

      “A little about the place where the meet will happen,” Kai said. “I maintain quite a few places all over Eastern Tenos, even a few in Western Tenos. Their sole purpose is to help me and my work. Many of them are safe houses, some are fronts for my shadier business dealings, and some are transition locations used to stage jobs, whether they be assassinations, thefts, or something else.

      “The meeting place, Salden Farm, is a small farm run by a family who work for me. They live on the land, do what farmers would normally do, and basically live their lives. It’s located near the Aycrish Summit, just south of the capital. A nearby town, Tuftin, is far enough not to interfere or notice anything that goes on at the farm, but allows us to be close to a community and services we might need.

      “As Viktoria told you, the family has left for a few days. Right now, a few of my agents are taking their places, watching for the inevitable build-up of Sodality scouts when Imorith tells her commanders of the meeting. My people won’t do anything unless some of the Sodality tries to take the farmhouse or other buildings to turn it into a trap for Adam. If that happens, those few, along with reinforcements that are near, will eliminate the Sodality personnel and we’ll call the whole thing off. Our original message to the Paragon stated that if any foul play like that occurred, she could only blame herself for the deaths of her people and we would take her actions to mean she wanted war and not communication.

      “Our plan has places for all of you, and we welcome what you can add to the mission. We’ll head out tonight, making camp at a location I maintain and have had scouted as we were speaking to ensure it’s safe. Adam is to meet Imorith midday tomorrow, so we’ll have plenty of time to get into place for it. I hope you are amenable to riding horses because that’s how we’ll travel. Riders can double up if that will make it easier.”

      Lamari was as thrilled with the chance to ride a horse as she was with sailing. Nymyxiah expressed her interest as well, telling me how happy she was to be able to interact with an unfamiliar type of animal. She missed her work training monsters, even if she didn’t like what she’d been training them for.

      I tried to get Zeerah to sit on the saddle with me, and then with Lamari, but the lizard-cat wasn’t having it. She ended up bounding alongside us on all fours. She kept up easily, but I was concerned about her endurance. When Kai stopped us to make camp in a forest outside of Tuftin, Zeerah was still moving smoothly with no sign of fatigue. All in all, the only downside to using Kai’s horses was my sore ass, legs, and back.

      We only slept for half a dozen hours before Kai gathered us all for instructions.

      “Right. Adam, you’re on your own now. Viktoria will stay here with you in camp until it’s time for you to go, then she’ll lead you as far as she can to where you can see the farmhouse. As we discussed, DD and Venom will go toward the farmhouse from another direction and watch, along with three of the others we brought. My best scouts. The rest of us are going to leave now to circle around to our positions. If you get the signal or notice anything dangerous, you turn and get back into the trees, where Viktoria will be waiting to extract you. Don’t take any chances. We don’t want to rely on the one ace we’re holding.”

      “Got it,” I said. My fingers tingled and my palms grew damp. I bounced on my toes a few times, like I’d always done before a track meet in school. I really hoped this thing went off without a hitch. We needed a win. The whole world depended on it.

      My girls kissed me, one after another, wishing me good luck and telling me to be careful and safe. Ysduil, Glasha, Amelie, then Evina. I thought I’d be done then, but Midra, Nymyxiah, DD, Maressa, Lamari, and Crelora stepped up and took their turn. Eydra wanted her turn, too, then Nichole. Just when I thought I was done, Kai kissed and hugged me. I met eyes with Venom—Aedyl—and put my arms out. The priestess assassin’s lips met mine and she whispered, “Don’t you dare die.”

      Lagakh’s eyes darted anywhere but me. I laughed and approached her with my arms out. She huffed, her cheeks darkened, and she allowed me to embrace her. She even shared a chaste, quick kiss with me, though I knew she found me as unattractive as her people found Glasha.

      “Okay. Thank you all. I’ll see—”

      “Rrrrrrraaaaaah?”

      I laughed, bleeding some of my nervous energy into it. “Of course, Zeerah. I didn’t forget you. Come here.”

      I hugged the lizard-cat, squeezing her tight as she patted me on the back like she’d seen others do. It was still strange to me when she hugged like a human, even though she spent almost half her time walking on two legs.

      “Make sure you protect Lamari, okay?”

      “Aaaaarrrrrreeeeeee.”

      “That’s right. Protect her. Keep her safe for me. I’ll see you when we’re done. Okay?”

      “Kkkkkkaaaaaaayyyyyy.”

      I narrowed my eyes at her. That was a new one. I kissed her on her scaly face and rubbed her ruff of hair. “Great. Thank you.”

      Viktoria stood nearby, a wry grin on her face.

      “Sorry,” I told her. “We’re a close-knit group. We can go now.”

      The amustil woman laughed and swept her arm out toward the east. “This way. I can’t wait to see how this turns out.”

      My nerves came back twice as strong as before. She laughed and slapped me on the back as I trudged toward possibly the most dangerous thing I’d done since I came to this world.
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      I darted glances at Viktoria as she strode through the brush ahead of me. Her gait was smooth and to all appearances, she was simply engaging in a nice walk through the woods.

      I was not as comfortable.

      “Do you do things like this often?” I asked. Quietly. Just because I didn’t sense anyone around us didn’t mean there wasn’t anyone there.

      “What, escort a free-thinking man to a meeting with the leader of the Sodality at a place that probably has Sodality spies and scouts waiting to put numerous arrows into both of us? Nah. Not more than once a month or so.” She chuckled softly and I had to smile, even though my stomach was tied up in knots.

      “I mean shady meetings and sneaking around. That kind of stuff.”

      “Oh, sure. It’s kind of my job. Don’t worry. Kai’s pretty paranoid and we’ve got multiple protections in place. Hells, I’d say we’ve got at least a fifty percent chance we’ll survive this. Forty that we come out of it with all our limbs intact.”

      She didn’t chuckle this time, which didn’t help.

      A few minutes later, she stopped. “Here we are.” She moved a leafy branch of a bush out of the way and my vision filled with what looked like a typical farm.

      Off to my left—in a generally northern direction—a grove of fruit trees spread out. It was too far to see what kind, but they were obviously tended, all planted in nice even rows and their boughs of a uniform size and shape.

      Between us and the small group of buildings—farmhouse, barn, a utility shed or shop—were fields, all but one fallow. A well-maintained road snaked off into the distance from the house, punching through more forest to the southeast. Most of the space immediately around the buildings was cleared. It would make me visible for quite a distance. An army could be waiting in the trees that bordered the fields and I’d never see them.

      Nothing moved. No animals, no people, not even anything wafting in the breeze. I guess when they sent the people away, they took all the livestock, too. Unless all the animals were closed up in the barn. Both of the huge doors on the building were shut up tight.

      Another person was suddenly there beside us and I pulled my sword halfway out of the scabbard before Viktoria put her hand on my shoulder.

      “The Paragon is already here,” the woman—a dog beastkin—said. “It’s only been fifteen minutes or so. We haven’t seen any troops, but we haven’t gone far into the trees to the southeast. We’ve got all the other directions watched. My gut tells me she would have brought some, but it’s a small enough group to hide near the road and they’re far enough away that we’re not concerned.”

      “Good,” Viktoria said. She turned to me. “Okay, Adam. It’s time. No one is close enough to do any harm to you if you go straight to the farmhouse. Once you’re inside, you’ll be with the Paragon so you won’t have to worry about a massive attack that would put her at risk. If and when soldiers come out of the trees to try to trap you, we should have enough to take them. Archers hidden around, and we still have our…other precautions.

      “About the only thing I can think of that might trip you up is if the Paragon herself attacks you, but she has said she wants to capture you alive. Besides, she’s a political genius and a leader, but she is not accounted an expert warrior. I’m sure you can take her.” She winked at me.

      “Yeah, I’m pretty sure I can. Okay. Thank you, Viktoria. I’ll see you when all this is over.”

      “Yes. We’ll have a drink and we can swap boring stories about it.”

      I pulled my sword out of the scabbard a few inches and let it slide back in, just to make sure the blade wouldn’t get caught if I needed to draw it quickly. One deep breath and I strode out into the open area, heading directly for the farmhouse. As I went, I calculated the distance between me and the closest trees. It was a good two hundred or more yards. No way someone could hit me with an arrow at that distance. With so many of Kai’s people around, I could be sure there weren’t Sodality soldiers hiding around the buildings. All I had to do was to walk confidently to the farmhouse to my meeting.

      I would finally see this Paragon that had been hunting me since I got to this world. The woman who had not only killed all of Evina’s family, but had executed an unknown number of Ysduil’s sister priestesses. Including Gesin Wenet, the former Grand Priestess and idol to my foxgirl wife.

      What would I say when I came face-to-face with a mass murderer? A tyrant. I couldn’t let that distract me from my purpose. She was a person like any other. We were all in danger of being destroyed if the demons were allowed to invade without us uniting against them.

      My lip curled upward. I hated having to deal with this horrible woman, let alone offer to be allies. It was to protect the entire world, but even that didn’t seem worth it. I wished I had the power to end the Sodality and to defend against the demons. It was a shitty decision I had to make. I hoped to hell I was doing the right thing.

      I stood before the farmhouse door. As I approached, the windows revealed no signs that anyone was in the house. Even though that dog woman—I didn’t even get her name—said Imorith was inside. Surely the Paragon must have watched me as I walked up.

      I sensed someone in the house, but not much more than that. It wasn’t my danger sense, not even the feeling an enemy or a sotin usually gave me. Strange.

      Just to be polite, I knocked three times on the door before opening it up and stepping inside. Only two steps in, I saw the woman I was there to meet, standing in the living area of the house.

      Imorith Sartyne stood at almost the same height as my Glasha, probably about five-foot-nine. I’d been told she was half elf, which was confirmed by the delicately pointed ear over which her long, chestnut hair rested. She was more than a decade older than I was, but you couldn’t tell by looking at her face. Smooth cheeks, not a single blemish or wrinkle, would have made me guess she was barely older than me, but this was the woman who, when still in her late teens, had brought the world to its knees.

      Regrettably, she was quite attractive, too. The most entrancing lemon-hued eyes locked onto me and the subtle curve of her lips gave me the impression of both wisdom and dangerously high intelligence.

      Her clothing was unexpected. A long white dress, both elegant and beautiful, hugged her surprisingly alluring body. I don’t know why, but I’d always pictured her as a simple bureaucrat, frumpy and official looking. She was definitely not that. The top of the dress left her arms and shoulders bare, along with a good amount of her abdomen through fancy gold thread embroidery. The lower part of the dress separated all the way up to her hip, allowing a full view of her well-formed leg. Honestly, I kind of expected white wings to unfold behind her. She almost glowed, looking more angelic than I was comfortable with.

      I guess that was the point, though. I mean, taking the title Paragon? This woman must have had a serious superiority complex.

      “Adam Townsend,” she said. Damn, even her voice was captivating. A mix between sultry femininity and outright political charisma. All that with a slight British accent. “You are just as I pict…I mean, you look like the sketchings I have seen.”

      I knew what she was talking about. We’d detected an artist making drawings of me when Evina and I gave our speech at Willowbrook. We’d left the woman alone, knowing she would turn her sketches in to the Sodality. Of course they’d make it to the Paragon herself.

      “You have me at a disadvantage, then. I had no idea that you would look like you do.”

      I couldn’t tell if the curve of her lips increased or not, though I was staring right at them. She had the perfect face for ambiguous smiles. I blinked. Damn it, why did she have to be so fucking attractive?

      “I am here, as requested,” she said. “I’ve been wanting to speak with you, but such things are difficult.”

      “Yeah, I can imagine. Especially when your version of speaking to me is to have me dragged before you in chains so you can give me commands before trying to destroy my mind.” Anger boiled within me as I thought not only of her hunting me but also the other things she’d done. That was good. My anger was a shield. I couldn’t let it get away from me, though. “How about we discuss what I asked you here to talk about. It's much more important than the petty rivalry we’ve based our relationship on up to this point.”

      This time I was sure her mouth had moved firmly into smile territory. I cursed myself for being happy about it.

      “Of course. Maybe we can sit and discuss—”

      A thump on the roof interrupted what Imorith was saying.

      I mumbled under my breath, “What the fuck was that?” I put my hand on my sword hilt and noticed for the first time that the Paragon didn’t have any visible weapons on her.

      Another sound, like an arrow burying itself in the wooden frame of the house, sounded to my left as another whoompf came from just above me.

      The Paragon’s eyes went wide and darted between the sources of the sound.

      “What have you done?” she asked.

      “What have I done?” I smelled smoke and suddenly understood what was going on. “Someone is trying to burn us alive. Why would your people do that and put you at risk?”

      “I had nothing to do with this. I need to ex—”

      A bookshelf along one wall swung out with a creak and Glasha entered the room. “Let’s go. There are five dozen troops out there. They moved close enough to shoot fire arrows at the building. One got close enough to throw a torch before one of our archers took her out. The whole thing is going to burn down quickly. We have to move fast.”

      I jerked my chin at Imorith and Glasha grabbed the woman’s arm.

      “I’ll be with you in a minute,” I told them. “Go with Glasha. I’ll be right behind you. I want to take a look at what’s going on.”

      The women entered the tunnel behind the bookshelf that went down into a passageway carved into the soil. I swept a curtain aside to look at what we were dealing with.

      Just as Glasha said, there were Sodality soldiers everywhere. Most were shooting fire arrows at the building, but others had gotten closer and were tossing small barrels at the roof. I lost track of one as it arced above me, then heard it thump high on the roof and start to roll. A second later, a horrendous bang punched me in the ears and half the ceiling exploded downward. Another similar thump followed and I threw myself to the ground and covered my ears. That one exploded, too, dropping a large section of the roof structure directly on the tunnel where Glasha and Imorith had just gone.

      I looked at the burning remnants of the roof scattered around the room I was in and cursed. Why the fuck hadn’t I gone with Glasha instead of wanting to look outside?

      My mind quickly spun out the options. Basically, I could die in the house, burned alive, or I could make a run for it and die outside, filled with fire arrows before being run down and slaughtered by troops.

      I didn’t have long to decide, not with the way things were burning. I drew my sword. Well, at least we got the Paragon. That has to be worth something. I hope it’s worth my life.

      I prepared to burst out of the door to meet my fate.
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      The pieces of the flaming roof that had landed in the house burned, but most of the flames were still outside. The heat grew and the smoke swirled around me, but the majority, thankfully, went out of the holes where the roof used to be.

      I took a step toward the back door and the front door exploded inward. A huge dunim sotin, along with two other men—a boar beastkin and a bear beastkin—charged into the house, swords in their hands. It only took a moment for them to see me and lunge in to attack.

      I swung my sword as powerfully as I could, knocking the weapons aside, but I was in no position to fight these men in a burning building. Even now, the heat of the air around me and the smoke that was being drawn into my lungs made it clear I’d die soon even if I could keep from getting diced up by their sharp weapons.

      The power within me ebbed as I drew out as much as I could at once and threw my magic at the sotin. They’d been sent in to die, their primary purpose to keep me occupied until they or the fire could overcome me. It was typical Sodality bullshit. I felt bad about it, but I strained myself, wielding the magic I’d been practicing with, and engulfed all three men with it.

      A sharp pain that felt like it injured my very soul blossomed in my midsection. I half expected that I’d ruptured several internal organs. It didn’t stop me from completing what I’d set out to do, though. The magical net I’d cast over the men settled on them and all three immediately stopped moving.

      I wasn’t sure how long I’d be able to hold them all. I’d never used that much power before, and it felt like it might have broken something within me. I started toward the back door again when another section of wall swung out and a familiar face emerged.

      “Adam,” Kai said. “This way. Hurry.” She glanced at the motionless sotin and drew both her swords, but then realized they were standing in place.

      I followed the bandit into a different tunnel than the one Glasha had taken Imorith down. The door, which had been camouflaged as a section of the wall, slammed back into place and blessedly cool air washed over me. I let go of the magic and felt the sotin start to move again, but it was too late for them. A moment later, I sensed them succumbing to the heat or the smoke. They stayed standing, looking for me, until one by one, they dropped dead, not having enough of a sense of self-preservation to crawl low to the floor to escape the smoke.

      I coughed the soot and noxious gases from my lungs and wiped the tears streaming from my irritated eyes. Happily, even with my coughing, the pain in my belly lessened. Maybe I hadn’t damaged myself physically, but I sure had done a number on my magical pathways. I’d have to examine and test myself later to determine the effects, but for now, I was just happy to be alive.

      “Thanks,” I said between coughs. “I wasn’t sure if I was going to make it outside.”

      “I’m glad you didn’t go. The place has got to be crawling with soldiers. The only way they could have made it so close to the house is if they overwhelmed my archers and my people had to flee.”

      “You don’t know?” I asked.

      “No. Unfortunately, this tunnel isn’t like the one you were supposed to leave in. That one goes underground for more than a mile to a staging area. This one is more of a bolt-hole.”

      “Meaning what, exactly?”

      “Meaning that I’ve been waiting in a short, dead-end tunnel to make sure you didn’t end up killing yourself. We didn’t tell you about it because it’s a last resort. I tend to over plan.”

      “A dead end? How are we going to get out, then?”

