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      The hardened wood of the fighting stick whooshed past my face as I twisted out of the way. I brought my sword up to hard block the other weapon. A loud thwack sounded too close to my ear for comfort.

      Torquing my shoulders, I angled my sword so the point was toward the ground, just enough to catch the other stick, which had turned and struck out at me again. It skittered off my wooden blade, freeing me to take a half step back with my left foot and slash down at my opponent in a diagonal strike.

      Two powerful impacts vibrated through my weapon, one immediately after the other, confirming that my sword was deflected effectively.

      I leaped backward out of the way of the sticks as they came at me again.

      “Good,” Ysduil said from off to the side. “Nicely done.” My stunning foxgirl walked up to me and my opponent, who had stilled her weapons after missing me with the last attack.

      A slight breeze lifted strands of Ysduil's reddish-amber hair and ruffled the fur on her tail—matching her hair exactly. Her left ear twitched.

      “That redirection was excellent,” she told my opponent. “Strike a bigger and more powerful weapon with both sticks working together to move it to where you want it to go. If Adam weren’t so strong and fast, the move might have put him off balance and allowed you to get in an attack or two.”

      Amelie Lendon nodded, her amber eyes locked onto Ysduil’s red-orange orbs. The bunny girl wasn’t wearing her favorite blue dress, instead dressed in tight leather armor that barely held her chest in. I’d been whacked by the sticks she wielded a few times when I first saw her in that armor. I mean, she was sexy all the time, but it was a new kind of sexy when she appeared dressed as a warrior bunny the first time.

      “I still couldn’t hit him.” Her voice exuded sensuality.

      Ysduil laughed. “Give it time. You haven’t been training for long.”

      “Neither has Adam.”

      She had a point there.

      “Yes, but Adam has heightened strength and reflexes, and magic on top of that. I know you can come closer to hitting him. It’s impressive you give him a run for his money right now.”

      I grinned at my girls, resting my wooden practice sword on my shoulder. “Amelie, you’re doing great. There are a lot of close calls every time we practice together. If I don’t work hard to get better, you’re going to be kicking my ass all over the training field.”

      The bunny girl’s ears bounced as she glanced around us at the semi-level grassy terrain.

      “Yeah, I know,” I said. “Calling it a training field is maybe a little premature, but if we look at it that way, it’ll be extra motivation to work harder.” I showed her all my teeth in an ironic smile. “Again?”

      Her eyes narrowed at me and a soft growl bubbled up from her throat. It would have been intimidating if it weren’t so adorable. Her pretty face, sublime curves, and those soft, long bunny ears turned her ferocity into an aphrodisiac.

      She brought the weapons up into a guard position, the stick in her right hand angled over her right shoulder and the left stick tucked under her right armpit. Ysduil scurried off to the side and dropped her raised hand.

      “Go.”

      For all her apparent timidity, Amelie could be aggressive in two things: combat and sex. It was surprising how much passion and fire was bottled in her voluptuous body.

      A blurred flurry of attacks came at me, sticks marking a tattoo of clacks and cracks on my weapon. I frantically moved my sword to intercept, deflect, and occasionally counterattack, though the latter were few and far between.

      I spun, sweeping her sticks away from me, and lunged in to perform a short strike, smacking the flat of my blade on her thigh.

      She growled a little louder and dove at me again.

      I backed up a step, then pivoted to the side as the sticks whirred through the air. They rebounded from my parries and she overextended slightly when I evaded them completely, but she continued to build up speed. She attacked frantically, manic in her attempts to bruise me.

      Amelie had officially lost control of her temper.

      Ysduil shouted at the bunny girl, trying to calm her down, but she was beyond hearing. I pivoted, shuffled, and moved my weapon in a blur to keep her sticks from me. A couple of times, they almost struck with enough force to do some serious bruising, even cause incapacitating damage if they’d landed in the critical spots she aimed for.

      It became clear that even fatigue wouldn’t stop her, so I decided to end the bout. When she swept at my midsection with double horizontal strikes, I stepped toward her and brought my sword to a vertical position to cover my side. The sticks struck with crushing force, bolstered by her body’s momentum, but the spine of my blade was snugged into my trunk and I hardly felt it. With my body now pressed up to hers, I rammed my shoulder into her chest, knocking her backward so she almost lost her feet.

      Before Amelie could recover her balance, I dove at her, slipping a leg behind hers and twisting my body to hug my sword and her sticks to me. A modified judo throw carried her body to the ground on top of me so I took most of the impact of the fall.

      Once our energy dissipated, I rolled her over onto her back and straddled her with my sword trapping her sticks to the ground. I leaned close and stared into her eyes, which were frantic.

      I kissed the tip of her cute little nose. “Gotcha.”

      She wriggled ineffectually as Ysduil stepped up, a green-skinned figure beside her.

      Glasha Axecrusher looked down at us, shaking her head. “What was that, Amelie?”

      Finally, the bunny girl relaxed, letting loose a little sigh. Her eyes wouldn’t meet mine now that her fervor had cooled. “Sorry.”

      I got to my feet and pulled her up into a hug. “That was a little…intense.”

      The shy, timid obsil had returned, refusing to look me in the eye, but not trying to escape my arms either.

      “I get frustrated sometimes,” she said. As if that explained it.

      “We all do, honey-bunny,” Ysduil said, swiping a stray strand of hair from Amelie’s beautiful face.

      “I…I’ve been thinking a lot about my f-f-family.” She sniffled and clutched at me, burying her face in my chest.

      “Awww,” I said. “It’s all right, honey. We’ll find your mother and your sister, promise. With all that’s been happening, we haven’t had a chance, but maybe we will soon.”

      “I know. I miss them.”

      “You have us,” Glasha said. “We’re your family now. Even after we find your mother and sister.”

      I could feel her lip pouting out through my shirt and I rubbed the bunny girl’s leather backplate. It wasn’t quite the same as being able to massage her, but it would have to do for now.

      “It’s like Glasha said, we’re your family and we all care for you. You have lots of friends among the priestesses, too. You’re doing so well with your fighting and learning what you need to become a priestess and everything else. Look at all the good things you have. Believe that we will do whatever we can to find your family, but until then, you’re with people who cherish you, so you can take comfort in that. I’m sure they’re fine. We have to find them, is all.”

      She nodded, wiping her face across my shirt. “I know. I do like it that you’re here. Sometimes my worries come out.”

      I leaned her head back from me and kissed her forehead. “We understand. It’s better to try to kill me like that than to hold it in. Anytime you want to take out your aggression on me, just let me know.”

      She finally looked into my eyes. “Really?” I wasn’t sure I liked how excited she sounded by it.

      “Yeah, but do me a favor and don’t go too far. We are on the same side, after all. Save your really violent outbursts for the Sodality, okay?”

      “Okay.” She buried her head in my chest again and pulled me tight against her.

      I traded looks with Ysduil and Glasha, both with amused expressions on their faces.

      I whispered onto the top of Amelie’s head as I kissed one of her long, soft bunny ears. “Just another day on the training field.”
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      I strolled through the large communal cavern of the community we called Odonasia with Ysduil and Glasha at my side. Amelie was somewhere doing whatever initiates of the goddess Odona’s priestesshood did.

      When we’d evacuated these caves, fleeing the Sodality troops that had found our hiding place, we hadn’t occupied them for long. Things were still unorganized, maybe even more than when we’d fled. We were back in our cavern home, but we were far from being the community I had envisioned.