      Kai swept her hair back. The long, pink strands shortened and darkened to a bob of black hair. “We’re not. We’ll have to wait it out and leave when it’s safe.”

      “You locked yourself into what amounts to a self-imposed trap to make sure I made it out okay?”

      “Yes, and it’s a good thing I’m so damn paranoid. Where is the Paragon?”

      “Glasha took her through the other tunnel.”

      “Why didn’t you go with them?”

      “I wanted to look outside. Then the roof collapsed on the tunnel.”

      “Right. Good thing I heard you scrabbling around. Otherwise, you’d be considerably darker by now.”

      I slipped my sword back in the scabbard. “Yeah. Thanks for that.”

      “No worries. C’mon, let me show you the other features of this hideaway.”

      As she led me, holding a lamp up for light, her hair grew out long again and faded until it was white, thin strands falling to the middle of her back. I noticed for the first time what she wore. A leather cropped top with thin, flexible pauldrons covering her shoulders fit her like a glove. The skin of her lower back shifted as she walked, the muscles twitching and her ass—wrapped up in a pair of tight leather pants—swayed hypnotically in front of me. Red and brown gauntleted gloves covered her forearms and hands, but her toned upper arms remained bare. Even hiding in a hole, she looked amazing.

      Kai stopped and turned toward me, a smile flitting onto her face when she caught me staring at her body. The front view was just as enticing. Her etched abs between her top and her pants emphasized how fully half of each breast was open to the air, asking for a squeeze or a suck. Criss-crossing in front of her pants were several leather belts with buckles and straps from which her swords hung. She turned back around and continued on without a word, leaving me to run my eyes over every curve displayed by yet another fabulous ensemble.

      All told, the tunnel wasn’t more than a few hundred yards long. At one point, a door separated the tunnel and Kai closed it after we’d gone through. Further along, she stopped and manipulated some unseen triggers and a section of the wall slid open.

      “If you keep going down that main tunnel, it ends. Unless someone finds this secret door, they’ll think no one came this way. I don’t know if they’ll search through the ashes of the farmhouse, but even if they do, I very much doubt they’ll find us.”

      Once through the secret door, Kai closed it with a click. A short distance away, the passageway opened up into a small round chamber with a bed, two chairs, some blankets, and a cabinet of supplies: mostly durable foodstuffs.

      “There we go. This will be our home until the fire dies, the Sodality is satisfied you’re dead, and then my people clear away whatever is sitting on top of the tunnel entrances. That could be a day or two, or maybe a few more days than that. We’ve got plenty of food, good company, and lots of time to chat.”

      “You really are good, aren’t you?” I asked. “To have places like this with multiple redundant safety systems, you know what you’re doing.”

      “I live a dangerous life. The Sodality is always after me, and I have plenty of other enemies besides. I have a number of places like this, as well as other setups that would astound you for their variety and how clever they are. My father always surrounded himself with competent people and I took that as a lesson. Some of the best engineers and crafters in the world work for me.

      “More than that, though, they’re like family. I don’t try to rule over people with an iron fist. I treat them right and they give me their full effort. I’ve had one or two people try to betray me, but my organization is run by people I trust. They watch out for me and I would do anything for them. It’s worked so far.”

      “It sure worked this time,” I said. “Thanks again. You saved my life.”

      “Psht. No worries about that. I scratch your back, you scratch mine. No use in keeping score.”

      “Do you think Glasha got the Paragon out?”

      “Oh, you bet. That tunnel leads directly to where our troops were. Several doors are there, all of which have been closed and locked by now. Even if the Sodality does see the opening, they’ll never get all the way to where our people are. As for being safe, I can’t guarantee Imorith Sartyne is unharmed. Glasha has probably tried to beat some answers out of her, if what I’ve seen of her is accurate, but she won’t kill her.”

      I snorted, but didn’t feel the humor as I should have. “Probably. I hope she doesn’t get too rough. We still need to make a deal with the Paragon. We still need…oh shit.”

      “What?”

      “Viktoria and I were told that the scouts hadn’t seen any Sodality troops, but thought they might be in the forest. I saw sotin, so I’m pretty sure it was the Sodality that tried to burn us out. But if that’s the case, what’s going on? Is some faction inside the Sodality leadership trying to kill off their own Paragon? If that’s how it is, I wonder if they’re numerous enough to take over while we’re holding onto Imorith. Even if she makes a deal with us, she might go back to find that she’s not in charge anymore. We might have just done all this for nothing.”

      “Uh-oh. That would suck balls.”

      “Yeah, it totally would.”

      “Speaking of scratching backs and sucking balls,” Kai said with a grin. “We’re trapped in here for a little while. Ysduil’s not here for us to continue what we started before, but we could probably come up with a way to finish with just the two of us.”

      “Hmmm. I do owe you my life. I’d like the opportunity to show you how much I appreciate it. I feel bad about not being able to help the others, but if we’re trapped in here…”

      Kai glanced at the bed, then back at me. “I can’t think of a better use of our time. How about we start with one of those backrubs?”
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      There was no doubt about it. The infamous bandit queen most people called the Mysterious K had a body to die for. I stood for a moment, drinking it all in as she watched my eyes savoring her.

      “God you’re sexy,” I finally said.

      “You like what you see?”

      “Yep.”

      “Wanna feel what you see?”

      “Oh, yes.”

      “And taste it? Even what you can’t see?”

      “All of it. Definitely.”

      “I’m right here and we have a lot of time to kill. Do you like it slow and easy?”

      “I do,” I said. “Sometimes fast and hard, too.”

      “Mmmmm.”

      She kept her eyes on me as she unbuckled her sword belts. Every movement, every twist of the hips and flexing of the arms produced fascinating little changes in her musculature. Mostly I focused on her abs. The way the muscles danced around her navel had me imagining what it would feel like to take a mouthful of her flesh and savor it.

      “What color is your real hair?” I asked.

      She put her swords on the table and flicked her long white strands. “My natural color is almost a red. Not quite like Evina’s, closer to Ysduil’s. Maybe a reddish auburn?”

      I pictured it. “That must look fantastic with your green eyes.”

      “Oh, Adam, don’t you know by now? You don’t have to wonder.” She gestured toward her hair with a hand and the color changed, from the bottom up. Like she was dipping it in dye as I watched. In seconds, the transformation was complete and the same hair as before—long, soft, and full of body—was now nearly the color of my foxgirl’s hair and fur. “Short or long?”

      I blinked. “What?”

      “Do you like it short or long?”

      “On you? Every hairstyle I’ve seen on you is marvelous. It’ll take a lot of being around you, of looking at you for hours, to make up my mind. What do you like better?”

      She shrugged. The snug cropped top she wore shifted her cleavage, the round swell of her breasts touching and rubbing against each other. “I can’t decide. I generally think I look better with longer hair, but shorter is nice when I’m doing things where long hair might get in the way. I don’t even have to tie it into a tail. I can do this instead.”

      Before my eyes, her long locks shrank, like they were growing in reverse. She was left with a short cut, similar length to DD’s pixie cut, but with the auburn color. She looked just as amazing as she did with the longer hair.

      “Of course,” she said, “I do enjoy fingers through my hair when it’s long.” It grew out again. “There’s something about another person playing with my hair or brushing it that really turns me on.”

      “Really? Do you have a brush?”

      Her green eyes narrowed slightly, like she was locking onto a target, and her mouth curved upward. “It just so happens I do.”

      “Give it to me, and take a seat. Like you said, we have a lot of time. Let’s do this right.”

      The next moment found me brushing out Kai’s long, silky, auburn hair. The simple motion of stroking the brush through it from top to bottom relaxed me, soothed the tension of dealing with the Sodality and their trap. There was no longer a reason to stress over it. We were locked in place for at least a day or two. I let all my anxiety about it bleed out of me.

      That’s not to say I didn’t have other tension. The gorgeous bandit’s soft, slow breathing and occasional low moans as I brushed her hair had parts of my body ramping up to perform, but I didn’t mind that pleasurable intensity at all.

      I lifted her hair up and kissed the back of her neck, basking in the cherry-vanilla incense scent and sweet flavor, even the texture of her soft skin and the tiny movements of her muscles as she shifted her head to allow me the greatest access.

      After at least a hundred brushstrokes, Kai took the brush from me and set it on the table next to the chair she was sitting in. “That felt so good, but I want more.” Her hair retreated again, keeping the same color but going back to the pixie length. “Long hair might get in the way.”

      I kissed her ear. I’d kissed and nibbled on a lot of different kinds of ears since I’d been in Tenos, but most weren’t human. Kai’s rounded, normal ears weren’t boring, though, nor was her response to what I was doing. She shifted in the chair, humming and letting her head flop to the side, her neck relaxing completely.

      I kneaded her shoulders and upper back, like I had when Ysduil was with us the day before, my fingers gliding over her flawless skin. As then, she reached up and pulled my hands down to her open top, placing them on her globes and rubbing them against her to get me started.

      “Your chest feels so good,” I told her.

      “You make them feel good. I want you to repeat what you did before, then we can move on without being interrupted this time.”

      “I like that plan.” I tilted my head and pressed my teeth on her neck, taking some of the skin into my mouth. “I want to suck you in places where I can leave marks, but not for others to see.”

      “Mmmmm. Yes. Get this top off me and there are several I can direct you to.”

      I had her top off in a few seconds and squeezed her breasts as my mouth met hers. The angle was awkward, but the kiss was not and our tongues attacked each other with fervor.

      I bent down further, dragging my tongue down her upper chest. “Such. Perfect. Tits,” I said, punctuating each word with a kiss, ending with a hard suck on one nipple. My hands rubbed her abs while filling my mouth with her breast.

      I went around to the front of her, down onto my knees, and pulled her into a more conventional kiss, scratching at her back with my nails.

      “Mmmm-hmmmmm.”

      Kai’s tongue darted further into my mouth and out of habit, I closed on it with my lips and sucked, like I always did with Amelie.

      “Mmmmm. Mmmmmm-hmmmmmm. Huh-huh-huh.” Her huffing breaths puffed air onto my face and her body twisted in my arms. I released her tongue and she leaned back to look at me, eyes wide. “Gods, Adam. What was that? Do you know how wet I am right now because of that? You have to do that again. A lot.”

      I stroked her short hair and gave her a quick kiss. “I know, right? I love that, both giving and receiving. If you think that was good, you should let Amelie do it to you. It’s fucking amazing.”

      “Mmmm. That bunny is very sexy.”

      “Fuck yeah, she is, and she idolizes you. Will you let her kiss you? I know you’d both love it.”

      Kai took my hand and put it between her legs. She still had her leather pants on, but my palm warmed from the heat pouring through them.

      “You’re saying you’re okay with me kissing your wife that sensually?”

      “I’m saying it’s making me hard thinking about it right now. My girls and I share with each other. They’re all so good at making me and each other feel good.”

      “I’m not one of your girls.”

      “You’re not?”

      “Am I?”

      “I was kind of hoping—”

      The bandit pulled me in tighter and shoved her tongue in my mouth. I sucked it up and tilted my head to twist it around a little.

      She panted. “Huh-huh. Now me.”

      I stuck my tongue out and she captured it in her lips, sucking it gently into her mouth while moaning softly in her throat. My moans matched hers, and my hand rubbed her pants hard.

      “I want to be one of your girls. I told you I wouldn’t marry you. Before. I’m thinking I spoke prematurely.”

      “Yeah?” I huffed as her hand found the hard lump in my pants and started reciprocating for the strokes I was giving her.

      “Yeah, and not just so I can kiss Amelie.”

      “Ungh.” She hit a hotspot with her hand. “I wasn’t talking just about kissing. Yssy and Amelie would fuck you in a flat second, given the chance.”

      “Huh-huh-huh. Mmmmm. Really?”

      “Oh yeah.”

      “Mmmmm-hmmmmmm.”

      “We’ll…huh…we’ll talk about it later. For now…”

      I put my mouth on one of her breasts and sucked hard on her nipple. I pulled away with a pop.

      “Right now,” I continued, “I need your pants off.”

      I put my arms around her and raised to my feet, picking her up. I carried her to the bed and undid the straps on her pants, then pulled the tight leather down to expose her tanned, sexy legs and a fashionable pair of red tanga-cut panties. The front of them was dark with wetness. I moved to bring my mouth to the cloth, but Kai stopped me.

      “Nuh-uhn. Your pants, too. I haven’t gotten a chance to see it yet and I won’t let you go at me unless I get fair treatment.”

      I growled and helped her get my pants off as quickly as possible. We didn’t bother keeping the underwear on, but pulled the combination down so I was naked below the waist.

      “Shirt, too, while we’re at it.”

      I laughed and doffed that as fast as I could. Once it was over my head, I focused on Kai’s face. She watched my hard cock and licked her lips.

      “Wow, that looks better than I imagined,” she said. “I’d always wondered. I’ve only ever seen drawings and a few paintings. They don’t do it justice.”

      I kissed her and rubbed two fingers against her wet panties. “You can see it—and play with it—whenever you like.”

      “I like now.”

      “Me, too.”

      The bandit tentatively touched my dick and it involuntarily twitched. “What do I do?”

      I grinned. “There are a lot of things. You can probably talk to Ysduil. Oh, and Maressa. God! They can help you with that. Why don’t we try something simple? How about we work on each other, so you don’t have to worry about doing anything complicated?”

      She nodded and I kissed her again, snatching up her tongue and sucking on it. I licked her neck and down her chest, stopping to pay a little more attention to her nipple while my hand slipped under her panties.

      “Ooooh. Mmmmm. Mmmmmm-hmmmmmm.”

      I almost hated to take her panties off, happy with the hot, close feeling of my finger sliding across her wet lips. Doing it out of sight, with the cloth restricting my movement, somehow made it sexier. Naughtier. I sighed and pulled them off anyway. Her gritty, sweet, incense aroma wafted up and I let out a little moan.

      “So, so, hot, Kailani.”

      She wriggled her body, rubbing against mine. “I love how you say my name. It makes me…well…”

      I didn’t need her to finish. The creamy nectar between her legs was clearly visible, forming little pearls on her closely trimmed auburn hair, like dew on a soft bed of moss.

      “Do you like it that length?” she asked.

      I wasn’t sure what she was talking about at first, but then realized. “Your pubic hair?”

      “Mmmmm-hmmmmm.”

      “It’s beautiful. You’re perfect.”

      “…because I really love how it feels if…” The hair disappeared, retreating into her body until her lips, still sopping wet, looked as if they’d just been shaved bald.

      “Uhhhnngg.” Watching that happen dribbled a line of pre-cum from the tip of my dick. It twitched, drawing Kai’s attention.

      She smiled, staring at my shaft. “I think you like it bald.”

      “You would be right. I love the feel of a bald pussy.”

      “I love the feel of something on—or in—my bald pussy. Will you lick me?”

      “God, yes. Do you want to lick my tip?”

      “Can I?”

      That was enough conversation. I gave Kai a quick kiss, then maneuvered her onto her side. “Just go with this. I’ll explain as we go.”

      “Mmmmmmm-hmmmmmm.” She hummed it more slowly this time, dragging it out for longer, though still stressing the second syllable. I didn’t need to look to know more pre-cum escaped. I could feel the smooth, viscous liquid dribble down my head.

      I lay down on my side, but in the opposite direction as Kai. The fronts of our bodies still faced each other, but my head was down at her crotch and hers at mine. I’d only done a side-lying sixty-nine once before, but it had worked out well. Really well.

      I put my hands on Kai’s heavenly ass and pulled her forward into my tongue. I licked her from top to bottom which, although it was backward, caused the reaction I’d hoped for.

      “Uhhhhnn. Yes. Mmmmm-hmmmmm. More, Adam.”

      I licked her juices off my lips. “Mmmm. You’re creamy and you taste so good. While I do this, you can lick me, suck me, do whatever you think might make me feel good.”

      “Mmmmmmm.”

      Kai’s tongue flicked out tentatively, and slowly dragged across my tip. She began to lick around, teasing my frenulum with both hands on my shaft.

      “Huuuuuuuuh.” The sound was basically me releasing a long breath. “That feels so fucking good, Kailani.”

      The bandit surrounded the tip of my head with her lips and applied the lightest bit of suction. My hips responded without my thought, jerking and feeding her a little more pre-cum. I dug my fingers into her ass and licked up and down her sweet, wet pussy.

      It was like a contest, who could make the other lose control first. We started slow and built gradually, our moans intermingling with huffing breaths. I wanted it to last forever, but even going slow, I knew I’d reach a point where I couldn’t hold off any longer.

      The feel of Kai’s warm thighs on either side of my mouth, the taste of her juices, the scent of sex and arousal, and the smooth gliding of wet skin against mine were as good as what she was doing to me. What she lacked in technique, she more than made up for in attentiveness. She paid attention to the results of each motion and learned to increase the effects as we went along.

      Both of our bodies rocked and ground against the other’s face, made so much easier without one of us having to be underneath, fighting gravity. I shifted a finger to press between Kai’s firm cheeks and her hips jerked violently. I played on that and within moments, pushing the smallest part of my finger into her ass while sucking on her clit and flicking it with my tongue had her body shuddering.

      She didn’t make much more noise than she had been, but the flood of more of her nectar confirmed I’d hit a good spot.

      “Do you want me to eat your seed, or will you put it inside me?” she asked, panting as she recovered from her orgasm.

      I finished cleaning her off between words. “Whatever you want. It’ll be amazing for me either way.”

      “Will you put it inside me?”

      “I would love to. You want to be on top so you can find the best spot?”

      “Mmmmm-hmmmmm.”

      One more lick and I readjusted, lying down on my back in the same direction her body was. She moved over me and kissed me, sucking my bottom lip up and then smacking her own lips.

      When she settled over my belly, straddling me, our eyes locked.

      Looking up at the stunning bandit, large, firm tits looming above me and her etched abs, her beautiful face looking down at me, I had to catch my breath. “I thought the view from your hideout into the ocean was magical,” I said. “It’s nothing compared to this. Do you want to sit on my face first, so I can lick you more deeply than I could when we were on our sides?”

      “Mmmmmm.”

      I pulled her up so I could just barely see beyond her abs up to the bottoms of her breasts. I couldn’t see her face as she leaned back to let me lick her slit, which was wetting itself even as I started to suck her lips into my mouth.

      One more orgasm, a little stronger than the last one judging by her body’s reaction and the noise she made, and I finally let her slide down and position herself for my entry.

      I appreciated that even though we were both anxious, she moved slowly and deliberately. She rubbed my head up and down her lips like a pro, teasing both of us and ramping up the heat between us. When she put me inside, it was just the barest tip of my cock that spread her lips and then stopped there.

      Her eyes closed and her head lolled, even as my mouth dropped open in pure ecstasy. When she lowered herself a little more, so that her tight lips slipped off my head to the frenulum below and caressed the sensitive skin there like she was sucking on me, I huffed out a breath. I lost vision momentarily as my eyes wildly rolled.

      “Huuuhhnnn.”

      My hands grasped her tits and squeezed, if only to expend some of the sexual tension she’d built up in me. I pulled her forward using them and kissed her hard and hungrily, snatching her tongue with my lips and sucking.

      “Mmmmhhmmmm. Mmmmm-hmmmmmm. Mmmmm-hmmmmmm. Do you want me, Adam?”

      “Kailani. I want you so badly. What you’re doing…uhhhnnggg.”

      She leaned back and put a hand on her breast, massaging and tweaking her nipple. She allowed herself to sink down, her canal swallowing my shaft and sending electricity through my body. She let herself slowly fall, not bothering to use her own muscles, until I was fully sheathed in her and my head pressed against her cervix.

      “Ooooh. Huh-huh. This is what it feels like. Gods. The fucking Sodality needs to pay, taking this away. Fuck me, Adam. Spear me with your weapon. I want to feel you erupt in me.”

      I closed my eyes as she started to rock, then tilt her hips and thrust, drawing me out of her and back in with slow, sure strokes.

      “HUH!” Her gasp made my eyes snap open to find her, eyes rolling and mouth half open. She wriggled her hips, shifting to the side and breathed out forcefully, her mouth opening more.

      “Found a good spot?”

      “Mmmmm-hmmmmmmm.”

      It was the beginning of the end. She pumped and twisted and gyrated until she found the ideal angle, then the sexy bandit began to thrust harder and harder. Her hand still worked on her breast, the nipple red from pinching and tweaking as her body bucked more furiously.

      “Oh. Yes. Adam. That. Feels. Sooooooo…aaaaaaah!”

      Kai’s perfect warrior’s body thrashed and she slammed down onto me hard enough to cause some pain. I didn’t mind, though, because the combination of watching her face, the way she pulled and rubbed at her own tit, and the feel of all her internal muscles juddering and massaging my shaft put me beyond caring about anything but the woman on top of me.

      I think it happened at the same time. Kai clenched down hard with every muscle in her body and she screamed out. My dick skipped right past the “I think I’m going to come” phase and went right into cum bazooka.

      My body bucked almost hard enough to throw the beautiful woman off but she rode me like a championship rodeo cowgirl.

      “Aaaaaaaeeeeeeeeee!”

      It took an inordinately long time for my body to calm down, maybe because the muscles in her tunnel kept milking my dick for every drop it had. By the time I was finished, my muscles were Jell-O and I was exhausted, magical endurance or not.

      “Damn, Kailani. That was incredible.”

      “Mmmmm. I’ve never felt anything like that. We should do that four or five more times before we leave this place. What do you think?”

      “I think we’re both going to escape this cavern very sore.”
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      The aftermath of our spontaneous activity was almost as pleasurable as the sex. With more time than we knew what to do with, Kai and I snuggled in the surprisingly comfortable bed, kissed, and napped. The bandit’s firm but still silky smooth body felt so good against mine, it was like I was sleeping on a cloud, hugging an angel.

      Kai got up at one point to check out the cabinets. I watched her naked form as she moved gracefully. Twisting, reaching, bending to move items on the bottom shelf. I couldn’t take my eyes off the sleek lines of her back, shoulders, and tight butt.

      She didn’t turn, but I could hear a smile in her voice. “You’re going to wear a hole in me with your eyes if you keep it up.”

      “If you keep it up, I’m going to drill a hole in you. You can’t really expect me not to look when perfection is only a few feet away.”

      She laughed and glided back to the bed, a few tightly wrapped morsels in her hands. Her arms draped lazily over my shoulders as she gave me a long kiss.

      “Hungry?”

      I growled.

      “I mean for food.”

      “Yeah, I guess.” I nipped at her neck. “I’d rather eat you, though.”

      She flopped onto the bed on her back, holding up what she’d gotten from the cabinet. “You will. But you should probably eat some food to keep up your strength. I’m going to fuck you hard in a little while and I don’t want you to pass out.”

      I laughed and accepted one of the items she held out to me. It was wrapped in some type of thick paper that had almost a waxy feel to it. Inside was some cured meat, much like what we carried in our packs. She unwrapped her own parcel to reveal a chunk of cheese.

      The food was good, still fresh, though I didn’t know how long it had been sitting in the cabinet. We shared and soon had the morsels devoured.

      “So,” I said. “A full day or two, huh?”

      “Yes. The fire has to die down and all the Sodality forces have to be chased away. Then our people will have to dig through what’s left—the ashes and half-burned things that probably fell on top of the entrance.”

      “Do you think the Sodality will stick around, give our people problems?”

      The dazzling bandit shook her head and turned it into a motion that settled her now-long hair back over her shoulders. She’d made herself a blonde this time. “No. They already have to believe they killed both you and the Paragon.”

      I stared at Kai. I hadn’t seen a combination of hair style, color, and length yet that didn’t make her look like every man’s fantasy. She kept her green eyes. I’d only seen her change them once, to a bright blue that was spectacular and gorgeous, but not even close to as alluring as her natural eye color.

      “Do you think everyone else is safe?”

      Her casual shrug was sexy as could be without a stitch of clothing on her body. I leaned in and nibbled at her shoulder, so perfect and round. Not too bulky but still firm and muscular. She giggled and stroked my hair.

      “For the most part, yes. If the Sodality made it close enough to burn the house down, especially to get near enough to lob those little barrels you told me about, there had to have been a lot of them. My people were staked out on three sides of the farm, most of them with bows or crossbows. I was in the tunnel and didn’t hear anything, but I’m sure there was a battle. With our superior position, we must have killed a lot of them with the archers. They have to have had at least two hundred, if not more, to be able to get that close.

      “I directed our side to snipe from the trees and not to engage in a full assault unless necessary, like if the Sodality stormed the house to capture you. Hopefully they mostly stayed out of sight of the Sodality archers. As for Glasha, I’m sure she dragged the Paragon through the tunnels to where our folks were staged.”

      “That’s good,” I said. “Fucking Sodality. I don’t know what I was thinking. Of course they were going to try to take me. I could have ruined everything. I might have. We won’t know until we’re out of this place. Hey, that reminds me. Is there a chance we’re going to breathe up all the air in here? We’re underground and that door seemed to seal pretty tight. I can’t even smell smoke.”

      “There are several tiny tunnels drilled to the surface and protected with buried boxes to keep the dirt and water out. Air flows through them. It may get a little stale in here, but we’ll be able to breathe indefinitely.”

      “Okay. Good. You’re amazing, Kailani. Your forethought saved our lives. Probably the Paragon’s, too. I wonder if that’s worth it at all. Maybe we should have killed her instead of gone through this whole thing to try to meet with her.”

      Kai put her arms around my neck, resting them on my shoulders and crossing her wrists on the other side of me. She looked me in the eyes.

      “Adam, we did know that there would be treachery. We weren’t setting up a meeting with some local magistrate or anything. It’s the gods damned Paragon. The leader of the Sodality. You knew and I knew they’d try something. We took precautions and, even if it didn’t work out like we hoped, it’s not a complete disaster. As far as we know, the others are safe, and we’re safe. More importantly, we now have the Paragon as a prisoner.”

      “Yeah. I guess that’s right. We could use her as a hostage if we need to. The thing is, I’m not sure if it’ll do any good. I mean, the Sodality troops tried to kill her. Sure, it was mainly me they were probably trying to get, but it didn’t matter to them that Imorith was in the house, too. They burned the fucking thing down. That doesn’t sound like they’d put much value on our prisoner. I’m wondering what’s going on.”

      “That has occurred to me, too. The best scenario is that it was a splinter group of Sodality people who decided to get rid of her at the same time as you so they could put in their own leader. If that’s the case, Imorith can tell us who to negotiate with and they can do their own purge.

      “If, on the other hand, most of the Sodality’s upper echelon wants Imorith out of the way, then yes, we have a problem. A prisoner with no value, the Sodality still out there and beyond any negotiation or alliance. It doesn’t bode well for our fight against the demons.”

      I blew out a breath, puffing Kai’s hair. “Why can’t things ever be easy?”

      She pursed her lips into a sexy smile that looked like a kiss waiting to be unleashed. “I’m easy.”

      “Easy on the eyes. Easy to fall for.”

      “Mmmm. Or just easy. Want me to prove it?”

      “I did just eat to refuel my energy,” I said.

      “We did.”

      “How about you demonstrate what you’re talking about? I like the sound of it.”

      Despite my concern about what was happening above and what all my companions were doing, I couldn’t deny that having more than a day to lie around and explore Kai’s body was a dream. The woman was insatiable—and as delicious as a whole tray full of desserts—and we rarely left the bed. We chatted, made out, had sex in the most spectacular ways, and generally enjoyed each other and lazed around. It was good, something I needed. When we got out of this place, there would be a lot to do.

      “We’ve reached a turning point,” I told her as we lay resting after another intense bout of sexual diversion. “When we get out of here, there are going to be some hard decisions to make. The Sodality, the demons, the resistance movement, even Imorith herself. I can’t help but to feel everything is cascading, falling like an avalanche. Things are in motion and it’ll all come crashing down.”

      She interlaced her fingers in mine. “It will. I’m glad I found you before everything turns to shit. I’m glad for the opportunity to fight with you, to help where I can. To be with you.”

      I pressed my lips to hers. “Me, too. I want you in my life, Kailani.”

      “I am in your life, and will be for as long as you want me there.”

      “Forever?” I asked.

      “Of course.”

      “You told me the first time I met you that you wouldn’t marry me.”

      “I was full of shit. That was bluster. I’d marry you in a heartbeat, given the chance.”

      “Really?”

      “Undeniably.”

      “So if I asked you right now, you’d say yes?”

      “Never know until you try, do you?”

      “Kailani Sona, the Mysterious Bandit K, will you be my wife?”

      “You know I will. It’s about damn time you asked.”

      I laughed and kissed her until we were both breathless.

      “I’ll have to marry Evina first,” I said. “We’re engaged, promised to each other.”

      “No worries. Marriage is a silly sort of thing anyway. I’ve already decided I’m committed to you. Nothing will change that. We can have a party and an official ritual whenever it’s convenient. As far as I’m concerned, I am your wife now.”

      “My wife Kailani. Yeah, I like the sound of that.”

      Kai smiled at me and came in for another kiss, but a sound down the tunnel stopped her. We looked at each other, waiting. The noise came again.

      Scraping.

      “Best get dressed,” she said, rolling out of the bed. “If it’s our friends, they might expect us to be clothed. If it’s the Sodality, I’d rather you not swing that thing around while you fight. It’s liable to be cut off. That would be a damn shame.”
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      Kai and I ran through the secret door that hid the section of the tunnel we’d been living in for the past day and a half and toward the main tunnel door. I didn’t bother with buckling on my sword belt, but instead drew my sword and carried the naked blade with me.

      I slid to a stop a few feet from the security door. It was still locked, but someone was knocking on it now.

      “I don’t know if any of the others brought a key with them,” Kai said. “I always carry a master key that will open any door in any of the tunnels, but only Chalia has one of those. The other keys only fit the doors for one location.”

      “K?” a voice said, filtering through the door. “Are you still alive in there?”

      The bandit smiled. “That’s Viktoria. Good.” She put her key into the keyhole and the lock clicked. The door swung out to reveal Viktoria, Ysduil, Amelie, and two of Kai’s people I didn’t know. Viktoria and the other two women had soot stains on their arms and clothes.

      “Hey, Vik,” Kai said. “I take it we’re safe to get the hell out of here?”

      The ferret woman let out a sigh. “K. Adam, too. Thank the goddess. We were worried you hadn’t gotten him out.”

      I moved to look past the women in front of me “Glasha? Is she okay?”

      Ysduil pushed her way through and wrapped her arms around me. “She’s fine. She brought the Paragon. Four people had to hold her back from trying to clear the burning beams covering the doorway. She threw one of them against the wall so hard, it dazed her. I calmed her down and explained how Kai would have taken you into this tunnel. She’s feeling bad about going crazy.”

      “I’ll talk to her. I appreciate it, though I wouldn’t want her to sacrifice herself like that to try to get to me.”

      Amelie shuffled toward me tentatively. I had no idea after all this time why she would think I’d ever not want her to approach me, but it meant I was going to have to work harder to convince her how much I loved her. I reached out and grabbed her arm, pulling her into me.

      “Hi, sweet and gorgeous bunny. I missed you. Did you miss me?”

      “Uhn-huhn.” She nestled her face into my chest and hugged me tight.

      “Are you two ready to go?” Viktoria asked, smiling at Amelie’s antics.

      “Yeah, in a minute,” I said. “Let us get our stuff. We’ll be back.”

      I leaned over and kissed Ysduil. It was clear Amelie wasn’t going to let go of me, so I waddled down the tunnel toward where my pack and sword belt were. I noticed Kai chuckling at Amelie fused to me and I smiled at the bandit. It actually gave me an idea.

      In the room with the bed, I gathered my stuff up. Amelie had to let go of me so I could buckle my sword belt on. As I slipped my blade into the scabbard, I looked at the two women.

      “Amelie, Kai and I talked about you.”

      “You did?”

      “Mmmmm-hmmmmmm,” Kai said.

      “I showed her your special kiss. The one where you suck on my tongue.”

      The bunny girl’s cheeks turned red.

      “I told her that you do it better than anyone, and that I’d ask you to show her. If you wanted to.”

      Amelie’s amber eyes went to Kai. They dropped after half a second, but they displayed expectation.

      “Do you think you’d want to show her how it should really be done? Only if you want to. You don’t have to.”

      “Yes.” She said it so softly, I could barely make out the word.

      “I’m sorry. I couldn’t hear you. It’s fine if you don’t want to.”

      She cleared her throat. It wasn’t a rough sound like when people normally did it, but a cute, soft rumbling. When she spoke again, her voice was a little bit louder. “Yes. I have thought about it. Fantasized about it. She’s so beautiful and sexy.”

      “I agree. Why don’t you show her right now? She thinks you’re really sexy, too.”

      “And beautiful,” Kai said, putting her hand on the bunny girl’s cheek.

      Amelie finally lifted her head to meet Kai’s eyes. Her mouth twitched up into a nervous smile. “You really think so?”

      “I do. When Adam told me about your special kiss, it really aroused me. I would love to feel your lips.” She licked her own and Amelie’s eyes followed the movement.

      The two women stepped closer and Kai leaned in. The bunny girl closed the gap and their lips met, sliding and pressing against each other. I watched carefully, feeling a little of that tension in my own body. When their tongues darted out to meet the other, I was officially stiffening.

      Smooth as silk, Amelie sucked up the tip of Kai’s tongue, working her lips to massage it. I could almost feel it on my own tongue, the memories of all the times I’d been the recipient coming to the fore of my mind. Kai extended her tongue a little more and Amelie sucked it into her mouth. When she tilted her head to the perfect angle while twisting and sucking Kai’s tongue, the bandit let out a moan.

      “Mmmmmm.”

      Amelie’s moan followed, but it wasn’t the soft, slow moan she usually gave when she kissed. It was a hungrier, more desperate sound.

      “Mmnnnnnggggghhhhh.”

      My eyes flicked down and found the reason. Kai’s hand had slipped up under the bunny girl’s dress and the cloth shifted from movement underneath. The bandit’s arm flexed and Amelie thrust her hips while her arms went around Kai.

      “Mmmm. Nnnnggggg. Rrrrrrrrrrr.”

      My erection was at full mast and I thought of taking advantage of Kai’s excitement and working her to an orgasm, but I didn’t end up having a chance. Amelie moaned into Kai’s mouth, still maintaining suction on the bandit’s tongue. The bunny girl’s body slammed forward into Kai’s hand until, as I watched, she arched her back and rose up to her tip toes, her entire body tensing.