      I was part of the first group to enter the caves after we’d returned triumphant from the attack on the Neallir Fortress. We’d piled the broken furniture and trash the Sodality left into a few areas along the walls. We hadn’t had much to begin with, but now we had even less. Everything left behind had been smashed, burned, or urinated upon.

      “Really?” I asked. “How much trouble is it for a woman to piss all over everything? I know it’s the insult that counts, but come on.”

      “They could have just as easily ordered the sotin to do it,” Glasha pointed out.

      “Yeah, I guess. Still…assholes.”

      “It worries me not.”

      I stopped and turned to the green woman. “What? How can you say that? This was all we had. More than half the furniture we lugged from Haven, through the forest and the desert and then the Dreadlands, has been ruined.”

      “It is often when things are taken away that their owners will exert themselves.”

      My eyes narrowed at her. “Is that some kind of dunim wisdom or something?”

      “No. It is simple observation. Even with little, some were allowing the danger, the opportunity to huddle in the darkness with others, and the circumstances to keep them from stretching their hands out to perform unfamiliar labor. Now that they have lost some of the only comforts they possessed, some are now anxious to rise up and do what is necessary.”

      Ysduil nodded at the other woman. “I’ve seen it, too. People are ready to fight back. Against monsters, the Sodality, or circumstances.”

      “Huh.” As we passed several groups of sisters as well as companions that had joined them who knew how long ago, I did see a little more fire in their eyes than before. Maybe my girls had a point.

      Priestesses with their armor on, holding weapons, stood at most of the tunnels coming off the large chamber. Not much more exploration had been done since what Maressa and I had accomplished. It seemed like so long ago, but it wasn’t really. A lot had happened in a short time.

      Our group had shrunk in on itself as events piled up. Finding the nytis and their kingdom butting up against where we now lived, the jackal wyrms and glimmerlings, sightings or reports from mousekin allies of other monsters, and the occasional beasts and other dangers outside the caverns. We built a turtle shell around ourselves, both figuratively and literally, though the barricades were still a good idea. We stopped exploring for fear of one more disaster toppling our precarious existence.

      “We’re going to need to check out more of these caves or build enough barriers so we don’t have to have people tied up with guard duty at twenty different locations,” I said.

      Ysduil took my hand and held it as we walked. “You can tell the council. Our meeting is in ten minutes.”

      Yeah. Another meeting. I was in a whole new world, one with magic and sword fights and fantastical creatures. How the hell was I spending my time boxed into meetings?

      “You wear that face again,” Glasha said, chuckling.

      “What face?”

      “The one that you get whenever there is a village council meeting.”

      “Yeah, well.”

      Glasha barked a laugh. She didn’t like sitting around talking anymore than I did, but she found it hilarious when I balked.

      We arrived at a large alcove that used to be called the command area. Now most referred to it as the council meeting chamber, or the administrative area. We really needed to settle on what we’d call everything. Next we’d be using stupid acronyms for everything and no one would know what anyone else was talking about.

      I sighed when I swept my eyes around the space. It was thirty feet or more long and fifteen or twenty wide, with one of the long sides open to the communal chamber. At the back, a sub-alcove sat at one corner and a short passageway toward the other corner became a short passageway to an almost square room suitable for smaller meetings, with more privacy.

      A makeshift table—essentially some wooden planks balanced on top of some barrels and a few wobbly chairs—sat forlornly like a pauper’s dance floor. Five mismatched chairs, haphazardly arranged, made the area look like a depressed decorator had randomly tossed all the ragged furniture she had into the room from the opening and called it a day.

      Almost everyone who would be part of the meeting was already there. Most stood, but a few sat in some of the chairs as well.

      Adrisse Clearpond, Nanami, and Oghash were in chairs, with the rest of the women standing. Adrisse wasn’t actually part of the village council, but the elder sister was also the main healer for our community and sometimes liked to sit in on the meetings. For that matter, Oghash, the old dunim seer, wasn’t technically part of the official council, but I was glad she was there to represent the dunim, even though Glasha could have served in that respect.

      I nodded to Nanami, and the ebony-skinned, jackal-headed leader of the gnosta tribe smiled and gave me a little wave.

      Nysea Ott, high priestess of Odona and leader of the sisters in Odonasia, cleared her throat and the others quieted down. I glanced around and found Ymara Moonglow, the village administrator; Nichole Sanders, the sister in charge of the military contingent of the priestesses; Lamari, the representative of the nytis kingdom within the cave system; and Eydra Stonecrack, our lead craftswoman and engineer and the only dwarf among the entire population. She flashed a flirty look my way and gave me a sexy wink.

      “As is evident to anyone looking around,” Nysea said, “we’re in an even worse position than when we evacuated. Any items we left have been taken or destroyed, and we still haven’t secured our area. In fact, as Adam and those who came first to scout the tunnels can attest, some of the local beasts decided to move in during the few days we were gone.”

      The priestess sighed, her expansive chest moving several inches up and then down. “While there is good news, such as our new alliances with the dunim tribe and Nanami’s gnosta tribe, our position is precarious. The Sodality has gone, for the time being, thanks to the trouble we caused them with the Neallir Fortress. We do not know how long they will stay away, however. Have they decided that we fled permanently, or will they come back once their panic about the fortress we attacked is past?”

      “I don’t think they will come back anytime soon,” Nichole said. “According to my trackers, they checked out the area around the cave and found very little evidence of us being anywhere but these tunnels. They found no tracks indicating that we went to Erynth’s caverns, and once they took out their frustrations on what we’d left, they departed.” She nodded toward Lamari. “Our nytis liaison tells us that none of the scouts went far enough into the tunnels to reach the nytis kingdom.”

      “While that is welcome news,” Nysea said, “we cannot be certain the Sodality will not come back.”

      I raised a hand to get the priestess’s attention and she nodded to me. “I agree with you that we can’t be sure they won’t come back, but I believe they won’t do so very soon. Without a trail to follow, they would be guessing where we went. The call back to the fortress stopped them from exploring more, so unless they think we’ll come back here, we should have a little time.” I turned toward Nichole. “They may have left a few scouts, though, to keep looking. We need to make sure we find them before they find us. If even one spots us and reports, we could be in trouble.”

      “I sent all our scouts and trackers out to make sure if any are still in the area, they never get out to tell anyone,” the human commander said.

      “Excellent. I think we need to focus on two things: securing our home and planning how to efficiently develop into more of a community than a refugee camp. That second one will require food—and the means to prepare and store it—as well as building longer term solutions to living in one big open area like we are now.”

      “Yes,” Nysea said. “Thank you, Adam. That is exactly what we need to do. To that purpose, I have been speaking with the council members individually and there is an issue we need to address.

      “Putting the council in place was a good move. So many activities have to be controlled, and cooperation is necessary between the different functional groups. Having a centralized structure will allow us to more efficiently develop Odonasia. However, it is not enough.

      “I put forth a motion to elect Adam as the overall leader of our village. We can call him mayor or governor or even king. The title doesn’t matter, but I believe having a single person to make the final decision on matters will streamline our work. Those who agree?”

      Everyone’s hands went up but mine.

      “Whoa,” I said. “Hold on. Don’t I get a say in this?”

      The dark-haired bunny woman laughed. “Of course.”