      The women’s lips broke free with an explosive burst of air from Amelie. She stared wide-eyed at Kai and panted.

      “Ooh. Yeah-yeah-yeah.”

      She grabbed Kai’s hand and rubbed it hard against her own crotch, panting and moaning.

      “Uhhhnnng. Huh-huh-huh. I…that felt so good, K. I want to make you come. Please?”

      Kai took her hand back and licked her fingers, then offered them to Amelie, who sucked them into her mouth. Her jaw moved like she was chewing on them.

      “No need, sweetie. Adam has made me as sore as he promised. Some of that was him telling me about you. I’m so glad I could make you feel good. Can I take you up on your offer another time? I would love to spend more time with you, if Adam doesn’t mind.”

      Both women looked at me. Two sets of eyes went from mine, down my body to the very visible lump in my pants.

      “Mind? I insist.”

      Kai kissed Amelie again, then let me have a chance. I ended up having to push the bunny girl away to prevent me from throwing her onto the bed.

      “Okay,” I said, panting. “Too much more of this and I’m going to lock us back in this tunnel and we won’t come out for at least another day. Later.” I took a breath. “Later we can maybe finish this up. Let’s get back to the others.”

      Kai gave Amelie a sexy wink, then licked up the side of my face. It was so strange and unexpected, my dick jumped in my pants. I adjusted myself, picked up my pack—holding it in front of me—and led two of the sexiest women in the world back to, well, another one of the sexiest women in the world.

      Ysduil sniffed twice, threw a smile onto her face, and looked at me with a promise in her eyes. We were out of the tunnel and into the other one before I started walking normally.

      I ignored the eyes darting back and forth from Amelie to Kai to me. I knew better than to think we were getting away with anything, but I also didn’t care if everyone knew what happened. I started to think of what it meant for the future, but stopped myself before it made me walk with a limp again.

      “The Paragon?” I asked.

      “She’s actually cooperating fully,” Viktoria said. “She’s a smart one and must know that acting all high and mighty won’t do her any favors. It’s obvious something is going on in the Sodality. What those soldiers did wasn’t trying to rescue her. They knew she was in that building, and they burned the thing to the ground.”

      I thought on that as we headed for what Kai told me was the staging area. How must Imorith Sartyne be feeling right now? Like me in that dungeon? Surrounded by enemies and with no power to do anything about it? Good. She needed to feel as much powerlessness and despair as possible, as far as I was concerned. Pain, too, though I wouldn’t stoop to torturing a prisoner, no matter who she was.

      “What are we going to do now, Adam?” Ysduil asked.

      “I don’t know, baby. I guess I’ll talk to the Paragon. I’ll explain the demon thing first, then we’ll see if she’s got any ideas. If she believes us and is reasonable, maybe she can still help set up an alliance, even if it’s just a temporary one. If she takes a hard stance, then I guess we’re going to have Eydra build a long-term cell and we may have to see if we can get some concessions as a ransom.

      “One thing’s for sure: we’re not in a great position to get the Sodality to help us with the demons. But we’ll do what we have to do to protect the world.”
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      We kept a leisurely pace, going through the escape tunnel Glasha had taken the Paragon through. So much of my day-to-day activity consisted of traveling underground, it was just another stroll to me.

      “How long is this thing, anyway?” I asked.

      “Almost two miles,” Kai said. “Long enough to come out far away from the farmhouse.”

      “You said this was just one of many such places?”

      “That’s right. My father had a few simple escape tunnels built, but I took the idea and expanded upon it. I’ve used setups kind of like this one many times for different things.”

      I laughed. “You’re a criminal mastermind, huh?”

      “Why, Adam, you always know what to say to a girl.”

      “I’ve never met a girl like you. The whole supervillain vibe is kind of hot.”

      “Very hot,” Ysduil said. “Just saying.”

      I laughed, especially since that last part had been stolen directly from my speech.

      “Why thank you, Ysduil,” Kai said to the foxgirl. “Coming from such a vision of sexual and physical perfection, that means a lot.”

      I’d explained to Kai early on what hot meant, as well as other terms from my world. I used a lot of idiomatic expressions and slang when I spoke, and I’d made a habit of explaining things when I saw confusion on peoples’ faces.

      Kai’s turned toward me and her smile slipped. Uh-oh. I knew a serious conversation coming when I saw it.

      “So, Adam. The Paragon.”

      “Yeah. I was wondering when we’d get to this.”

      “What are your plans for her now that we’ve been attacked and she’s our prisoner?”

      I ran my fingers through my hair and sighed. “I’m not sure, exactly. I only said a few words to her before everything got crazy. We’d barely traded names when the first fire arrow struck.

      “I think the first thing is to try to explain to her the original reason I wanted to meet: to tell her about the demons.”

      “I’m sure she’s already seen Nymyxiah.”

      “Maybe, but I hope no one has told her everything that’s going on. I had a plan for how I’d do it.”

      “No one has spoken to her,” Ysduil said. “Not more than a few words. Mostly commands. She’s being kept in a tent and surrounded by guards, both so she doesn’t escape and also to keep anyone from trying to kill her. There’s a lot of tension in the camp. You can imagine how anyone who has lost a family member or other loved one to the Sodality feels about the woman.”

      There was an edge to Ysduil’s voice that I didn’t like. I’d heard her voice commanding, firm, even irritated, but this was more. I didn’t think she’d try to kill Imorith Sartyne herself, but she wasn’t a fan. I could understand. The Paragon was personally responsible for turning the entire world into the shitshow it was, and for hunting down Yssy’s sister priestesses.

      “You should have seen Ysduil,” Viktoria said. “She barked out orders and commanded the others to set up that tent and to guard it. They all ran around like Kai herself had shouted at them.”

      I looked over at my wife and she gave me a shrug.

      “Here’s the thing, though,” Kai said, getting us back on subject. “It may take a day or two, or more, until you’re ready to take her and head back to Odonasia. If that’s what you’re planning on doing. During that time, we’re not all going to stay in that camp. They should be dismantling it as we speak.”

      “They are,” Viktoria confirmed.

      “I don’t want that woman in my house,” Kai continued. “I can’t afford to let her know anything about me or where I live or any of the other dozens of secrets about me.”

      “I understand, Kai. I’d never put you in danger.”

      “I know. I have another one of these houses within a day’s ride. I think you should take her there. Keep her in the house, or even better, in the underground section. It has hidden rooms underneath the house. You can put a heavy bag over her head and take her from the camp to that house and down into the underground room. She’ll never be able to identify the place later, even if she gets the opportunity to go back to her people.

      “You can discuss everything with her there. Figure out if she can help us anymore or if she’s only tradegoods, or even a liability.”

      “That sounds like the best thing,” I said. “The less she knows, the better. In fact, you probably shouldn’t let her see you. The last thing I want is for this to come back and bite you in your perfect ass.”

      The bandit grinned at me. “I haven’t decided if I want to reveal myself to her or not. She’s already seen a lot of people. I can change my hair color, even my skin color, and act like one of the group, or I can reveal who I am. I’ll let you know what I decide when we get there. I’ll most likely go back with you when you go to Odonasia. I’m not sure I’m going to let you out of my sight from now on. We have things to do yet.” Kai shifted her eyes to Ysduil and I got the hint. I’d have to explain to my foxgirl—and to Glasha and Amelie, probably to Evina, too—what had developed between me and the bandit.

      “Fine with me. Let’s figure the thing out with Imorith first, then we’ll get to all the other stuff.”

      We emerged from the tunnel at the edge of a proper camp. I’d been thinking it would consist of a few tents, but there were nearly a hundred people and dozens of tents in what looked like an army encampment. Very organized even as Kai’s people broke it down and prepared for departure.

      A tan and green blur slammed into me, nearly knocking me over. Luckily, I’d spotted the culprit at the last moment and braced myself with my arms opened wide.

      “Rrrrrrrahhhh. Zeeeeerrrrrraaaaahhhh.”

      “Hey, Zeerah. I missed you, too.” I scratched the lizard-cat’s ears and petted the hair between them. Glasha and Midra spotted me and rushed over. A few welcome kisses later, we all headed to a large tent near the center of the camp. We picked up Evina along the way.

      I waved away the questions that came rapid-fire at me. “We’ll talk in a few minutes. I need to talk to the Paragon, and we need to break camp and go somewhere more secure so she and I can have a longer conversation.”

      Viktoria held the tent flap open for me and I ducked inside. Sitting on a camp chair, hands bound behind her and legs cinched up in rope, was the Paragon, Imorith Sartyne.

      The woman looked up at me, her face a mask of defiance. Her curious yellow eyes flashed at me, but then dropped as something leaked into them. Guilt? I hadn’t seen that before.

      The interaction took the edge off the tension I’d felt before coming face-to-face with her again. Now another emotion flared. Anger, but not at her. Yes, she was our enemy and yes, she’d been responsible for horrible things, but I wasn’t happy with the ropes. I hoped Kai’s people were at least loosening them occasionally. The reddened, welt-riddled skin was obviously not getting enough circulation.

      “Goddamn it.” I moved so quickly, Imorith flinched, as if I was lunging in to attack her. I drew my dagger and cut through the ropes on her legs first, and then going around to get the ones on her hands. I pulled the coils off her and allowed her to rub her limbs. Pain lanced through her eyes, but only for a few moments before relief washed over her face. That’s when I noticed she had bruises not only on her limbs, but also her face.

      “Did someone beat you?” I asked.

      Thankfully, they hadn’t put a gag on her mouth. “Not as such. I struggled a little, mainly when the dunim took me. I didn’t know what was going on. She took it as an attack and acted as I would have expected for a—”

      “Be very careful what you say next, Paragon. That’s my wife you’re talking about.”

      Her eyes widened. “For a warrior, was what I was going to say. She’s obviously a fighter. With that physique and that sword? One would have to be a complete imbecile to challenge her.”

      I chuckled, a little of my anger leaking out of me. “You’re saying that Glasha clobbered you because you fought being taken?”

      “Yes.”

      “No one mistreated you since you got here?”

      “No.”

      I rested my eyes on the ropes.

      “The ropes were tight, but I do not blame them. I’m an enemy, an important one. I’d already resisted. Any commander or jailor would take precautions to prevent me from escaping.”

      “I see. You’re being very civil about all this.”

      “I am not some young girl, a recruit on her first campaign. I know how the world works. I also know that between you and those who tried to burn me alive inside the farmhouse, there is a better chance in cooperating with you.”

      “You’re right there, I think. We need to talk about that, but not here, not now. We’re going to take you somewhere better suited for discussion. When we get there, I’ll discuss with you what I had planned to talk about, along with what to do now that this happened. Can you ride a horse?”

      “Yes.”

      “Good. We’ll need to blindfold you, of course.”

      “As expected.”

      “Behave and we won’t keep you tied up. One problem, though, you’re going to need us to feed you because you will have so many bindings on you, you won’t be able to move.”

      “Understood. We have much to discuss, Adam Townsend. Much.”

      “Oh, you don’t know the half of it, Paragon.”

      “Please, call me Imorith? I say this not to be casual or friendly. I think we both know that my time as Paragon is at an end. I am simply Imorith Sartyne, and I will do my best to cooperate.”

      I narrowed my eyes at her. I hated everything I knew about this woman. Her very existence caused my gorge to rise. Yet sitting there, welts on her limbs and bruises on her face, she looked sincere to me. Damn my tender heart, as so many of the women in my life had described it. I prayed this woman didn’t take advantage of my preference for being polite. If I found her trying to harm me or mine, I’d rip her throat out with my bare hands.

      “Very well, Imorith Sartyne. I’ll have some food and water brought. I’m not sure how long the ride will be, but I don’t want you passing out and falling out of the saddle. We’ll talk soon.” I turned to leave the tent.

      “Thank you, Adam Townsend. For being kind and professional when I don’t deserve it. I truly do hope I can aid you. You will find out why when I have a chance to explain.”

      I grunted and ducked out into the sunlight. We needed to get to where we could discuss the demons as soon as possible. We’d see if she was telling the truth and wanted to help. We’d also find out if it was possible for her to actually aid us.

      “Have someone get her some food and water while we get ready to leave,” I said. “We need to get mounted and to where I can talk with her. The demons aren’t going to wait around for us. We’ve lost too much time already.”
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      The trip to the other place Kai wanted us to go took almost three hours. As soon as we started off, I picked up on hostile feelings from many of those around me. Not toward me, of course, but toward Imorith.

      We’d put a heavy cloth sack over the Paragon’s head so she couldn’t see where we were going. I’d caught one of Kai’s women preparing to put a gag on Imorith and stuff cloth in her ears so she couldn’t hear, but I put a stop to that. The woman was not speaking until asked to do so, and deadening her hearing would accomplish nothing other than making her more uncomfortable. As we rode, her hands rested lightly on the pommel as her horse followed the one in front of her.

      She’d had to hike her fancy dress up to her hips to ride in a normal saddle. I hadn’t asked her if she rode to get to the meeting, but if she had, it had probably been one of those weird side-mount saddles. At least she had a cloak she’d somehow grabbed when Glasha pulled her into the tunnel. If she had a pack, it must have burned up in the farmhouse.

      I had to think about it for some time before coming up with the ideal formation. I placed myself next to Imorith’s horse. Though I rode next to her, I didn’t feel like it was enough to keep Imorith safe. Zeerah, who stayed near me most of the time anyway, padded beside me and, after I’d explained it to the lizard-cat, she also kept an eye on the Paragon to make sure nothing happened to the woman.

      In addition to that, I also had Nymyxiah and Lamari ride close by, which worked out right anyway because when Zeerah wasn’t tailing me, she was sticking close to the nytis woman. Between the four of us, I was confident no one would try to kill Imorith for what she’d done. I thought Kai had better control of her people than that, but even with my group, I couldn’t be completely sure no one would try to punish the woman. While I understood, I couldn’t allow it.

      The situation made me a bit nervous about what would happen in the next several days. Once we got back to Odonasia, the Paragon would be surrounded by the single largest group of people who had been personally hunted by the Sodality. I hoped I could keep her safe. At least long enough to see if she could help us with the demons.

      I had to admit, I was torn about what to do. I’d spent all my time in this world learning about all the different ways the Sodality did harmful things to everyone else. Slavery, theft, murder, torture. If anyone had asked me a month ago what should be done with the whole lot of them, I would say they needed to be killed in the most painful way possible. Part of me still felt like that.

      The other part knew that without them, we’d never survive the demon invasion.

      “What’re you thinking about?” Ysduil said from beside me. I blinked at her. When did she ride up next to me?

      I glanced at Imorith, then raised my eyebrows to Nymyxiah. The demoness moved closer to the Paragon as I slowed my horse a little to drop back.

      “This whole thing is hard,” I told my wife. “I hate everything she’s done, everything she’s made, but I have to work with her. There’s no choice.”

      “I know. I’m conflicted, too. I should hate her and want to end her life, but I am also a priestess of Odona. The goddess tells us we should love, first and foremost. How can I show love to one who has killed so many priestesses? Even aside from taking all the men, she’s responsible for the death of Gesin Wenet and other cherished sisters. She almost got me, too, and would have happily executed me in front of a crowd to prove the Sodality’s superiority.”

      “Am I doing the right thing, Ysduil?”

      “I…I think so. If we give in to our feelings of anger and of hate, if we attack and do harm ourselves, will the world survive? Can we defeat the demons without making allies of our worst enemies? I don’t think we can. For those still living, we have to do this distasteful thing.”

      I sighed. “I love you.”

      “I know. It’s because I’m irresistible.”

      “You are.”

      “And I love you because you are also irresistible, and because you’re a good man. I’m glad you are conflicted. If you weren’t, then I would be worried about you. You have even made sure no one can harm her, if they should give in to their own hatred.

      “I told Nysea from the start that you would save us where no one else could. You’re proving it again.”

      I let out a dry, fragile chuckle. “You have a lot more faith than I do. I don’t know what I’m doing here and I’m trying my best just not to fuck it up.”

      “You’re doing a good job. Your caring, heroic heart will lead you, and I will follow you wherever you go. I know dozens of others who will do so also.”

      “Thanks. I just want this to be over so we can live in peace, raise our child in safety.”

      My foxgirl put her hand on her flat belly. It would be a while yet until she showed a bump. I couldn’t wait. “We will get there. It’s like you always say, first things first.”

      I gave Yssy a kiss and moved back up next to Imorith. I felt a little better about feeling horrible. That would have to do.

      The new place wasn’t a farmhouse, but a moderately-sized cabin in the middle of a forest. Half of Kai’s troops had split off to go back to Kai’s headquarters when we left the camp, and those left made a much smaller camp outside the cabin. Those who were still with us could probably all fit in the structure, but it would have been crowded.

      As for me, I escorted Imorith through the door and down a set of stairs that were hidden behind another secret door. Instead of a single narrow tunnel, I found myself in a hallway with several doors. Kai opened the second one and showed us into a room big enough to hold a table with four chairs, a bed, and a cabinet.