      “First of all, I think it’s a great idea to have one person in charge. But I don’t think it should be me. I don’t know anything about building a community. Ymara knows all about that stuff. I’ve got enough to do with trying to be a liaison with other tribes around here, and I have a feeling there are going to be more projects outside the area soon.”

      Ymara waved a slender hand in the air. “True, I know what it takes to administer a town, but I have no experience in building one from the ground up. It was your idea to come here, to start a place we could call home, even to use it as a base of our planned resistance. You also saw an opportunity with the fortress and have probably saved all our lives again by acting on it. That’s not even mentioning the alliances you have formed for us with the gnosta, dunim, nytis, and even powerful dragonkin nearby. You may not know exactly what to do to build Odonasia, but your creativity cannot be discounted. Nor can your natural leadership ability.”

      Adrisse took up where the younger elf left off. “No one expects you to know everything. I have spoken with Nysea and others about this. The village council was created so that those who do know about what we should do can meet and decide on our course together. That doesn’t have to change. Rely on the council, on the rest of us, to do what we are experts at. Your role will be to steer us toward our goal; our job—the elder sisters as well as the village council—is to figure out the details. We will work together, but you will develop the overall vision and make the hard decisions, based on information the rest of us can provide to you.”

      “True,” Nysea said. “You will not need to spend all of your time doing this, either. If you have to go visit the dunim tribe, local tribes, or do something else that will take you away from here, you can leave instructions and we will take care of the smaller details. We need you, Adam. You have proven your ability to meet the challenges we face. Ysduil and Glasha have told us that you expect to stay with us for a time, putting off searching for a way back to your world. Will you lead us?”

      I looked around at the women staring back at me expectantly. Ysduil flashed me a smile like the one I’d gotten from my mother when I scored the winning goal in a soccer game when I was a kid. Pride, happiness, and love. Glasha nodded firmly at me.

      “Awww, shit. Fine. I’ll do the best I can, but I’m going to need you all to help me. I have a lot to learn.”

      A collective sigh sucked some of the tension out of the air. Mine ratcheted up a bit because of my new responsibility, but a buzz of excitement ran through me, too.

      “That’s enough of that, now. Let’s talk about what we’re going to do to start getting things in place. First, Nichole, let’s talk with Eydra and see what we can do about getting barricades, or even doors, in place in some of the tunnels. With the guards we’ll free up, we can put a priority on exploring and spreading out our safe zone.

      “Eydra, we are going to have a long talk, probably with some of your craftswomen, about securing lumber and planning for structures outside the cave. Especially fortifications, in case the Sodality does come back here looking for us. Also, we need to set aside an area as a permanent kitchen and dining area. Whether in the communal cave, in one of the other chambers we haven’t utilized yet, or somewhere else, we need to start treating this place like a permanent home and not like a temporary camp. That means infrastructure, no matter how small or primitive.”

      We talked as a council for another hour, then I split off with small groups. By the time evening fell, I actually felt like we might be able to make this thing work. Odonasia was more than a label for a refugee camp. It was starting to feel like the name of a village.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      “And so,” I said, “the dragon sisters Erynth and Chiodh led us through the caves so we could go back and forth to the other side of the Dreadlands and take troops to destroy the fortress.”

      His High Majesty Iwanosin, King of the Grand Seluthiem Kingdom of the Vilosin Underdark, leader of the nytis, nodded at my tale. I’d promised I’d visit him, and now that we’d been back for a few days, I had made good on that promise.

      “Dracora,” the king said. “I have always wanted to meet one. Even at the time when my ancestors fled to these caverns, the dragon people were rare. Do you think you could facilitate a discussion with one or both of them?”

      “I don’t see why not. I’ll talk with Erynth when I see her next. Her sister has gone back to her side of the Dreadlands, I think. Lamari seemed impressed with them.”

      The mousegirl’s eyes lit up from where she sat, halfway between me on the rug and her uncle the king on his throne. Her mouth twitched, fighting the urge to talk about it. She’d gotten a lot better at controlling her urges to blurt out what she thought. Ambassadorial duties seemed to have had an effect on her.

      “Begging your pardon, Your Majesty,” Eydra inserted into the pause, “but I was hoping to ask you about your craftspeople within your kingdom.”

      I brought the dwarf purposely because she wanted to ask about the nytis crafts. Specifically their metalworking. The king had reacted favorably when I introduced the engineer. Dwarves were known from when the nytis were on the surface. They’d even had dealings with them subsurface, hundreds of years before.

      Eydra was particularly fetching, as well. I didn’t miss how the old king’s eyes drifted over the dwarven woman’s shapely, but extremely muscular, form. Aside from that, though, I loved the way the woman spoke. Despite being suspiciously stereotypical, her heavy Scottish brogue, frankly, turned me on to no end.

      “You may ask,” he said.

      “I’ve taken a gander at the weapons carried by Lamari and the soldiers. ’Tis fine work. Do you make it all yourself, or do you purchase or trade for it?”

      “There are legacy weapons, but most of what you see, including softer metalwork such as jewelry and plating, is done by our crafters.”

      “It is impressive.” The dwarven woman paused for a moment, then bulled through. “I’ll get right to the point. When we fled from the Sodality armies, I had to leave my anvils and even the portable forges I’d created. We’re in a bind now, not able to work any metal at all. I was wondering if we might trade for an anvil and perhaps some tools. I have some hammers, tongs, and other basic smithing tools I was unwilling to leave behind, but we have not much else. I wish I’d taken an anvil and some tools from the fortress like I was thinking about. We have many weapons from there, but anvils would have been a pain in the arse to carry all the way here.”

      The king scratched his chin. “We might be able to do such a thing. There are two concerns, however. I’m not sure what you have that would be worth trading for such a valuable thing. Also, our supply of metal is low. We have no great mines within our borders and need to trade with other peoples who bring it from far away. Perhaps Adam can talk with your council and then inform me of what you have to trade?”

      “I’ll definitely discuss it when I get back to Odonasia,” I agreed. “Thank you, Your Majesty.”

      My mind strained to think of anything we could offer the nytis. Their kingdom had been established for centuries in the place they were in now. Even if we had enough of anything to be surplus, what do you get a king who has everything he needs?

      Our meeting wrapped up with Maressa, Lamari, Glasha, and Ysduil not saying much. I thanked the king for his time and we headed back to our own caverns.

      On the way back, I asked Maressa about the exploration of the caves.

      “Have you heard if they’ve done any more mapping?”

      The elf tossed her dark hair. Though it looked black, it was actually a dark purple and looked magical in the sunlight. Not that we were in the sunlight much nowadays.

      “No. I’m not involved in that since I’ve been running back and forth between the nytis and Odonasia. Nichole asked me a few questions before the attack on the fortress and I gave them my maps, but that’s it. I think they’re still waiting to get more information from Oghash on the glimmerlings before they go any deeper. Not everyone can survive one of those, let alone three.”

      I chuckled. “Yeah, well, they did cut me up a little bit. What about the tunnels near here, the ones going out from the big chamber, away from the nytis tunnels?”

      Lamari answered me. “I told the sister who is now in charge of making maps where our boundaries are and made it clear that only the two tunnels heading west from the large cavern go into our domain. The others go to other sections, most of which we aren’t really sure about anymore. It’s been so long since we have had contact with any people or creatures from that direction, anyone or anything might rule those tunnels now.”

      “Sounds like we need to stir things up a little. If we can set barricades and make sure those other tunnels are secure, having the big cavern will help a lot. Between that and developing things outside, we’ll have enough room to make proper dwellings.”

      “Sure,” Maressa said. “But we won’t have the materials or the tools to do it.”

      I sighed. “Yeah. Damn it, it all starts with tools and the ability to make them. Even if we could trade for some that the nytis make, it still wouldn’t solve our problem. We’d need nails and specialty items. We need to be able to produce our own stuff.”

      Lamari bounced along beside us. “I’ll help any way I can. When you figure out what you can trade, I can tell you what will work best and maybe even a relative value.”

      I smiled down at the mousegirl. “I know you will. Thanks, Lamari. That will be really helpful.”

      We made it to the other sisters in no time. The path to the nytis kingdom was so familiar, it didn’t seem to be as far as it used to. A wave of sound washed over us as we entered the communal chamber, along with the different sights and scents that came with so many people living in one enclosed space. Especially people who carried out their ritual of pleasure at least once per day. It wasn’t exactly uncomfortable, but I missed fresh air.

      I spotted Adrisse Clearpond chatting with Nysea Ott and headed over toward them. My girls—and Maressa, Eydra, and Lamari—followed in my wake.

      “…just need to make sure that we don’t put them more at risk than what is necessary,” Nysea said as we walked up.

      “What’s going on?” I asked the two priestesses.

      Adrisse leaned toward me and gave me a kiss on the cheek, then did the same with Ysduil. The healer and I had spent a lot of time together when she taught me her own brand of meditation before all hell broke loose, and she was as fond of me as I was her. “We were talking about the new injuries.”

      “Injuries?” Ysduil’s brows drew down.

      “You haven’t heard?”

      “No. We were talking to the king. What happened? Is everyone all right?”

      The lead healer patted Ysduil’s shoulder. “They’re fine. Two scouts, in different areas, were attacked within an hour of each other.”

      Ysduil put her hand to her mouth and gasped. “The Sodality?”

      “No. Just beast attacks. One sister was chased down by a pack of wild dogs. There were only three of them, but one got hold of her leg before she reached a sentry. Together, they killed two of the dogs and the last ran away. The other sister ran into two of those insect people.”

      “Aanem?” I asked. “Dull grey skin, look kind of like five-foot-tall ants?”

      “Yes, that sounds like what she described,” Nysea said. “Like Adrisse said, they’ll be fine. They’re over in the command area being treated by the healers right now.”

      “They were lucky,” Glasha said. “The aanem usually travel in larger groups. Did the sister kill them?”

      “Only one. Once she did, the other one fled. I spoke with Nichole and she agrees that no one is to go outside the cave for any reason without at least one other person with them.”

      “The buddy system,” I said. “That’s a good idea. But what about—”

      “That includes sentries and guard patrols,” Nysea said, beating me to the punch. “This way, if something attacks anyone, there’s a chance that the other can at least run for help or to report what happened. Better if they can back each other up and kill whatever threatens them, but this place is called the Dreadlands for a reason.”

      “We’ll have to redo the schedule completely,” Adrisse said. “Not just the guard rotation, but all the other trips to the surface. Like with my herb collectors, though they’ve usually worked with the scouts to go in groups of two or three.”

      “Herb collectors?” I asked.

      “Yes. There is an abundance of common herbs within the forest and we’ve even found some rarer plants. I send some of my helpers or apprentices out to collect them so we can make medicines and other useful things.”

      “Like spices,” Nysea said.

      Lamari bounced on her toes, like she was anxious to join the conversation, but she didn’t interrupt. I jerked my chin at her and she exploded with words.

      “Healing? Do you make potions and salves and teas and things like that? That must be nice. We don’t have much medicine, so when my people get sick or injured, it takes a long time for them to heal or get better. You’re lucky that you can go to the surface and know what plants to collect and how to use them. We only have a few types of fungus and mushrooms to make medicine with. And spices! Oooh, that sounds nice. Our food is bland—”

      “Wait,” I interrupted. “The nytis are short on medicine and spices?”

      “We are not short. We’re compact.”

      I snorted. “I mean, you don’t have enough of those things?”

      “That’s what I just said.”

      I picked the mousegirl up and hugged her. She kicked her legs and squirmed before she realized that I wasn’t attacking her, at which point she wrapped her arms around me and returned the hug.

      “That’s just what we needed, Lamari.”

      “A hug?”

      “No, though hugs are nice. What would you think about us trading medicines and spices to your people?”

      “Oh. That would be wonderful. They are very valuable.”

      “As valuable as, say, an anvil?”

      The nytis leaned back to look me right in the eyes and give me a huge smile, then kissed me on the lips. “I would say the chances are really good.”
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      “You’ve made quite a difference in the way things run around here,” Nysea told me. She’d stopped me on my way to meeting the team I’d put together for exploring more of the caverns. “Since the council voted you our leader, it’s incredible what we’re getting done. It’s like everyone is giving their best effort in everything they’re directed to do.”

      I waved at a pretty ferret beastkin priestess as she passed us, pursing her lips and giving me a sexy wink. I still thought of Kelena, and the nameless commander of the fortress, whenever I saw one of the amustil. I had to admit that with their slinky bodies, they were one of my favorite types of beastkin. Aside from foxes and bunnies, of course.

      “I think everything that happened, with the Sodality showing up and the fortress and all that, just emphasized to everyone that we need to do everything we can to build up Odonasia so we can be safe.”

      Nysea eyed the sister who had winked at me with a mischievous smile. “You underestimate how much you motivate everyone. Plus, I have to admit, I was more than a little overwhelmed by all the things we needed to do, so I wasn’t doing the best job trying to administer everything.”

      “You did a great job, Nysea, and you still do. You were one of the ones who taught me that I needed to share the load and rely on others. Including you. You were right. It’s a lot easier to get stuff done when you have supremely confident and willing people doing most of the work. If anything, I feel like I’ve been slacking off.”

      “Nonsense.” Her smile increased. “For the first time in a long while, I am optimistic about the future.”

      “That’s great,” I said. “Keep that attitude. There’s a lot of work to be done and we’re not finished with the hardships, I think. I’ll be glad when we can get some of the necessities taken care of. Adrisse and her helpers are collecting herbs and spices, preparing them, and with Lamari’s help, stockpiling the things that will be most valuable to the nytis. The sisters have really stepped up with mapping the areas outside the cave and cutting lumber.”

      “If only we had proper tools,” the high priestess said. “They’re cutting down trees with battle-axes we took from the fortress. I heard Imra Bunon, our chief lumberjill, telling a sister the other day that she would gladly have sex every day for a month with anyone who could get a real woodswoman’s axe for her. Male or female. She’s not even a priestess.”

      I laughed. “Lumberjill?”

      “Pardon me. Chief Woodcutter. Imra likes to be called a lumberjill, though. Call her Jill sometime and watch her eyes light up.”

      “I definitely will. She should be careful about making claims like that, though. As soon as we get enough things to trade to the nytis, we’ll have an anvil. Eydra is already working on a forge. I’m betting it’ll only be a few days after she has both in her possession before she starts reforging Sodality weapons into more useful tools. Imra may or may not want to have Eydra showing up at her bed every day. The dwarf looks like she likes it rough.”

      Nysea’s eyes widened. “You don’t know? You haven’t…been with Eydra yet? The way you two flirt, I assumed you’d already pleasured each other.”