      “There are only blankets in the cabinet and two guards will remain in here at all times with her once we leave the room,” Kai told me. “You can talk to her according to your own schedule. I assure she will not be harmed. If you want to stay in the room next to this one, feel free. You’re the boss.”

      I smiled at the bandit. “Thanks. If you want to sit in, that’s fine with me.”

      “I think I will.”

      I guided Imorith to one of the chairs. She heard everything we’d said, but she hadn’t spoken one word all day, nor had she caused any trouble. When I pulled the hood off her head, she blinked in the lamplight.

      “You heard what we just said. I don’t see us staying here more than a day or two. There’s lots to do. While we’re here, though, this is your room. Cooperate and we won’t have to tie you up or gag you or do any other unpleasant things.”

      “I understand. Thank you.”

      “I’ll get something to drink and eat in here. Are you too tired to have that discussion we’ve been meaning to have?”

      “No. I will answer whatever question you ask.”

      I tilted my head at the woman. “Are you sure you’re Imorith Sartyne, the Paragon of the Sodality?”

      “I am Imorith Sartyne, but I do not believe that title belongs to me any longer. Why do you ask?”

      “You seem so…reasonable. I hadn’t pictured you like this.”

      “It’s her,” Kai said. “I’ve seen paintings and even a few speeches in person.”

      “You are K,” Imorith said casually.

      I tensed, but Kai didn’t seem surprised.

      “I am. Not the way you thought we would meet, eh?”

      Imorith’s lips started to inch upward, but she forced them to go neutral. “Adam said a similar thing when we first met. Before we were attacked.”

      “Okay,” I said. “Now that we’re all acquainted, let’s get down to business. You said you had explanations for me, Imorith. I would like to hold off on that for a moment. You can tell me all that and answer my questions, but first I want to tell you why I wanted to meet with you. Believe it or not, it’s more important than anything we’ve encountered up until now in our little cat and mouse game.

      “The simple fact is, our time for fighting is over. We need to unite, to ally ourselves with one another. If we don’t, no one in Tenos will survive.”

      “May I speak freely or do you only want me to speak when asked a question?” the Paragon said.

      “Please, speak freely. I think this will go much more smoothly if you do.”

      “Thank you. As we will discuss, I don’t believe I am in a position any longer to speak for the Sodality. Even if I was, becoming allies to the Echo of Yequn would not be something I could accomplish without difficulty.”

      “You heard of that name, have you?”

      “Of course. It’s brilliant, by the way. Yequn is a name nearly as powerful as Aycrish. You have taken my tactic and turned it around to use against me. Despite that, however, I will be blunt in telling you that you simply don’t have the power to force, or even ask, for truce, let alone an alliance.”

      One of Kai’s people, a woman with the leather armor of a scout, came in with cups and pitchers, accompanied by another woman with a tray of fruit and cheese. I poured water while Kai picked through the food and started snacking. After a moment, Imorith nodded her thanks toward Kai and took some cheese for herself.

      I continued. “I have recently discovered something that may change all that. There are large groups of demons in our world.”

      I’d expected Imorith to scoff, to chuckle, or at least to look at me like I was crazy. Instead, her hand stopped halfway to her mouth, the cheese dropping onto the table. She blinked at me.

      “Say that again?”

      “Demons. Dozens of demons, but we believe there are hundreds more, possibly thousands.”

      “Demons are myths. Legends. None exist. Everyone knows that.”

      I nodded to Kai and she opened the door and spoke softly to someone in the hall. When she stepped inside, Nymyxiah entered behind her, striding as regally as any queen. Her magenta skin, exotic horns, and her tail were enough to prove she was unlike anyone on this world, but when she stopped in front of Imorith, she snapped her wings open, the leathery skin stretching nearly the width of the room.

      “This is my friend Nymyxiah. She is formally called a succubus, a specific type of demon. Does she look like a myth to you?”
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      Imorith’s eyes grew larger as her face went pale. She stared at Nymyxiah like she was afraid the demoness would eat her. Her hands clutched into fists. The reaction was way beyond surprise, even past shock. It was horror.

      “You’re really a demon?” The way her eyes drilled into Myxi, it was like I’d ceased to exist.

      “I am.”

      “There…there are more of you?”

      “Many more.”

      “No. No, no, no, no, no. Gods. It was all for nothing.”

      Imorith dropped her head, touching it to the table. Strangled sounds came from her, something like a sob, but with elements of manic laughter. She took a sharp breath and brought her face up again. Tears wet her cheeks.

      “You know the plans for the attack? You have knowledge of troop numbers and composition? Weaknesses?”

      The woman was babbling, but I decided to watch and let it play out.

      “I do not,” Nymyxiah said. “I am too lowly and my superiors have kept me ignorant of anything but my own responsibilities.”

      “Responsibilities?” The pitiful way she said it, I felt like the Paragon was about to have a nervous breakdown.

      “I train monsters.”

      I put my hand up. “That’s enough. Thank you, Myxi. I’ll take it from here.”

      The demoness tilted her head, considering Imorith. She turned her face to me and nodded. With one more curious glance at the woman sitting before her, she left the room. Kai went with her and closed the door behind her.

      “The details about Nymyxiah are not important right now,” I said. “She has very little information on the demon army itself, but she knows a lot about their world and their culture and she has been invaluable.

      “We explored the caves where we found her and did some damage, killing some of their monster trainers and a low-level supervisor. When we went further into the caverns, though, we observed dozens of powerful demons. They were obviously preparing for an assault. All together, we only saw maybe two or three hundred, but Nymyxiah says those numbers, along with the specific types of demons we saw, indicate a full invasion force is close. Thousands of demons, as well as an unknown number of minions and monsters they’ve trained.

      “She told us that’s what the demons do: they find their way to other worlds and they take them for their own. It always involves the slaughter of indigenous life.”

      “Yet you are friendly with her.”

      “She is my friend, yes. I captured her to question her and it turns out that she’s nearly an outcast in her own race. She has proven herself beyond doubt. I trust her.”

      Imorith’s eyes were still as large as when she first saw Nymyxiah. They glimmered with unshed tears, fear, and despair.

      I didn’t think she was ready to talk yet, so I continued. “It’s why I wanted to meet with you. We need allies. Hell, we need everyone. If we’re going to have a prayer of resisting a demon invasion, there’s no room for anyone in Tenos to fight with another, let alone the biggest power in the world. We need to join forces or there won’t be a world left for us to fight over. We’ll all be dead.”

      Imorith put her head in her hands. She kept muttering. “No, no, no, no, no. How?”

      “Imorith? Imorith!”

      Her head snapped up. She took a shuddering breath. “Sorry. It’s…I…everything I’ve done. It all failed.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “Adam, I promise to you right this moment that I will do everything possible to help you. I will give everything I have, including my life, to aid your cause against the demons. I ask only for one thing.”

      “You’re hardly in a position to be asking anything.” I narrowed my eyes at her. “What is it?”

      “Help me to recover a cache of books I have recently hidden.”

      “Books? Did you not just hear what I said about the world ending?”

      “I did. Every word, every detail. Which is why these books are so important.”

      “I’m doing my best to be reasonable, Imorith. Civil. You can’t make requests like that without explaining why. There’s no time to go chasing after your possessions. Is this some ploy to lead us into a trap?”

      “No. I promise that I will give a full explanation, but having those books will help with that.”

      “You still haven’t said anything that explains how it would be to my benefit to do as you ask.”

      The woman started nodding. “Yes. Of course. Yes.” I honestly thought she had cracked completely. “A moment, please.”

      The Paragon closed her eyes and took a deep breath, holding it for several seconds and then releasing it over a few more seconds. I was well familiar with the technique. I used similar breathing in my meditation.

      After about ten cycles of her deep breathing, Imorith opened her honey-colored eyes with their distinctive swirling colors embedded. The manic quality in them was no longer there.

      “My mother,” she said. “I am not sure how much you know about me, but I am half-elven. My mother is an elf and my father was a human. She had magic. Powerful magic that gave her visions. She recorded them, no matter how trivial they seemed, into books.

      “She discussed what she saw with me, especially the more troubling visions. She thought, when I was young, that I might have inherited the talent also, but I didn’t. Still, we talked about her foresights often. She kept those books, all of them, and I read them repeatedly.

      “Some of the details were so specific that they seemed not to make sense. A particular flower’s shape and color, an animal she’d never seen before, people. Some of the simpler things she saw have come true, most only recognized after they came to pass. Those larger in scope always gave me the sense that they would happen in the future, that different viewings, the accounts spread about in many of her books, would merge into one grand manifestation.

      “She saw fantastical creatures that no one in this world had seen. At least as far as we knew. In one of her books was one of the many drawings she sketched out. It looked like your friend who was just in here.”

      “Nymyxiah?”

      “Yes. Adam, these books are the result of powerful magic. Visions, foresight, perhaps prophecy. I remember much, but not all. We need those books so we don’t make another grave mistake.”

      My mind spun and I found myself putting my hand to my forehead, almost like she had done a few minutes before. I had to think. This was too much to take in all at once. Prophecy? So that we didn’t make a mistake?

      “You said you hid the books recently?”

      “Yes. Things have been happening lately that have triggered memories of some discussions with my mother. I visited her, and when I left, I took many of her books with me. I planned on studying them, but I didn’t want to bring them to the Paragon’s Tower. I have become aware of certain undercurrents within the organization and I feared the books being taken from me.”

      “Wait, you knew there were people who were willing to kill you, even within the Sodality structure?”

      “Yes. I had not expected them to be so aggressive and so blatant as they proved to be, though.”

      I leaned my head back and looked toward the ceiling. “You came to meet with me alone, didn’t you?”

      “Of course. Those were the terms of our agreement.”

      “No, I mean you really came alone. No one trailing you or watching your back. You put full trust that we wouldn’t trap you and kill you?”

      “That is correct, though apparently someone noticed me leaving the Summit and followed me, along with a fair number of my own soldiers.”

      “Why? Why would you do that? That’s ridiculous. How could you know I wouldn’t simply slit your throat?”

      “Because I saw your picture.”

      “You saw the sketches that artist did in Willowbrook.”

      “Yes. But that was not the first time I’d seen you, Adam Townsend. I saw you first in a book that belonged to my mother. After she drew you from a vision.”

      “What? Your mother drew a guy that looked like me in her books?”

      “No. Not someone who looked like you. She drew you.”

      “When was this?”

      “About twenty-five years ago.”

      “Twenty-five. That’s before you took your armies and destroyed all freedom in this world. Before the rise of the Sodality.”

      “Correct.”

      “It was also before I was born. What else is there that you’re not telling me, Imorith? What’s all this about?”

      “Adam, please. I beg you. I will give you every bit of information within my mind. I will give you every piece of strength and skill and cunning I can squeeze from myself. We need those books. I will explain everything, but to do it properly, you need to see for yourself. I will do anything you say to retrieve them. I’ll describe how to get to them, draw maps, anything. If you believe anything I say, believe this: those books are necessary to survive this invasion.”

      “Where are the books?”

      “In a desolate area close to Paragon’s Virtue.”

      “You mean Shadowrun.”

      “Yes. That was what it was called before we renamed it. Not my idea, by the way. I know you are familiar with the area. You’ve been there before.”

      “I have. That’s where we captured Betagitte. She’s been a great help.”

      The Paragon’s mouth dropped open again. “Betagitte Vick is alive?”

      “She is. We’ve learned a lot about the Sodality and their sotin training. I plan on learning more from you.”

      “You have the three artifacts.”

      “I do.”

      She made a scoffing sound and shook her head. “You have outplayed me in so many ways, Adam. If only—”

      “Save it. I’m not interested in how we could have been friends if the world was a different place. I’m only interested in how you can help to save the one we’ve got.” I got up. “Rest. I’m going to think about this and discuss it with my people. I’ll let you know what we decide.”

      “Very well. Can I have paper and a pen? While you decide, I’ll draw a detailed map of where the books are, in case you want to send someone to fetch them rather than to bring me and go yourself. If that is your choice, please have whoever it is take care with them. They are literally worth the world.”

      I left the room, and the two guards assigned to guard the Paragon entered and took up their posts.

      Kai sat in the next room with the door open. I entered and leaned against a wall.

      “I want to get my group together, along with you and maybe Chalia or Viktoria. Can you have a pen and some paper brought to Imorith? I’ll explain why once everyone’s here. This room fine for us to meet? No sound is going to go through to Imorith’s room?”

      “I’ll get it done. This room is fine. I didn’t even hear a buzzing from your conversation with her. By the look on your face, it wasn’t a simple, quiet chat.”

      I laughed. “You got that right. I’ll go round everyone up and meet you back here. Thanks, Kailani.”

      “I’m committed, Adam. To your plans and to you. Anything I can do, I’ll gladly do it.”

      “I hope so, because shit is about to get really weird.”
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      The underground room held all eighteen people I needed there, but it wasn’t ideal. I stood, as did most of the others, and explained why I’d called them together.

      “So that’s the deal. I could probably push Imorith to tell me more, but she insists it would make more sense if she could do it with the books in hand.”

      “You can’t believe a word she says,” Evina spat. She seemed particularly upset about even allowing the Paragon to live, let alone “coddling her.” I understood. Her stake in all of this was probably bigger than anyone else in the room. Her entire family was slaughtered and she was personally hunted for nearly all of her life. At least she didn’t advocate for immediate execution. The princess knew there were reasons to keep Imorith alive.

      “I’d like to see the drawing she says looks like you,” Ysduil said.

      “What about the picture of Nymyxiah?” Lamari asked. “Does it really look like her? Why would the Paragon’s mother see her in a vision, except that she’s so beautiful?”

      Nymyxiah smiled at the mousegirl. Everyone loved Lamari.

      “I’m not as concerned about that as everything else she said. None of this makes any sense to me. If she’s telling the truth, her mother saw me and drew me into her book before I was even born. That kind of shit fries your brain if you think about it too much.”

      Maressa, standing a few people away from me, nudged her way to the small empty space in front of me. “I don’t see it as a difficult decision. We intend to go back to Odonasia, before or after you squeeze whatever information you can get out of Imorith, and do what needs to be done here to see if we can still gain some allies. Have a couple of scouts go get the books she’s drawing maps to. Send DD and Aedyl and a couple of Kai’s scouts, and no matter what trap they’ve laid, it won’t catch them. Meanwhile, the rest of us can head back toward home and meet up with them somewhere along the way. Maybe Axecleft?”

      I smiled at the dark-haired elf. “I think you’re right. Anyone have any objections to that, or any other ideas?”

      Lagakh, the dunim assassin, raised a hand.

      “Besides slitting her throat and leaving her for the wild animals to eat?” I said.

      The green woman’s hand went back down. I chuckled and she smiled at me, showing off the tusks coming from the bottom of her mouth.

      “Kai, what do you think? It’s your neighborhood.”

      “I like what Maressa said. You’ve been near Shadowrun. Not much around there. It’ll be easy to avoid any ambushes they have. I know who I’ll send. Pick two or three of your people and they can head out right now. With the horses, they’ll make good time.”

      “Okay. I’ll see where Imorith is with the maps.” I looked around at the women in the room. “I know some may disagree with this, but I think I’m going to lay off pressing Imorith to explain everything for now. She seems to think it’ll take her explanations and the information in the books to convince me beyond doubt, so I’ll give her that chance. The way she reacted, I think she might crack if pressured. Not in a way that’s advantageous to us. I mean, she’ll break somehow.

      “We need to get back home anyway, so refraining from pushing her on the trip back isn’t going to lose us any time. I ask that even if you don’t agree, you at least understand. She seems to be willing to help and I’d rather give her the opportunity she asks for than to make things more difficult by trying to drag things out of her.”

      “She doesn’t deserve your kindness,” Glasha groused.

      “Maybe not, but that’s the difference between us and the Sodality: even when we have reason to treat them badly, we treat everyone like they’re a person. Don’t worry. If she tries to betray us, I’ll let you kill her, Glasha. But we need to try to get some usefulness out of her first.”

      “It worries me not.”

      I snorted. “Yeah, me either.”

      I found that Imorith had drawn a detailed map and, on another page, written out specific instructions for how to find where she’d hidden the books, including warnings to be careful with them.

      “We’re sending a few scouts and assassins to pick up the books. If there’s a trap involved or people hiding to ambush us, tell me now. If any of my people are hurt, or there is any kind of altercation, I’ve promised someone they can slit your throat. There’s a line of people waiting to do it, in fact.”

      I meant that last part as kind of a joke, even though it was true, but the Paragon had regained her composure and maintained the neutral politician’s face.

      “I understand. There is no trap.”

      “Okay. You and I, and the rest of my squad, are heading back to my home. I’m afraid you’re going to be blindfolded for most of the trip.”

      “I understand the necessity. I will cause no trouble.”

      “Good. We’ll have time to chat. I will honor your request to wait until we have the books to question you about all the things you still haven’t told us about you, and why you agreed to the meeting and what is so important in the books. I will be asking you about sotin training, however.”

      “Of course. I don’t know what I can add that Betagitte hasn’t told you, but I will answer honestly. Will I…see her?”

      “We’ll see. It depends on how you act and how she’s been acting and if there is a reason to allow it. Or reasons not to.”

      We spent one night at Kai’s cabin and departed the next morning. Kai gave Chalia instructions and she, Viktoria, and the rest of Kai’s people headed back to Greencliff as we went east.