      I glanced around, still uncomfortable talking about private matters in the open. “No. We keep trying to find time but haven’t been able to yet. Ysduil has given me the go-ahead, even volunteered herself to join us. Vigorously. We’ll get to it. There are more important things than having sex all the time.”

      The high priestess raised an eyebrow. “Part of me agrees that survival and building Odonasia are more important, but it’s a small part of me. Adam, you have to have realized by now that not only are you wanted by many, many women, but you are also the only one who can give any of us a child. I would suggest that doing so is more important than the pleasure derived at this time, and even more important than building the community.

      “The first pregnancy will be a sign to the entire world that not all hope is lost. If you did nothing but traveled far and wide, impregnating women, you would be hailed as the world’s greatest hero.”

      That made me chortle. “Not that it sounds too bad, but I’d rather be known—and liked—for something other than my ability to make babies.”

      “I understand. My point is, you have your wife and your other women, but they understand better than you the good you can do simply by enjoying yourself with as many women as you can.”

      “I get it. Speaking of other women, I should probably go meet my team. We’re going to map out some more of the tunnels. Within the next couple of days, we should have explored enough to set up a perimeter with the barricades Eydra’s crafters are making so we can expand the number of usable caverns.”

      “I need to go meet with the elder sisters, as well. Thank you for staying with us and agreeing to lead us. We owe all the success we’ve had to you.”

      She put her arms around me and gave me a tender, slow kiss. I did love how the woman kissed.

      “You still owe me some sex,” she whispered. “Don’t forget that.”

      “I think about it every time I see you.”

      She left it at that and headed toward the administrative area. Separating different parts of the caverns was one of the changes we were making, organizing better to improve our efficient use of the available space.

      I waved at the stunning bunny woman and watched her glide away from me. The way her white dress raised up in the back because of her cotton tail gave me an even better glimpse of her stare-worthy ass than the dresses normally did. I shook my head and started for the second-largest chamber we’d found so far, the one between our communal chamber and the nytis kingdom.

      I waved at the two guards on duty at the end of the tunnel between the communal chamber and the large unused cavern we’d been calling “the auditorium,” on account of me using it a couple of times to address the entire population of our little community. I made a mental note to come up with something better in the future.

      The guards both snapped to attention and saluted, fists to their breastplates. It was something new they’d been doing. Another item on my expansive mental list: ask Nichole if she’d ordered them to do that.

      I’d really have to start writing all this stuff down.

      “Hi Adam.” Lamari scurried up to me, but stopped one step away. She had part of her top lip in her teeth and her eyes darted around, not quite meeting mine.

      I put my arms out and chuckled when she launched herself into them. “Hey, Lamari. You’re looking adorable, as always.”

      “I’m not adorable. I’m sexy.”

      “Pardon me. What I meant to say is that you look adorably sexy, as always.”

      She cocked her head. I saw the conflict, whether or not to argue. She let it go as Maressa and DD joined us.

      “Hey, girls,” I called, “I hope I didn’t make you wait too long.”

      “No,” Maressa said. “It’s only been a couple of minutes. Who distracted you this time?”

      I snorted. “Nysea. Just talking about how things are going. I’m glad you all were able to join me. I am forbidden to explore tunnels on my own.” I rolled my eyes.

      “Things have settled down for me and Lamari. We don’t have to run back and forth between the kingdom and Odonasia as much.”

      “The king agrees that I should help to look around in the caverns,” Lamari said. “It’s important information for us, too. We’ve been settled in our own area for so long, we’re not sure how much everything has changed in other parts of the Underdark. Nothing has bothered us, but better to be sure.”

      “Definitely,” I said. “Okay, so of the six openings in the auditorium, one leads to the communal cavern, two go toward the nytis kingdom, and one is for that large chamber between those two tunnels heading to the kingdom.

      “I was thinking we’d start here, where we are. The priority is to either find the ends of the caverns we search or, if they seem too long or complex, to find locations for barricades and guard stations and then turn around. We can come back and search thoroughly later, but I don’t want to spend days or weeks searching a tunnel complex when we can seal ourselves off safely and move on. I would like to have all the tunnels leading out of our area explored or blocked off in the next few days. Does that sound reasonable to you?”

      “Sure,” DD said. I’d talked with the blonde elf with the super-cute pixie haircut before. Not only was she one of Ysduil’s best friends in the world, she was a skilled scout and a pleasure to be around. With her sexy elf ears poking through stylishly messy hair and a body like a world-class pole vaulter—all toned muscle and tight curves—she was also a lot of fun to look at. “I’ve talked to Nichole and I’m with you for as long as it takes. You’re the boss.”

      “All right. Let’s start with the tunnel over there.” I pointed toward the opening that was barely visible to our right. Several stand braziers lit the large cavern with a constant amber glow. “That’s…north?”

      “It is,” Maressa said.

      “Perfect. You have the mapping supplies? Great. Let’s get to it.”
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      As we began mapping, the strangeness of the caverns struck me. True, my experience with caving was in one area of Tennessee and a few commercial cave tours in other parts of the country, but from what I’d seen of our new home, the tunnels were oddly easy to get through. Some of them seemed like lava tubes, wider and more consistent than the winding, twisty spaces in karst caves.

      It might have been a characteristic of the caves themselves and how they were formed, or perhaps the many creatures that lived and traveled through them had transformed them over the millennia.

      It could also have been magic. Just because it wasn’t prevalent at the moment didn’t mean it had never been. I’d been told there’d been great magical acts in the past.

      We went north more than a hundred feet through the narrow tunnel and ended up at a fork that forked again on either side. Lamari—who I’d made responsible for marking the areas we went through—scratched numbers onto the walls with soft stone. Maressa noted the same numbers on the maps she sketched.

      “I have a feeling this way is going to be a warren of tunnels,” I said, squinting and holding up my lamp to peer down one of the tunnels. “How about we stop here? That slightly wider spot fifty feet or so back would be a good place for a barricade or guard post until we have time to go further into this.”

      The others agreed, and we went back to the auditorium to go down the last tunnel attached to it we hadn’t explored yet.

      DD and I led, each with a lamp and our weapons. Maressa carried the mapping supplies and did the drawings. Lamari trailed, marking arrows on the walls occasionally and numbering the intersections we ran across. As we went, all of us inspected walls, ceiling, and floor to make sure there were no cracks, crevices, or holes big enough for something to get through.

      The way the stone wrinkled, and with the protrusions and formations, we could never have cataloged all the depressions that might have been small tunnels or passages. We focused on those that someone Lamari’s size, or a bit smaller, could get through, assuming that something smaller wouldn’t be as dangerous.

      That, of course, wasn’t the most accurate determination of danger, but we had to draw the line somewhere. I hoped nothing small but venomous would find its way to us.

      After an additional hundred feet, we reached another tunnel that shot off to the right. We marked it but kept going straight until we agreed the passageway would continue for a while. We gave up and took the other passage, which headed back toward the communal cavern according to our maps.

      When the cavern ended in another fork, going off to our left and right, I recognized the intersection.

      “This is the tunnel where I found the glimmerlings. To the left. There should be another…yep.” We’d continued walking toward the right and as we passed a curve in the tunnel, the rudimentary barricade came into view. “Hey! It’s Adam, Maressa, Lamari, and Delmia. We’re mapping.”

      A voice came from behind the awkward wooden structure, which looked like a load of lumber had exploded and then frozen just before the sharpened posts had flown out from the epicenter. “Hail, Adam. Give us a minute and we’ll make you a path.”