      Though there was a vast swath of unpopulated land between Shadowrun and Axecleft, we ended up meeting DD and the others who had gone to get the books before we reached the town.

      “Got them,” the blonde elf said. “There are seventeen of them. I’m not sure how she carried them all herself, but I think we got them all.”

      “That’s the correct number,” Imorith said from under the bag on her head. Her voice was muffled by the thick cloth.

      As much as I wanted to start reading the books, our travel didn’t allow for it. Reading by firelight might have been fine for Abraham Lincoln, but only a few minutes would make me either fall asleep or make my eyes go blurry. Instead, I asked Imorith about the sotin.

      “Is there any way to reverse the process?”

      “I don’t know. We never considered working on that, only on more efficient ways of training or how to increase control.”

      Talking with the woman had allowed me to humanize her more than I had before, but whenever we got on the subject of training men to remove all their intention and free thought, I found myself hating her all over again.

      “Granted,” I said, “you never worked on it. That’s not what I asked. Is it possible? Can you think of a way it might be done, even if you don’t think it’ll work? You invented the process. Surely there are weaknesses that can be exploited.”

      “I understand your question. I can’t think of how one would reverse it. Can you reverse someone’s personality that is the result of decades of life? You might teach someone how to walk backward instead of forward and, with enough practice, it can become natural for them, but if someone has had an arm removed, can you teach them to wield a sword with the missing arm?

      “The training is very complex. There is physical training, mental conditioning, and also magical control. That last is the biggest problem. We are not completely sure how the artifacts work. We created them, yes, but the mechanism for what they do isn’t fully understood. I think that they actually remove or at least transform something in the man’s brain and soul, locking the training and their obedience in their very fiber.”

      “Did this world have magical healing before you and the rest of the Sodality fucked up the entire magical cycle of the world?”

      I couldn’t see Imorith’s face under the bag she wore, but her head dipped forward and her shoulders slumped. “That was an unexpected effect. We had no idea that would happen.

      “To answer your question, though, yes. There was magical healing before magic waned.”

      “Could it grow back a finger that had been lost?”

      “Powerful healers could do such thing.”

      “So if part of the body that was removed could be regrown, isn’t it possible that the parts removed or transformed from a brain or soul could be repaired as well?”

      “If magic were still viable,” she said. “Yes, it might be possible. Might be. I don’t know how it would work. I had the use of a little magic and used it to help create the artifacts. I simply don’t know enough about healing to answer the question definitively. It’s moot anyway. Magic is gone.”

      “No,” I said. “Not gone.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Nothing. It doesn’t matter.”

      By the time we made it into the Dreadlands, I’d beaten the subject of the sotin to death and was too exhausted to talk about it further. I’d turn loose Xanali and the others in the research group to question Imorith more when I was finished talking to the Paragon about what she needed to tell me.

      The palisade was the most beautiful thing I had ever seen when we rode up to the east gate. I couldn’t pick the reason out right away, but the walls themselves looked more solid. I’d have to ask Eydra about it after she got reports from her crafters. She’d been with us the entire time and so was as much in the dark as us about what had been going on in our home. I had no doubt that an hour of consulting her people would bring her up to date.

      When the gate swung open to reveal Kaylessa’s smiling face, I noticed right away the bustling market section behind the guard station.

      “Welcome back,” the squirrel beastkin said. “Good to see you survived. I sent a runner to Nysea, so I figure they’ll be out here in a moment. You got us some horses.”

      I laughed. “Yeah. They’re Kai’s. We’re probably going to need to expand the few stalls we made because of her last visit.”

      “I’ll see to it,” Eydra said, sliding down from the horse she’d been riding and handing the reins to DD. “I need to find out what everyone’s been doing. I’ll see you in a little while, Adam. Tell Nysea to hold off on having a council meeting for an hour or two so I can get the details about where all the projects are at.”

      I got down from my horse, put my arms around the dwarf, and gave her a kiss. “Will do. Thanks for coming with us, Eydra.”

      “Pshaw. It’s always fun running around and facing danger with you, not to mention seeing new and interesting things, but it is good to be home.” She headed directly for her forge, her unofficial office.

      I’d purposely left the bag on Imorith’s head, not wanting to publicize who we had with us. Her elaborate dress, not quite as pristine white as it had been, was probably a dead giveaway, but I ushered her toward the cave entrance quickly anyway.

      Nysea met us before we reached the opening and slammed into me to give me a hug.

      “It’s good to see you’re still alive.”

      “Why does everyone keep saying that to me? Let’s get inside.” I jerked my head toward Imorith. “We have things to talk about.”
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      I guided Imorith—the sack still over her head—to the smaller meeting room where we could close the door and speak privately. My girls accompanied us, including Evina, once I made it clear that she would be sent out of the room if she let her anger get the best of her. Nysea, at my request, tracked down Xanali Ferosin to join us as well. The senior sister was not only part of the team studying the sotin training, but she also had use of seer magic back when magic was still viable. Her expertise was going to be necessary.

      I stacked the books on the table as everyone took their seats. I finally removed the bag over the Paragon’s head. Xanali gasped. I guess Nysea didn’t tell her what the meeting was about.

      Imorith blinked in the lamplight. When her eyes adjusted, she looked around the room and noted the white dresses on Nysea and Xanali. She winced when her eyes reached the Grand Priestess’s staff, leaned against the wall next to Nysea.

      “I’m tired from our trip, so I will make my introduction brief,” I said. “This is Imorith Sartyne, the Paragon of the Aycrishi Sodality, in case you don’t recognize her. There were complications with our meeting, in the form of Sodality forces attacking the farmhouse we met in and burning it to the ground.

      “It was not an attempt at rescuing or supporting the Paragon, but an all-out attack to try to kill both of us.

      “Imorith has been cooperative. We’ve discussed some things, but not in great detail. The books on the table here were retrieved from a hiding place she gave us directions to.

      “Imorith, I haven’t formally introduced anyone to you. This is Ysduil, Amelie, and Glasha, my wives. I’m sure you recognize Evina Isameine from her unique coloring. You have met K and guessed her identity. Xanali Ferosin is one of the senior sisters among the priestesses of Odona and also one of the members of the team that has been working with Betagitte to study the magical artifacts you created to train sotin. Finally, Nysea Ott is the new Grand Priestess of Odona’s priestesses, since your leashed assassin Nemaea killed Gesin Wenet.” I thought for a moment, then added, “I’m not sure if you’re aware yet, but Nemaea Tarshuk is dead. We killed her to save Evina.”

      The Paragon’s eyes widened. So, she hadn’t known. Interesting.

      “I’m really not sure how all this is going to work out,” I continued. “Most of those here in Odonasia would probably want you dead on sight. You have information that can help us, so I’ll do my best to shield you from harm, but if you’re found playing any games or trying to escape, you’ll be executed. Other than your knowledge, it doesn’t seem too likely you’ll be able to aid us in our struggle, since your organization has turned against you.

      “That’s enough of a preamble. Let’s talk.”

      Imorith raised a hand before anyone else spoke. I nodded at her.

      “I would like to explain why I begged for my books to be recovered and why things have happened as they did. I want only to aid you and I hope to make my reasons for that clear. I expect that once my usefulness has passed, you will—either with a trial or without—execute me for the many things I have done. I accept your judgment and sentence and will not resist. My only objective is to help save as many as possible.”

      Glasha scoffed and grimaced, but didn’t say anything.

      “That’s fine,” I said. “I don’t see a need to think that far ahead. I explained the situation with the demons and how everyone needs to unite to fight them. That is the most important thing right now. Help us with that and let the other things come when they will.”

      “Of course.”

      “Nysea, what would you prefer? Asking Imorith questions or having her explain what she thinks will help and asking questions after?”

      “Let her speak as she will,” the Grand Priestess said. “We will question her afterward.”

      The usually smiling and carefree obsil was stiff both in posture and in her speaking. I saw the rage in her eyes, having to sit in a room with the one that had hunted her and all those precious to her for so many years. She maintained her professionalism, but it was clear part of her wanted to crush Imorith’s skull with the Grand Priestess staff.

      “Good enough,” I said. “Imorith, let’s get some of those explanations you promised.”

      The Paragon took in a breath and started. “My mother was an elf and my father a human. Though it is not known widely, my mother was a great seeress. Over the years, she had hundreds of visions, most of which are recorded in the books before you now. The records are disjointed, difficult to understand; thus simply reading what she has written is confusing. I ask that you remember this.”

      I looked over at Xanali and she met my eyes. I nodded at her.

      “I am familiar with such things,” the older sister said. “I was once accounted a seeress of some note as well.”

      “Of course,” Imorith responded. “Xanali Ferosin. I have heard of you. Then you understand the difficulty of which I speak.”

      “I do.”

      “Perhaps you will fare better than most in reading these tomes, then. Even discussing them with my mother over many years, I can still only grasp a small portion of what she wrote about.”

      “You would allow me to read your mother’s records? Such things are considered sacred, or at least precious, to most with the power.”

      “I would. It is why I asked they be brought with us. They will support what I explain. Perhaps you may even glean knowledge from them I have not been able to. I have not spent enough time speaking with my mother over the last decade or two.”

      Xanali leaned forward in her chair. “Your mother still lives?”

      “She does, though that leads us to another explanation entirely. Perhaps I should continue and then we can address that in due time?”

      “Of course.”

      Imorith looked at me, like she was asking for permission to continue. I nodded.

      “Nearly three decades ago, my mother began to have a series of visions. Not all she had were about the same thing. That is not the way her power worked, she told me often. This confuses the issue even more. The most powerful of her visions, though, the ones that kept her awake at night and that had her worrying for the future, were about a cataclysm. The end of the world.

      “To this day, I still do not know the entirety of which of her visions were related to this devastation of the world, but the basic idea was clear. At some point in the not-too-distant future, a great army would rise up and attack. In the end, life would be wiped from Tenos, leaving only the aggressors.

      “This event would be initiated by a man.”

      Imorith looked at me and my stomach dropped down like I was on a roller coaster diving down a hill. Was this the image her mother had seen of me? Did I somehow cause the demons to attack?

      “There are many details and questions about this, but allow me to come back to those,” the Paragon said. “As my mother saw more things—some repeated and some new—she gradually fleshed out a narrative. This man would be the key to causing the devastation of our world. Without him, she believed it would not occur.

      “We spent countless hours discussing it and as we did, it became clearer to me that not only was the world degrading because of tyrants large and small, but it was also moving toward a condition where women were being oppressed and mistreated—all that aside from the increasing threat of the cataclysm.

      “I began to devise a plan to not only correct the injustice I saw in the world, but to protect it from the future disaster as well. Much of what I intended I did not discuss with my mother. It was both because I didn’t want to distract her from receiving pure visions but also because I knew she wouldn’t approve.

      “I had decided that if no men were capable of fomenting war, the world would be safe. Though I never had classical magical power, I always had a knack for utilizing magic, such as in devices. Along with an acquaintance of mine, Betagitte Vick, I was able to sow the seeds that would become the project for training men. For creating sotin. In this way, I believed I would save the world.”

      Nysea’s jaw clenched and I was afraid she was going to lose her temper completely. “You decided that to be the world’s savior, you would enslave the entire male population, take over the world government in a bloody coup, and oppress whole races?”

      Imorith’s eyes rested on the table in front of her for a few seconds as she drew in a breath then let it out in a sigh. When she raised them to meet Nysea’s, she answered simply. “Yes.”

      The rage in the Grand Priestess’s umber eyes looked capable of burning the other woman to cinders.

      “You have no idea the pain you have caused,” Xanali stated. “Even in such a relatively small thing—compared to genocide—as taking a single loved one and erasing his mind.”

      “I do,” Imorith said softly. “The first sotin was my father.” Despite holding her head high and meeting the older sister’s eyes without blinking, a tear rolled down her cheek.

      Nysea stood up, hands resting on the table so she could lean forward menacingly. “What? Your own father?”

      Imorith closed her eyes for a moment. When she opened them, they flared as brightly as Nysea’s had. “I discussed my plan with him, asked for his guidance. I was looking at the destruction of the entire world. I hoped he would think of another alternative, that he would tell me I was wicked and should be locked up. Anything but what he did.

      “He held my hand, said he was proud of me. That most people wouldn’t sacrifice for the greater good. Then he told me to use him to perfect the process. ‘It’s that or systematically slaughtering all men, holding only a few for reproduction and binding them constantly,’ he said.”

      Evina slammed her fist on the table. “You’re a monster. You are the most evil thing that has ever lived.”

      Imorith, sitting straight and proud like one would expect of the Paragon, considered the princess. “Perhaps. It seemed the only way. Except that it didn’t work, for here we are, facing the demon invasion I have worked for twenty-five years to prevent, with nothing to show for my efforts but a broken world and a population that rightfully hates me.”

      I scanned the room, finding shocked expressions on every face. I wasn’t sure what to say, what to do. The silence was ominous.

      “The drawings,” Kai finally said. “You said you recognized Adam from pictures your mother drew from her visions.”

      Imorith’s sad eyes turned to the stack of books and she selected one. After thumbing through it, she put it aside and drew out another that looked similar. None of them had titles on the covers. She found what she was looking for and put the book back on the table, opened to a page a third of the way through the book. She spun it so it was right-side up to me.

      Ysduil, sitting next to me, gasped. “Goddess.”

      I looked down and saw my face looking back at me. It was only an ink sketch, but damn, it looked realistic.

      Xanali got up and leaned over my shoulder to peek at it.

      “Your mother is a skilled artist,” she said. “I often cursed my inability to create the images I’d seen. This looks like someone sat down before this meeting and drew that of Adam. It’s uncanny.”

      “So,” I said. Tentatively, I continued. “I’m the man that your mother saw as the cause of all this?”

      The Paragon shook her head as I slid the book to Nysea to pass it around the table. “No. Remember I said that she had many visions, some of which were obviously part of the viewing of the world’s destruction but others that were not? Many could go either way. She told me she never actually saw the man responsible, otherwise we might have been able to search for the individual and keep the cataclysm from happening that way.

      “I honestly don’t know why she saw you. I don’t know if she knew herself. We would have to ask her. A passing comment one time leads me to believe that she saw no ill effects from you. When we first met, I mentioned that I’d seen you only because I found it unlikely. When I saw your likeness in the sketches from Willowbrook, it confused me. That was the main reason I agreed to meet you. There is much I cannot understand in all this.”

      Silence swept across the room again, broken only by the book sliding across the table and the pages ruffling.

      “Things are seldom as straightforward as we’d like,” Imorith said. “My objective was to save the world. While doing so by harming others would not be my preference, I believed I was doing it for the right reasons. I have made mistakes and have done things that were wrong, but everything was always with the aim of saving as many as possible.

      “I say these things not as an excuse, but so you may understand. I am sure I will pay for all of this with my life, but nothing I have done was done maliciously. Some few things were maybe done in my anger, but that’s why I surrounded myself with advisors.”

      I closed my eyes. This was too much to deal with after a long journey. I’d need to think about it. I would never condone harming so many people, but I wasn’t sure I could make a black-and-white judgment on what this woman had done.

      “Bullshit!” Glasha said. “You’re an evil bitch on a power trip and now that you’ve been caught, you plead that you were doing it to be some kind of hero.”

      “No,” Imorith said calmly. “Never a hero. The hardest part of it all was to keep my intentions secret. I knew it was likely no one would ever find out why I did what I did. You try living your life with the whole world hating you as a maniacal tyrant.”

      I raised a hand before Glasha could respond. “That’s enough. We’re tired and this is a lot to handle. Nichole, I need you to carefully choose some guards to stay with Imorith at all times. For now, we can put her in with Betagitte. I spoke to Eydra already about making another, more secure cell. No one is to visit Imorith unless they clear it with me. I’ll not have some bereaved person trying to murder her.

      “If anyone does try it, I will treat it as if they were trying to murder a citizen of Odonasia. We’re not animals and we will not act like them. Am I making myself clear?”

      I ran my eyes over each person sitting at the table, spending an extra two seconds on Glasha. Whatever we ended up doing with Imorith Sartyne, it would be agreed upon by the entire council and it would definitely be after we’d gotten every bit of information and other aid from her.

      “Good. Xanali, can you take possession of the books? If you have time to read them, please do. We need to see if there’s anything in there that we can use. Nysea, let’s get the council together in a couple of hours. Our plans to make an alliance with the Sodality have turned to shit, but maybe we can still do something to help our cause. Damn, I could use a drink right now.”

      Nysea chuckled, which I saw as a good sign.

      “You’ll appreciate one of the things we’ve done since you have been gone, then. I don’t want to steal Eydra’s crafters’ thunder, but we have begun to mass produce drinks that are significantly more powerful than water, or even ale.”

      Xanali raised a fist. “Thank the goddess.”
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      I barely had time to hike up to my house and take advantage of the showers Eydra had installed there. I still needed a quiet place and some time to think about what Imorith had told us, but at least I was clean. After so many days on the road, washing all that dust and grime off me made me think I might be able to finish the day without going insane.

      Until I realized I had at least one more meeting.

      “We have to go and talk to the council,” Ysduil reminded me as I lay sprawled out on the bed.

      “Why don’t you go there as my proxy and I’ll take a nap?”