      Lumber slid and scraped on the floor and other parts of the barricade. In no time, an opening appeared and a hand waved us toward it. We greeted the sisters on guard, then helped to slide and thread the sharpened poles back in place.

      “Any sign of any dangerous creatures?” I asked a pretty dog beastkin in light leather armor.

      “Only you and this motley lot.” A bunny beastkin holding a spear laughed, showing all her shining white teeth.

      “You better be careful with these types,” Maressa said. “Dangerous doesn’t begin to describe it.”

      The guards chuckled, then gave me crisp salutes, the tacanem winking at me.

      “Thank you for doing guard duty,” I said. “A few more days and we’ll probably have enough mapped out that we can extend our territory and move the guard posts around a little. I’m hoping to make small barracks in some locations so it’ll not only be more comfortable to do guard duty, but there will always be backup in case something happens. I’ll talk to Nichole about it.”

      Our traipsing around in the tunnels already had me thinking. If we could make a loop from the tunnels we were in over to the auditorium, it would be great. Being able to get from the large chamber near the nytis kingdom to the one we were in, attaching to the communal chamber, could be important. Especially if we were attacked. Or to prevent an attack.

      “Since we’re already here,” I said, “how about we call it a day? We’ll tackle some of these more confusing tunnels tomorrow.”

      On my way back to my room, I nearly ran into a white dress zipping out from the administrative area. Luckily, with my reflexes, and those of the priestess who I almost collided with, we ended up in a little circular dance, both of us side-stepping and pivoting so we barely brushed each other as we dodged.

      “Hi, husband!” the flash of white said before I turned my head to finally see who was in such a hurry.

      “Oh, hello my sexy foxgirl wife.” I took her in my arms, trapping her staff between us, and gave her a long kiss. “Why are you in such a hurry that you almost tackled some poor, unsuspecting guy?”

      Ysduil giggled and rubbed her body into me. “If I had known you were around, I would have made sure I knocked you down so I could take my time checking you thoroughly for injuries.”

      “Maybe we can stage something like that later. Or maybe now?”

      “Mmm, that sounds wonderful, but I can’t right now. I have to relieve one of the guards at the main entrance. I’ll be there for a few hours.”

      “You’re doing guard duty?”

      She nodded. “I almost had to command Nichole to let me. She has this idea I’m too important to do regular duty. I can fight, so technically I should be in one of her squads, but she seems to be uncomfortable about it. I had to bribe her so she would let me do my part.”

      “Bribe her?”

      “Uh-huh. I told her I’d put in a good word for her with you.” She lowered her body and slid it up mine, then repeated the action, almost like a cat rubbing against your leg, except way, way sexier. “Don’t you think she’s absolutely delicious? Have you been with a human woman in this world yet? She’s very fun to be with.”

      “I…” I thought about it and realized I hadn’t. I’d been with several women so far—though not nearly enough, if you asked Ysduil—but not one of them was human. “Huh.” I shook my head. “Stop it, Yssy. You keep this up and I’m going to think you don’t want me yourself.”

      She slapped my shoulder. “Don’t be ridiculous. I want you all the time, every day. I want you now. I also know how important it is for everyone else, and I want you to feel as much pleasure as you can. Because I love you.”

      I kissed her ear. “I love you, too. You don’t need to push women at me. I know you want me to spread my…seed around, even though I told you I’d be happy with just you. I’ll get around to everyone. And yes, Nichole is very desirable. I’ll put her on my list, just because I love you so much.”

      My foxy wife bounced on her toes and kissed me repeatedly on the face. “Thank you. I should probably go do my guard duty. I can’t wait until we have more time later tonight.”

      “Me, either. I think I’ll go take a rest in the room. I’ll see you in a few hours.” I gave her one last kiss and pinched her ass because…well, I didn’t need a reason other than it was amazing and she was my wife.

      “Oh, I think Eydra was looking for you to tell you something about what she’s been working on.”

      “Okay. I’ll keep my eyes open for her.”

      “Have you…did you…?”

      I snorted. “No, Yssy, I still haven’t been with her. Things have been busy.”

      Her beautiful mouth turned down, if only slightly.

      “She’s on my list. Just for you. Uh, no. Actually, for me, too. She is super fucking hot, after all.”

      Her little frown disappeared in an instant, replaced by a smile. “She is. Maybe when she shows you what she needs to show you, you can show her a thing or two also.” She gave me a look that had me wishing she didn’t have to go to guard duty.

      “No promises, except that I’m going to remember the look you have on your face right now and I’m going to show you what it does to me later on.”

      “I can’t wait. I need to go. I love you.”

      “I love you. See you in a few hours.”

      She took off, expertly dodging between anyone in her path, somehow twisting between them even with a six-foot staff in her hands. I watched her body move in perfect, sexy efficiency until my view was obscured by a group of sisters moving in a herd.

      I turned toward my room and stopped after one step.

      “Yssy told me you were looking for me?”

      “Aye, that I was.” Eydra had a huge, shit-eating grin on her face. “I want to show you something and tell you what else I’ve been working on. You, of all people, will appreciate it, I think. Do you have a few moments?”

      My eyes rolled over the dwarf, somehow incredibly alluring in what amounted to a tunic that was suspiciously shaped like a sack with a few strategic holes cut in it. I wondered if this was another attempt to get me to bed her and decided it didn’t matter. Maybe the time to get with this smiling, dazzling woman was finally at hand.

      “I am all yours, my delightfully magnificent dwarven beauty.”

      “Ha! If I didn’t know better—and I say that because I can clearly see that it’s not the case—I would say that you’re hornier than a priestess in solitary confinement.” She narrowed her eyes at me. “Why did you say that, if you’re not looking to sample my eager pussy?”

      I surprised the dwarf by leaning forward and placing a soft kiss on her lips, lingering for several seconds. “Because it’s true. I don’t have to be horny to think you’re gorgeous. I mean, look at you.”

      Eydra put her hands to my face and pressed her lips more firmly to mine, sharing a little tongue with me, but so gently it surprised the hell out of me. Aroused me, too, no doubt, but still surprised me.

      “You are something special, Adam. You truly are.” She blinked to focus. “But I’m not trying to get into your pants right at the moment. It’s moving up on my priority list, but I’ve a valid, non-sexual reason to seek you out. I do have something to show you, and more to tell you. Come with me, please.”

      The excitement in her light blue eyes was intoxicating. I’d only seen it a couple of times, one of those when she was in combat.

      I liked it.

      “Like I said, I’m all yours. Lead on.”

      “Ah, you’re just saying that so you can take a gander at my fine ass.”

      I chuckled. “Not only that. We can walk side-by-side if you want.” I motioned for us to start off together. “You do have a really nice ass, though.”

      The dwarf barked a laugh and flipped up the back of her short tunic, flashing a perfect view as her assets.
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      “So, what’re you up to,” the dwarven woman asked, “other than tempting every other person in the place to hunt you down and fuck you silly?”

      I loved the way the irascible dwarf saw things…and how she expressed herself fully with every word.

      “Oh, you know. I’ve just been pining away for a ravishing dwarven crafter, hoping I’d have time to finally peel that tunic off her and explore her body. Same old thing.”

      “You’re playing with fire, Adam. You know that, right?”

      “Sorry. You always put me in a playful mood. I’ll be good.”

      “Aye, I have no doubt about that. But as far as refraining from what you’re doing, there’s no need for that. As long as you know that what you’re saying is making me wetter than a magma wolf in the snow, keep doing it. I love it.”

      “When we get our chance, I am going to do my best to fuck you into unconsciousness, Eydra Stonecrack. I just hope your last name doesn’t bode ill for me and my sensitive member.”

      The raucous laugh she let loose made half the people in the communal cavern turn to look. She leaned in to whisper, “It’s the softest, silkiest twat you’ll ever meet, don’t you mistake it.”

      “Sounds delicious.”

      She huffed a breath, stopped walking, and turned squarely to me. “Forget what I said a minute ago. Maybe you should leave off talking like this or I’m likely to tear your clothes off and mount you right here in front of everyone.”

      “Yeah, I get it. Let’s talk business. We can talk pleasure a little later.”

      “Agreed. So, again with my question, what’ve you been up to? Shirking responsibility and hiding from work?”

      I gave the dwarf a big grin. “Of course. You know me. I work very hard at being lazy.”

      “Right.” She snorted. “Afraid of working hard, you are. Come on, lazy man, let me show you what I’ve been up to.”

      “I can’t wait.”

      Eydra looked at me like she was going to snap off a witty comeback, but settled for shaking her head and chuckling.

      It was pleasant strolling through the cavern and into the tunnel that had its opening right next to my room. The dwarf’s attitude always had me smiling, and I felt like I’d missed out by not hunting her down before just to chat. It was ridiculous to feel bad, of course, because I genuinely had been busy, but walking alongside her, I could see spending an enjoyable hour or two with her, whatever it was she wanted to share with me.

      It was only when we passed into the tunnel itself that I realized it was the same one where Maressa and I had started out our mapping, before all the craziness of us finding the nytis, the Sodality finding us, adventuring with the dragon sisters, and the attack on the fortress. It was also where the gorgeous elf priestess had demonstrated her skillful performance in the fine art of the blowjob. I felt some stirrings down there, but not only from the memory of Maressa’s tender attention.

      I was walking next to another woman whose body I would love to explore. Repeatedly.

      “You’ve gone quiet,” Eydra said. “What’re you thinking of?”

      My face started growing warm. “Nothing much. Just that I’m going into a mysterious tunnel with one of the sexiest women within a hundred miles of here.”

      “Ha! You’re a smooth one, and no doubt. Truly, what are you thinking of? The look on your face, it tells a tale of some fond memory.”

      “You really want to know the absolute truth of it?”

      “Aye.”

      “Well, when Maressa and I were exploring these tunnels, she pulled me aside in the little alcove up ahead. She asked me to help her with a goal she had. A dream, really.”

      “Awww, that’s sweet. What kind of dream?”

      “Umm…she wanted to give me a blow job.”

      “Blow…?”

      “Ahh, to perform oral sex on me. She wanted to suck my dick. And she did. Very well.”

      “She dreamed of doing you a gammy?” The dwarf bent over and put her hands on her knees, laughing so hard I thought I might have to slap her on the back to get her to breathe. Seriously, it seemed like she was choking. When she was able to speak, it was broken by her guffaws.

      “Oh, that’s precious. So the tall, dark priestess pulled you aside to suck on your member? Did she milk you dry?”

      “She did a very thorough job.”

      “’Tis no wonder you got quiet. If I had a memory like that, I’d run it over in my mind a hundred times a day. I thought I felt some arousal about you.”

      “Oh, that just got me started. Then I looked over and saw the person walking beside me, and that really got me heated up.”

      Her laughing suddenly stopped and she looked at me. I mean, really looked hard at me. “You’re not just toying with me, are ya?”

      I took her hand and kissed it. “Nope. I’ve told you how sexy you are and how much I want to be with you. I know I’ve been putting it off, but it’s because there really hasn’t been time to do it properly. I was just thinking I wish I’d tried harder to make time.”

      “You’re a special kind of person, Adam. Come on, let me show you what I needed to show you, and maybe we can find a little time after?”

      “I wouldn’t have it any other way.”

      It was a few minutes before we continued with normal conversation. Especially when we passed the place where Maressa and I had taken our little break.

      “This alcove?” Eydra asked.

      “Yep. Right there, on that formation that looks like a bench.”

      She licked her lips. “Mmmmm.”

      We continued to where the tunnel split and took the middle of the three passages. Unless she planned on doubling back, we were heading toward where Maressa and I had found the other entrance to the cave system. The one that needed to be widened before we could use it.

      A dozen companionable minutes later, we came upon two of the sisters in armor, standing guard. We greeted them and passed by.

      Near the exit, I noticed that the tunnel had been widened. In fact, it was straighter and a little bit bigger than the part we were standing in. We stepped out into the afternoon sunlight, filtered through the boughs of the trees and bushes that lay thick in the area.

      “Wow, Eydra. Did you do this? It’s fantastic. It was just a tiny little air hole when we found it a couple of weeks ago.”

      “I did some of the work myself,” she said proudly, “but I can’t claim all the credit. I have others I can order around to do things. You know, in case I feel lazy like you do so often.”

      I showed her my teeth. “Well, my compliments to you and your helpers. This will be great. It’s far enough from the other entrances that we can use it to escape or to circle around dangers and enter the caves from this side. Now we just need to—”

      “Already in process. We’re finishing the door and frame now and will install it tomorrow. Note the flat angles on the entrance, about five feet back from the edge? It’s where the door will go. Heavy son of a bitch. Strong. We’ll seal it up tight, put the camouflage in place we designed, and post a couple of guards here. No worries about anyone unwanted coming in.”

      I stood, nodding at her design, foresight, and the skill with which she’d carried out the task. “You, my beautiful dwarf, are a credit to your profession.”

      She crossed her arms over her prodigious chest and beamed at me. “That’s not all I wanted to tell you about, though. I’ve nothing but the starting designs and a few preparatory tasks completed, but I’ve also begun to build two other things we’ll need soon.”

      “Only two?”

      She chuckled. “Well, there are a lot more in the works, but these two are especially dear to my heart. One is a charcoal kiln. If it weren’t for all these trees, you might be able to see where we’re starting it over yonder. We could use earthen mounds to make charcoal, but I think a permanent kiln is a better idea.”

      “Charcoal for firing a forge?”

      “Aye. That’s the other project. I want the forge ready for when we can trade for the anvil. That way, I might be able to get started right away. There’s lots of work to be done, lots of things to make.”

      “That will be great. You have to let me know when you’ve made enough progress that I’ll have something to look at. I’d like to see them. I am so, so glad Nysea put you in charge of all crafters. You’re the best.”

      “Aye, I truly am.” She chortled. “Now all we need is a bit of time and some things to trade and Odonasia can start producing its own weapons and tools, or at least reforging some of what we took from the fortress for the purpose.”

      We turned and walked back into the tunnel, waving at the guards as we passed.

      “It won’t be long,” I said. “Adrisse is really getting the job done. I think we’ll have enough medicines and spices to satisfy the king within a few days.”

      “It can’t be soon enough,” the dwarf said. She bit her lip briefly as we walked. Then she blurted out, “Oh, there’s one more thing you might be interested in. An improvement to the tunnel system here. That small chamber in the loop off to the left, it’s got a simple table and some chairs so the guards can eat or wait until their duty arrives.”

      “That’s a good idea. Having a few extra guards close is something I want to do with a lot of the guard posts in the tunnels.”