      “Nuh-uhn. If you stay in bed, I’ll be here with you. Come on. We can turn in early tonight. I’ll make it worth your while.”

      “I know you will, baby.”

      Nysea herself showed up at my house to lead us to the new council building. It was a large, multi-roomed structure outside and not too far from the main entrance to the cave. Crelora’s little house was no longer the only one nearby. Apparently the new row of little homes was for ambassadors from our different allies.

      We met in the second-largest room in what had been named the town hall.

      The council had all kinds of news for me, after I’d given them a summary of our trip and all the things that happened during our time away. All the watchtowers on the walls had been completed, Eydra’s crafters had completed quite a few more buildings, including the one we met in, and the dunim tribe had officially made an alliance with us.

      I was interested in the news, but fully half my brain was still chewing on what Imorith had said about her choices in creating the Sodality. I had no idea whether what she told us helped or hurt my ability to work with her and eventually maybe trust her enough not to keep my hand on my sword hilt when she was around. Not that I felt physically threatened by her, but the woman was smart. Scary smart. I needed to keep myself on edge.

      “Adam?” Nysea said.

      I blinked. “Sorry, what?”

      “I said that what we all need is a day or two to rest. Everyone has been working so hard, and with little bits of information about the demon invasion flying around despite our best effort to keep it under wraps, it would be nice to relax. To let everyone in Odonasia know that it’s not all about danger and the possibility of extinction for all of us.”

      “Yeah, maybe. Resting does sound nice. We’ve been running from emergency to emergency for a while now.”

      “A party,” Amelie said softly, timing her comment perfectly to take advantage of the silence within the conversation.

      “What’s that, honey?” I asked.

      She studied her hands. “A party. People like them and it’ll make everyone happy.”

      “Huh.” I guess it wasn’t a bad idea. “Would it seem frivolous to have a party when we’ve got so much going on, though? I wouldn’t want to give anyone the wrong idea, that we’re not taking all this stuff with the demons seriously.”

      “Maybe if we had a valid reason,” Ymara said. “Something to celebrate.”

      “Good idea, but we can’t celebrate capturing Imorith. That would only give people ideas about harming her.”

      “There are other things to celebrate,” Ysduil said. I followed her eyes to Evina, who stared at me. “Maybe it being the time to fulfill a promise?”

      The catgirl must have sensed all the eyes on her and she looked up to find Ysduil’s orange-red orbs locked on her. “What?”

      Ysduil maintained eye contact with the princess, but spoke to me. “Adam, how long is an engagement in your world?”

      Evina’s eyes widened and Ysduil chuckled.

      “It depends. Mostly it’s whatever the two people engaged decide. It could be weeks, months, or years. What are you up to, Yssy?” I already knew the answer, but wanted to hear her say it.

      “A wedding?”

      I caught the nearly imperceptible nod from Evina. If I hadn’t been watching her, I’d have missed it completely.

      “Evina?” I said.

      “Yes. I think now is a good time. We will have a party and make our commitment public. Things will only get more difficult from here on out, so we might not have another chance.”

      “Okay. Well, there we go. Do you all think that will do for a distraction?” From the nods, smiles, and even a few cheers, I felt confident that the answer was yes. “How about tomorrow night? We’ll talk about what kind of ceremony to have, and if we can get some help from all you fabulous ladies, we can set it up. It doesn’t have to be tomorrow, though. The next day would be fine, too.”

      Once on that subject, no other official business got done. Rather, it seemed my next marriage was now official business. Though she was technically the highest-ranking person in Odonasia, Nysea insisted on coordinating the whole shindig herself. We left the meeting with me telling her I’d get together with her by the end of the day, after discussing what we wanted with my girls.

      In what was quickly becoming standard procedure, every woman insisted on kissing me before they left. By the time Adrisse, Ymara, Eydra, Nichole, Lamari, Maressa, Nanami, and Nysea left, my lips smarted. I was left with Ysduil, Glasha, Amelie, Evina, Kai, and Midra. The gnoll woman kissed me and, even though I told her she could stay, she left the room with her mother.

      “I’ll head over to your house, yeah?” Kai said, leaning in to give me a kiss of her own.

      “No. Stick around, please. Can you wait outside for a few minutes?”

      She narrowed her eyes at me. “Sure.” She left the room and closed the door behind her.

      “Okay, great.”

      Ysduil gave me a smile. As usual, my foxy wife was already ahead of me.

      “Okay,” I said. “We’ll need to figure out what kind of ceremony to have and all the other wedding related things. I wanted to take this opportunity to talk about something else, too. In our time together in the last couple of months and especially when we spent a day and a half trapped together underground, Kai and I have come to an agreement.”

      Ysduil hopped nervously in her seat and Amelie’s eyes got larger.

      “Even though she told me she’d never marry me when we first met, I’ve been able to convince her otherwise. We didn’t say anything because I didn’t want it to take away from what Evina and I had planned. Since we’re all here, though, I’d like your opinions. If any of you feel uncomfortable about me marrying her later, I’d like to know. I won’t do it if it’ll cause problems with any of you.”

      “Ooooh,” Ysduil said. “I love it. It would be the best thing ever to have her as a sister wife. I love her so much.”

      “You’re just saying that because you want her to let you wear her clothes,” Glasha said.

      “That’s not true. I also want to take those fabulous clothes off her.” She gave me a wicked grin and I could only shake my head.

      “Amelie, what do you think?” I asked.

      “Yes.” Her ears flapped loudly as she nodded vigorously.

      “Glasha?”

      “She is a fine wife for you and I am fond of her as well.”

      “Evina? I know it’s hard for you to come into a family with three wives already, so if the thought of another one soon is uncomfortable, let me know.”

      The catgirl looked at each of my other wives, smiling at them. They’d really bonded over the last several weeks, even as my relationship with the princess got stronger.

      “Another wife and wedding in the future.” She tapped her lips with a finger. “I think…no.”

      The disappointment in the room was palpable. Ysduil moaned, Amelie blinked, and Glasha frowned.

      Evina continued. “I think you should marry her now. Is that something people do, have two weddings at the same time?”

      Ysduil screeched and launched herself over the table to squeeze the life out of the catgirl. Evina’s chair went back onto two legs and I thought they were going to crash to the floor, but the catgirl caught her feet under the table and pulled them back to balance.

      I watched my crazy first wife, smiling. “Are you sure, Evina? I don’t want you to feel like you’re being forced into it.”

      “I’m sure. I have a lot of respect for Kai and I’ve seen how much you adore each other. If sharing you four ways will work, why not five? I’ve never felt the love and sense of family that I do with all of you and I don’t think waiting around to add her makes any sense. You’re already committed, with or without some ritual.”

      “Wow. Okay, I’ll bring her back in. Do you want to ask her or should I?”

      “Let Evina ask,” Glasha said. “It was the kitty’s idea. A good one. Well done, Princess Pussycat.”

      Evina laughed. Those two smiling and laughing at each other? Now I’d seen everything.

      I brought Kai back in and Evina didn’t mince words. She took the bandit’s hand in hers and simply said, “Kai, would you consider marrying Adam at the same time I do tomorrow? It would be an honor to share a ceremony with such an infamous person.”

      Kai laughed and the two women hugged. “Right. That would be wonderful. Take care of both of us with one party. It’s even efficient.”

      I beamed at my girls. All of them. Like I often had since I got to this world, I felt like the luckiest man alive. I clapped my hands together.

      “Awesome. Let’s talk about what you girls want and then we’ll track Nysea down and get things rolling. Whatever you want—whether it’s the priestess-type wedding or a simple one or two sentence thing—we’ll do it. You let me know and it will be done. I think this is just the thing to help me, and the rest of Odonasia, blow off some steam.”
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      Our meeting with Nysea was a quick one. The Grand Priestess was thrilled at the thought of a double wedding and promised to get to work in setting things up. Kai didn’t have any preferences for the ceremony, which allowed Evina to dictate how it would go. Apparently, weddings were important events in the former Isameine Dynasty, but she had her own hybrid take on them.

      I spent a pleasant night cuddling with and pleasuring my three existing wives, all of us in the big bed in our house. It was actually Glasha’s night, but the other two were fine with rearranging the schedule, since we’d have to redo the entire thing after I gained my two new wives anyway.

      “We should probably start the schedule in a few days,” Ysduil had said. “I think Adam should take at least a couple of nights and spend them with our other roommates. Or maybe do what we discussed and invite others on his list over to share the guest room with him.”

      To my surprise, even the two I would marry the next day agreed to the foxgirl’s plan. I asked if they were sure and got basically the same answer from all of them.

      “You need to work your way down the list. We’re not selfish.” It was Glasha who said it first, but there was universal agreement.

      I had the best fucking wives ever.

      The next day, I ran around meeting with various people, including the nytis king and the Paragon. I invited the former to the wedding, but not the latter. She was no Nymyxiah, who had gained at least a measure of trust quickly. Imorith was still our enemy and a danger, and I wasn’t sure she’d ever be anything else.

      Throughout all my meetings with people and getting together with my wives for lunch, I never saw a glimpse of Evina and Kai.

      “I’m not sure where they are,” Ysduil said when I asked about it. “Maybe they’re preparing for the wedding. Maybe they’re taking some time to be alone with each other to get used to it.” She leaned in and whispered into my ear. “Maybe they’re practicing what they’ll do after the wedding.”

      A hundred different images played out in my head at her words. Damn, when are we going to get this wedding done with?

      When we gathered for the ceremony, I still hadn’t seen the pair. As always, Nysea and her helpers had transformed the large courtyard outside the town hall to a place of wonder and beauty. Even more elaborate decorations than for the last wedding hung from trees and buildings and arches that had been installed just for the party. A stage, large enough to be a legitimate dance floor for the nearly three hundred people who lived in Odonasia now, dominated the open space.

      I ambled up to Nysea, standing with her staff in hand and looking out over the congregated people like a proud mother.

      “Have you seen my brides? I’m starting to get a little worried. Do you think they decided they’d be better together with each other and ran away?”

      Nysea’s laugh had the normal effect, lifting my spirits and sending a tingling feeling of arousal through me. “Of course not, silly. I met with them twice today. They have been preparing.”

      “Uh-oh. Is there something I should have done to prepare, too? Just how complicated are they making this thing? I don’t want to ruin their special day because I didn’t do what I needed to do to get ready.”

      Nysea ran a finger down my chest, fiddling with one of the wooden toggles on my tunic. “You look very handsome, Adam. That is the entirety of your role until the ceremony is complete. Trust me when I say you are not required to do anything, but you will be very happy with your brides’ preparations.”

      I eyed her suspiciously. “If you say so. We’re supposed to start soon, though. They’re going to be late.”

      “Silly groom. That’s not the way it works. The ceremony will wait as long as they need it to wait. As you say, it is their day.”

      I chuckled. “Oh, right. I guess that’s true.”

      “It is.” The gorgeous obsil priestess jerked her head out toward the crowd and my brow drew down.

      “What…?”

      She motioned again, this time angling her staff in the same direction.

      I looked toward where she was indicating and the breath I had been taking froze in my throat.

      “Goddamn!”

      Two figures strode toward the stage, hand in hand. The first wore an elaborate long green dress, the likes of which I’d never seen. The garment had long sleeves, but at the shoulders, scooped down into a wide rounded V that left fully half of Kai’s magnificent breasts in view. Cutouts along the sides revealed the tight oblique muscles. After a narrow strip of cloth, the dress split to leave the top of the bandit’s hips and the sides of her legs visible all the way down. Only a band of cloth maybe five or six inches wide brushed the ground, with thin, crisscrossing straps holding it and a similar section of cloth on the back loosely together.

      The famous outlaw’s hair, glossy black this time, fell to below her waist, her green eyes luminous against the ebony strands and the shiny emerald of her dress.

      That would have been enough to blow my mind by itself, but there was more. Evina, as radiant as Kai, wore another extravagant dress, this one in red. It, too, had long sleeves, but hers included attached gloves. The shoulders were padded slightly to give them a sharp, flat top that looked something like an upside down triangle sitting on her shoulders.

      From there, the cut plunged straight down almost to her armpits, then swept across her chest in a corset top to cradle her breasts and to provide a deep cut in the middle to show off a long section of luscious cleavage.

      The floor-length dress narrowed at the waist, hugging her athletic curves, to where the material was bunched on her right hip. Just below the starburst pattern of the cloth on her hip, the dress was slit, showing from the top of Evina’s sexy legs all the way to the sandal-type shoes she wore. Her red hair and green eyes blended so perfectly with the crimson color of the dress, it was like they glowed in the sunlight.

      The two women, so different but both so hauntingly gorgeous, smiled at me as they sauntered up to the stage and mounted the steps. The muscles in their legs twitched, their hips shifted, and their joined hands made even walking something so deeply sensual, it made my head spin.

      I sucked in a lungful of air, realizing I hadn’t breathed for way too long.

      Both women flashed me sexy smiles when they saw my reaction.

      “Do you like our dresses?” Evina asked.

      “My God. I love them.”

      “Were they worth the wait?” Kai said.

      “You could have left me waiting for another few hours, days, and it would be worth it. I wish this world had cameras.”

      Kai ignored that last part, which was fair enough. She probably had no idea what I was talking about.

      “I had this dress already.” The bandit shimmied her body and the shiny emerald cloth of her dress scattered the light. “I had that one, too, but Kalli was kind enough to alter it to fit Evina. I think she did a fabulous job. Isn’t she delicious?”

      I licked my lips. “You both are. Wow.”

      Nysea kissed each of the women on the cheek and arranged them so they faced me and the crowd, then she moved me a little to put me in place. Evina and Kai continued to hold each other’s hands. I smiled. They weren’t just doing it for show. They genuinely seemed to have bonded in their day of tailoring and whatever else they’d been up to.

      “Good afternoon,” Nysea said to the crowd, her voice strong and clear. “We are privileged to observe another marriage this day. A double one at that. The brides and groom have decided on a simple ceremony. Before any vows or promises, however, the bride Evina Isameine would like to speak. Evina.”

      “Thank you Nysea, and thank all of you for being here with us for this special occasion. Like many of you, I did not have the luxury of knowing my parents. I did have several women who raised me and nurtured me, however, for which I am grateful.” She smiled down at Vesina, the royal nursemaid, who had reared her up until she was three years old. “One of those women was named Sveita Vaslona. Sveita was an advisor for my family and she told me many things about my own family, which I would otherwise have never had the opportunity to know.

      “She once told me something my mother, the queen, said that is applicable for us today. ‘Family is the most important thing for a queen or a commoner. It is the primary instrument through which love infuses our lives and makes our existence worthwhile. There is no end to the different ways it may manifest. When you have found one to whom you would give your entire self, you must take hold of them and cherish them every day. In that way you will be fulfilled.’

      “My mother said that at a wedding for one of the ladies of the court and, according to Sveita, she lived those words every day of her own life. I think my mother, as well as the rest of my family, would be proud and joyous today. The love I have found in all of you, and in Adam, Ysduil, Glasha, Amelie, and now Kai, truly makes this life a wonderful thing indeed. Despite the difficulties we face, I am grateful to pledge my life to these precious ones today as a public symbol of the love I have for them. Thank you for welcoming me into your larger family. I know with all of us working together, such joy as I feel today will spread throughout the world.”

      The sound of hundreds of hands clapping echoed across the clearing as I looked into Evina’s shimmering eyes. I smiled at her and she gave me a resplendent smile in return.

      Nysea took her place between me and my two brides and had us answer simple questions about our commitment to each other. It was all a whirl and I was so caught up in the feelings of love and the sight of my brides, I could only hope I answered correctly. When Nysea finished, I blinked. I didn’t even remember what had been said.

      “Please welcome Adam Townsend and his wives Kailani Sona and Evina Isameine. Adam, will you demonstrate your love for your stunning brides by kissing them?”

      That part of it I heard. I took Evina into my arms and kissed her with all the passion burning inside me. Immediately after, I gave Kai the same treatment. The kisses left me swaying a little bit on my feet, but what happened next threatened to make me fall down.

      My two brides turned to each other, wrapped each other in an embrace, and kissed each other with just as much heat and passion as they had me. My eyes grew big and I stared at them until their kiss trailed off into a couple of pecks, as if they couldn’t stop kissing each other completely.

      “Congratulations to all three of you,” Nysea said. She started with me, giving me her trademark hot-priestess kiss, then moved on to each of my new wives. By the time she’d finished, the applause had died down and people in the audience were kissing others, including my other three wives.

      I wasn’t sure that this wasn’t going to turn into an unintentional orgy.

      “Come on, girls,” I said to Kai and Evina. “Let’s work our way toward the house. I want to spend some quality time with you, after not seeing you all day.”

      The women took a hand each and we took the straightest path to escape the crowd.
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      Once Evina, Kai, and I made it around to near the forge area, it was easy to sneak onto the trail going up the hill toward our house. Behind us, Ysduil and my other two girls ran interference, intercepting women looking around for me and locking them into conversations.

      “I’m going to have to do something special for Ysduil to reward her,” Kai said, watching how the three women worked together to give us a chance at some privacy.

      “She’ll love that. For now, though, I don’t want to think about anything else but you two and how spectacular you look.”

      “Just wait until we take these dresses off.”

      My house was quiet and dark, the noise from down below not quite making it up the hill and across the shelf to where the structure was nestled. I noticed a light as we trod the hallway. It turned out to be a fire roaring in the fireplace. A stack of wood waited nearby. I wasn’t sure if it was Nysea or my girls, but whoever it was, they’d jump to the top of my list when I found their identity.

      “This is cozy,” Evina said, eyeing the huge bed in the middle of the large room. She’d seen it before, but I don’t think she’d ever sat on it, let alone lain on it.

      I pulled the catgirl toward me and locked my lips onto hers. Her body felt so good in my arms. The dress fit so tightly, running my hands across the slick fabric was like caressing her bare skin.

      “Mmmm. You feel good.”

      “You feel great,” I said. I swapped my catgirl wife for my magical bandit wife and occupied myself with tasting her lips and tongue. “You both do. Did you…do anything today?”

      Kai flashed me a wicked grin and flicked her tongue out to lick my cheek. “No. Not even a kiss. It was hard. Look at her in that dress. I wanted her so bad.”

      Evina rubbed her body up against Kai’s. “Really? I was watching you, wanting to feel your body, but I was trying to be good.”

      “Oh, you’re good. I think you’re very good.”

      I watched them flirt while I stroked Kai’s leg. “You don’t have to wait any longer. We’re all here together. Kai, don’t you think we should get that dress off Evy? I think she’d be a lot more comfortable.”

      Kai kissed me while she unbuttoned my tunic and took it off me. She tossed it on the floor and pulled my shirt off. “Yes. If we don’t, I’ll end up tearing it off her and Kalli will not be happy about me shredding such a beautiful dress.”

      Evina rubbed against me, the bare skin of her chest sliding over mine deliciously. She ran a hand up my abs and chest. With the gloves that were part of her dress, it was an unusual feeling, the slick, soft material gliding easily over my skin. I grabbed her ass. I could only see the outlines under her dress, but I’d fix that problem shortly.

      Kai pulled Evina’s hair to tilt her head back and the bandit kissed up the catgirl’s throat. The little motor in Evina’s chest sprang to life and she started purring.

      “That is so fucking hot,” I said.

      “She is,” Kai agreed. “Help me unwrap her.”

      The human woman took her time in removing Evy’s dress, slowly pulling the shoulders down and slipping the catgirl’s arms from the sleeves. She nibbled at Evina’s shoulder and moved to her chest while I kissed the catgirl. Her purring vibrated in my ears as Kai licked her between her breasts.

      “Oh, yes, Kai,” Evina whispered in such a soft voice, I had to strain to hear. Somehow, that made it even hotter and I had to adjust myself as I was getting harder. “Your tongue is so soft on my tits. Give me more.”

      Kai put her hand on Evina’s leg, just below the dress’s slit, and rubbed upwards. Evina sucked in a breath.

      “I’m going to take this thing off you,” Kai told her. “I want to feel your body without all this cloth.”

      Evina put her arms up over her head and Kai pulled the dress up, peeling it off the slinky catgirl. Her breasts bounced free, still displaying the perfect shape they were in when held by the dress.

      Kai stared for a moment, her eyes caressing Evina. The catgirl only had a thong on. The bandit growled in her throat and pulled on one of Evy’s breasts so she could suck the nipple.

      Evina whispered. “Oh. Yes, Kai. I’ve been wanting you to do that all day.” She put both hands on Kai’s hips, where the crisscrossed strings held the lower part of her dress to her bare legs. Kai moaned at the contact.

      So far, I’d mostly watched my girls, though Evina’s body was still pushing against my chest. I decided that while Kai was occupied, I’d help her out of her dress. I ran my hand over the narrows strips of cloth barely covering her breasts and over to the skin revealed by the cutouts. I slipped a hand into one of the cutouts to tickle her navel and push my hand down further toward her crotch. The dress was only a flap of cloth down there and I easily moved my hand through to rub below her navel.

      “No panties?” I asked when I felt her soft hair on my fingertips.

      “Nnnnn-uhn. I like the cool air on my pussy as my dress moves.”

      “I…uhhhn…want to see it,” Evina said, her speech broken by her panting. “Your pussy. I want to see it.”

      “Mmmm-hmmmmm. Adam?”

      “Keep doing what you’re doing, new wife. I’ll get the dress off you.”

      “Mmmmmm.”

      The shiny material was slick and soft in my hands. I pulled it up and over her head, turning the sleeves inside out. When I added it to the pile on the floor, Kai was standing, slightly stooped so she could continue licking Evy’s breasts. I joined her, both of us taking a nipple and sucking on the catgirl.

      Evina’s purring increased, and with it my hardness. Kai turned her head and kissed me as I ran my hand over Evina’s firm ass and up to her tail, which was jerking and thrashing.

      “Kai, can I do something with you? Something I’ve fantasized about?” the catgirl asked.

      “Mmmm-hmmmmm. Please.”

      I took a step back to see what Evy had in mind. She ran her eyes up and down Kai’s body, reaching a tentative hand out to bounce one of the bandit’s full breasts.

      “Your body is so amazing. Do you mind if I taste you?”

      “I want you to,” Kai said. “Do you want me bald? Down there?”

      Evina paused. I could see the confusion in her eyes.

      “She’s not talking about shaving, Evy. Show her, Kai.”

      The bandit pointed to her slit and the trimmed hair around it. Once Evina locked her eyes on it, Kai used her power and the hair disappeared, leaving perfectly bald lips and mound.

      The catgirl gasped.

      “I can do it with the hair on my head, too. Watch.” Kai’s long black hair got shorter before our eyes. First it went to a bob cut, but then it turned blonde, grew longer, and tied itself into braids, sort of like Amelie’s hair. Kai clicked her tongue and the hair changed once more to red, somehow bound up in a pony tail, though I couldn’t see any kind of tie.

      “Oh yes,” Evina whispered. “Bald. I want to feel you bare.”

      The catgirl gave Kai a hot kiss, then grabbed her shoulders and turned her around. Holding her from behind, Evina’s hands strayed over Kai’s body.

      “You feel so good. Your tits feel so good in my hands.”

      Evina thrust her hips, pushing her thong up against Kai’s ass as one hand cupped Kai’s right breast and the other hand migrated down her belly toward her bald slit. The bandit twisted her head backward to kiss Evina as her body gyrated with the catgirl’s motions.

      “Mmmmm. Mmmmm-hmmmmm. Finger me, Evina. That feels…oh…so good.”

      I watched in fascination as Evina put her fingers flat on Kai’s pussy and rubbed in circles. The two women’s lips continued their dance, sliding over each other with tantalizing, wet sounds as the catgirl massaged Kai’s firm tits.

      “That’s…uhh…that’s it, Evina. Right there. You don’t have to go…augh…inside. Don’t stop. Keep doing that.”

      The women’s motions became more frantic, swaying and thrusting together as Evina’s fingers moved faster and faster. They kissed, both panting and huffing breaths until, more quickly than I expected, Kai’s body jerked.

      “Oh-oh-oh.” Her hairless folds glistened more brightly in the firelight and the slushing sound of Evina’s hand grew louder.

      “Gods, that felt good, Evina. So good. Lie down so I can return the favor.”

      My catgirl brought her hand up to her mouth and licked her fingers. Her purring grew even louder. She dropped onto the bed on her back, looking up at me and Kai.

      The bandit only paused to swipe a finger up her pussy lips to get it soaking wet and push it toward me. I sucked her finger clean, and the now-blonde Kai got down on her hands and knees in the middle of the bed.

      “We don’t need this,” Kai said, pulling the soaking wet thong from Evina’s crotch. She dipped her head down and started to nibble Evina’s thighs, slowly working her way up.

      One thing about the ridiculously oversized bed was that there was plenty of room for three people. I got down on my back and slid down until my face was between Kai’s legs as she crouched forward to lick Evina. As she kissed, nibbled, and licked her way up, I grabbed two handfuls of firm ass and pulled her slit down on my face.

      “Oh. Oooh, Adam. More.”

      The wet sound of her finally licking Evina’s slit vibrated my whole body. I sucked on Kai’s lips, then moved my tongue slowly up and down her slit.

      “Adam,” Evina whispered. “Lick her pussy while she eats mine. Make us both come and we’ll do something special for you.”

      I didn’t answer, too caught up in the smoky cherry-incense taste of Kai’s nectar. I worked her at the same rhythm she was licking Evina and soon all three of us were thrusting and pressing on each other’s bodies in sync.

      “Mmmmm. Mmmmm-hmmmmm.”

      “Yes, yes, yes. Your tongue feels so good, Kai.”

      The tension built quickly and Kai’s body shuddered. I slipped a finger into her ass and sucked hard on her clit, twirling my tongue in her canal. Her muffled moan in Evina’s crotch accompanied more powerful thrusts from the bandit, which led to Evina moaning as her legs, on either side of me, jerked and flexed.

      “Yes, yes. Kai, Finish me. Don’t stop, don’t stop. Squeeze my tits while you eat my pussy. Oh-oh-OH.”

      The entire bed shook as both women orgasmed. The sound of Kai’s licking was wetter and I had my own gush to keep up with. As soon as both women came down, they broke into a flurry of movement.

      Evina twisted her body around and pounced on me, working frantically to get my pants off. She faced the opposite way from me, pushing my clothes off me as her face hovered over my ultra-hard cock. I thought she was going to sixty-nine me, but as Kai climbed off my face, Evina straightened her legs so her slit was too far from my mouth.

      “Hey…aaaaaah,” I said as the catgirl licked the entire length of my dick with her rougher-than-average tongue. It was just the right mixture of coarse and soft and it threatened to make me come right then and there.

      “What we talked about?” Evina said, but apparently she wasn’t talking to me.

      “Yes. Right now,” Kai answered.

      Evina spun again and straddled my hips, her hands stroking my shaft as Kai’s face lowered onto mine to give me a long, hot kiss. I could taste Evina’s juices on her, the hint of pine and of sea salt and vinegar potato chips.

      “Mmmmm.” I licked the bandit’s face.

      “She tastes good, doesn’t she?”

      “You both do. What’s your surp—ooooh.”

      Evina had lowered herself onto me as I was distracted by Kai. The hot, wet, lips surrounding the head of my dick suddenly almost made me lose it.

      “I want you to fuck me, Adam,” Evina whispered. “I want you to do that while Kai…huuuuuuh. Like that.”

      Kai had turned around, too, her chest just above my face with her ass in the air. I watched as Evina licked all the way up Kai’s bald slit. The motion shifted her body so more of my cock was forced into the catgirl’s pussy.

      “Oh, God.”

      Kai did a modified pushup to press her tits onto my face. I latched my mouth onto a nipple and started to suck automatically. Meanwhile, Evina pumped up and down, pushing my shaft in and out of her while she stuck her tongue in Kai’s crotch.

      The broken views I saw of Kai’s tits, Evina’s face with eyes slitted as she lapped up Kai’s juices, and the feeling of being inside the catgirl were too much for me to handle for long. Kai actually went first, as I squeezed one of her breasts and kissed her while Evina thrust her tongue as far as she could into Kai’s canal.

      Two seconds into Kai thrashing her body and moaning into my mouth, Evina’s thrusts increased fivefold. Her hips worked like a jackhammer and her internal muscles massaged my shaft as it went deep inside her. Both women moaned and their tense, hardened bodies thrashing against mine added the last bit of energy that sent me over the edge. I squeezed one of Kai’s tits hard and pulled on one of Evina’s nipples as my body convulsed and deposited my precious seed into the sexy catgirl.

      It was a continuous cycle of self-propagating orgasms for a few moments. I came three times, one pumping cycle after another as my body sent every bit of my cum into Evina. The way the two women rose and fell, switching from breathless tension to primal screams, they’d come at least two or three times each as well. We finally collapsed in a pile and rearranged so they were lying on either side of me.

      “Wow,” I said. “That was…intense. Incredible. Magical.”

      “Mmmm,” Kai said. “It was really good. Is that what I am to expect from married life?”

      “I hope so. I’ll do my best to make it that way.”

      “Me, too,” Evina said happily as she purred away.

      “We’ve got a lot of things still to do,” I told my new wives, “but we’ll do this as often as we can. Eventually, we’ll make the world a safe place where we can do this every day without all these crises to deal with.”

      “What are we waiting for, then?” Evina asked. “Let’s get it done. Now that I have this, I don’t want to ever give it up.”
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      The knock on the office door startled Semara Lightglow from her ruminations. She blinked at the heavy wood with iron bandings.

      “Come in,” she said.

      Two women strode into the room. One was an elf and the other human. The former was probably the last person Semara wanted to see, while the latter’s presence was welcome.

      “Paragon,” the elf said, causing the other to hiss as she hurriedly closed the door.

      “Alynna, you need to learn to keep your mouth shut,” Semara said, not caring that it was rude. “Saying things like that, even in jest, will put us all in nooses.”

      Alynna Frohest, the High Administrator for the Sodality, scoffed as she took a seat. Udali Camerna, her companion, shot a concerned look at Semara, followed by an apologetic one, and took another chair.

      Udali was the eldest of the three and with her experience and wisdom, she often took the role of the mentor or the voice of reason. It seemed it was just another ordinary day.

      “Alynna, you know better than to say something like that. We’re in a very precarious position here.”

      “Why?” the elf asked. “Imorith is gone, as are all our concerns with the way the Sodality was being run. Now we will make everything right.”

      Semara gripped the edge of her desk so hard the wood creaked. She took a breath, counted in her head, and prayed to all that was holy that she could keep from strangling the High Administrator.

      “Alynna, I will make this as clear as I can and hopefully you will understand. You have made a shambles of everything. Killing the Paragon, and doing so with Sodality troops? How long do you think you can keep such a thing secret? How many troops were there? Sixty? Eighty? More? It will only take one of them to open her mouth and a tribunal will be formed.”

      “Relax, Semara. It will be fine.”

      “Fine? You say it will be fine? You snatched random troops and gave them orders without authority. You didn’t check with Kaphisa and you didn’t check with us. Instead, you had the Paragon followed and then killed her.”

      “I had no reason to check with you. You were not the Paragon. Yet. It was a good thing we followed her because she met with that…that khresha. We watched him enter the farmhouse. She betrayed the Sodality and she was given justice.”

      “Is that what it was? You are now the ultimate arbiter in who will live and who will die? I want you to be aware that any authority you have over military forces has been removed. You will never be able to order troops to do so much as your laundry ever again. So before you decide you can simply decide who will be executed or not, recognize that such a thing will not work again.”

      “You can’t do that,” Alynna said.

      “It’s done. It may not matter. Once any of those troops talk, we’ll all be executed.”

      “Calm yourself, Semara. I saw to it.”

      Udali leaned toward the younger woman. “Saw to what, exactly?”

      “Those soldiers. They will never report anything. I’ve had them all eliminated. Even the sotin, just to be sure.”

      “You…you did what?” Semara said.

      “You heard me. They are no longer an issue. They are gone, the Paragon is gone, and we can begin to direct the Sodality as it should be. As it used to be. We’ve won, Semara.”

      The High Inquisitor put her forehead in her hands. “You’re wrong, Alynna. You think everyone else is so stupid that they won’t notice the Paragon is gone. Eventually, all will know she’s dead and there will be inquiries. This is not done by a longshot. We can delay investigation for a few days, maybe a week, but an accounting will need to be made.”

      “It is simple enough. She snuck away to a secret rendezvous, and the resistance found her and killed her. You will be named Paragon and our work will continue. It’s not very complicated, even for you.”

      “Out. Get out of my sight before I use the authority I do hold and have you put in a cell somewhere dark and cold. I will tell you this one more time, Alynna. Keep your mouth shut and keep your plans in your head. Do not act in any way without checking with me or Udali. We have assassins yet. Don’t make me use one of them.”

      “Well…” The High Administrator surged to her feet and crossed the distance to the door. “You are as ungrateful as you are mediocre, Semara. You’ll come to learn that I have been right all along. When you do, you’ll come back to me, begging to get you out of whatever mess you have gotten yourself into. Mark my words.” She swept out of the door and slammed it behind her.

      Semara traded sad looks with Udali.

      “I’ll handle her, Semara. Don’t worry.”

      “Thank you Udali. I appreciate your help, and your guidance.”

      “Of course, Semara. I’m always here to help. This will pass. Some patience and careful thought and actions and it will be behind us.”

      “I hope so.”

      Udali rose from her seat. She leaned over the desk to pat Semara’s hand. “Get some rest, dear. Things will seem clearer with a rested body and mind.”

      Semara watched the older woman leave the room. No sooner had the door closed fully than Semara’s breathing hitched and shuddered.

      Gods, Imorith. How did it come to this? With more time, I could have nudged you back on the path. What were you doing meeting with that man? What do I not understand?

      The acting Paragon heaved a deep sigh. She couldn’t do anything about Imorith’s death now. She could only carry on their work. Udali was correct. It would pass and the Sodality would remain strong. Eventually, the loss of their founding leader wouldn’t even be awkward.

      Maybe for others that would be true. For Semara, though, there would always be a hole in her heart where Imorith used to dwell.

      But she had work to do. Maybe if she threw herself into it, the pain wouldn’t be so bad.
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