      “Oh, and there’s this.” She took the only right turn in the tunnel, down through the long passage going to the isolated room. When we got there, it was lit by a solitary lamp splashing light over two pallets set with blankets. They almost looked like real beds. “We put it here so the guards can sleep if they have guard duty the next day.”

      “Another great idea.”

      “And I thought you might like to try one of them out. With me.”

      I smiled at the dwarf. “That’s a fantastic idea. I’m glad you asked.”

      She stepped closer to me and I pulled her even closer, bending to match my lips to hers.
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      I’d looked at Eydra’s lips a fair amount during council meetings and just in general, whenever I saw her. They weren’t exceptional among the many fabulously attractive women around, but they felt wonderful. Firm, but soft enough to feel like I was pressing my lips up against whipped cream. Responsive, too, shifting and molding themselves into the exact angle that felt the best.

      We spent several minutes exploring each other’s mouths with our tongues as our hands explored a wider area.

      “Mmmmm,” she said when we came up for air. “I do love to kiss you. So tender and gentle. It makes all my lady parts go a-quiver.”

      “I like your lady parts.”

      “Would you like to get a little closer and more personal with them?”

      “Absolutely.”

      With her low center of gravity—and my bending over—it wasn’t too difficult for the curvy dwarf to lean me over to fall lightly on one of the pallets, her body following me down. A suplex had never excited me so much.

      I stared into her brilliant blue eyes and kissed her face, then her neck.

      “Do something for me?” I asked into the corner of her neck where it met the edge of her jaw.

      “Anything.”

      “Stand up and take your clothes off. Slowly.”

      She went silent for a moment. “Why?”

      “Because I’ve fantasized about it and it really gets me heated up.”

      “You might not like it. I’m…built differently than most.”

      I moved up to give her a long kiss on the lips, pushing my tongue into her mouth to tangle with her own.

      “I know, and I love how you look. I want to see every inch of you. I want you to show me every little piece of you before I lick and suck your body in all the naughty places.”

      A soft moan escaped her lips and she thrust her hips out to grind against my leg as we lay on the bed.

      “Please, Eydra?”

      “Aye. Only for you.”

      She got up as I grasped the edge of her long tunic, brushing it up over her legs before it settled down again. As she stood before me, she had a wry smile on her face, but it was tentative. I leered at her, making a show of running my eyes over her body. Then I deliberately reached down and adjusted myself. It wasn’t a ploy; she’d made me hornier than a sailor on shore leave at a brothel.

      Her smile turned wicked when she watched me rub at my crotch and her eyes glittered in the dim lamplight. The lamp threw shadows that defined her muscular body even more than if it were in bright light. Like a Greek sculpture of a mythical heroine.

      Her clothing was more functional than anything else, but the lack of sleeves and the low cut of the neckline gave such tantalizing views of her powerful body, in its own way, it was as sexy as the priestesses’ white dress.

      As she moved, her round shoulders and her arms, cut with the definition from her constant physical activity, twitched. With what I could see above the neckline of her tunic, not only did Eydra have more than moderately sized breasts, but she had packed muscle underneath. I ran my eyes along her cleavage and realized I couldn’t tell where the actual swell of her breasts ended and the musculature of her chest began. I licked my lips and waited for her to uncover them so I could examine her more closely.

      “Pose for me,” I said.

      She raised an eyebrow like she didn’t know what I was talking about, but I was betting muscular people on Tenos had ways of positioning their bodies to accentuate their muscles, just like on my world. Her smile widened and she put her hands on her hips, threw out her chest, and tightened the muscles all through her core and torso.

      Some guys don’t like women with too many muscles. That’s fine. I don’t give a shit about feet, which some obsess over. To each their own. I have always found athletic women, including bodybuilders, extremely sexy.

      Eydra was no different. In her “strongman” pose—or strongwoman, whatever—she looked amazing. Her head erect, her surprisingly slender neck for the bulk of the rest of her, and dazzling eyes. She looked like a goddess. A shorter-than-average goddess, but a goddess all the same.

      “How do you fit so much sexy in such a compact form?” I asked her. She raised her arms up to flex her biceps and I bit my lip. Her entire chest shifted when she did that.

      She chuckled and dropped her arms, then undid the wide leather belt that held the tunic close to her waist. I was thinking she’d slowly let her garment drop, exposing herself from the top down—but that wouldn’t work. Her shoulders were too wide, so she began lifting it from the bottom up.

      I’d seen a good amount of her legs because of how short the tunic was, but when she bared them completely, I realized that seeing them all at once was a lot sexier than seeing parts of them. Her thighs were large, which I usually didn’t care for, but there was not an ounce of fat on them. They were muscular and cut, like the rest of her.

      Nestled in between them was a surprisingly lacy and pretty thong, essentially a small triangle with frilly edges covering her honey pot.

      She watched me watching her as she lifted the edge higher, exposing her defined abs. She twitched them, whether on purpose or not, and the deep cuts revealed the edges of each individual muscle. With a quick motion, she brought the tunic over her head and tossed it onto the other bed, standing before me in all her glory.

      Her breasts were not of the size of an obsil’s, but neither were they small. Firm, round, and smooth enough that I had to run my tongue over my top lip as I stared at them.

      “Do you…like it?”

      I grinned like an evil mastermind and crooked my finger at her. “Come over here and I’ll show you just how much.”

      She swayed toward me, her beautiful eyes fixed on mine. I couldn’t help but to switch my gaze back and forth from her luminous orbs to her delectable tits. When she got close enough, I leaned forward and licked her from her navel up to her left nipple.

      “Your body is the stuff of dreams, Eydra.” I ran a hand up the inside of her leg, stopping just short of reaching the junction between the two. “Will you turn for me? Slowly?”

      Her eyes widened, but she did as I asked. When she was facing the other way, I put a hand out to stop her, then ran the other along her tight, round ass. You would think that someone who was solid muscle like the dwarf wouldn’t have round curves but blocky edges, but that wasn’t the case at all. Her waist was trim—compared to her shoulders—and her butt was perfectly shaped, round and soft-looking, though it felt very firm to the touch. As she turned, the muscles twitched and flexed, which hardened the curves, but as soon as she relaxed, they went back to the smooth, delicious angles.

      I leaned over, pulled her thong down her legs to rest on the floor, and bit her left butt cheek.

      “Oooh. I’ve never had that before.”

      “Do you like it?” I asked.

      “Aye. I love it.”

      I gave her a few more bites, since I was already there, and ran a finger up in between her cheeks. That resulted in a little gasp that made my dick jump. I turned her and gave her the same treatment on her nipples, though the bites were a little softer.

      “Oh, that feels incredible,” she said.

      “It does.” I ran my hand over her chest, tweaking her nipple and kissing her just below her breastbone. I licked all the way up from her abs to the hollow of her throat, enjoying the sensation of her breasts and the walls of underlying muscle slipping under my wet tongue.

      “Awwwwr,” she growled. “Now I need to see you. Off with your clothes.”

      “Yes, ma’am.” I pulled my shirt off and got to my knees to rub my chest against hers, nipples to nipples. “Your skin is so soft for such a hard body.”

      She grinned at me with slitted eyes and reached down to undo my pants. “You can’t distract me like that. Or not completely, anyway. I’ll see your cock, and I’ll taste it, too.”

      A strong hand slipped into my underwear and wrapped around my hard shaft.

      “Oh, God, Eydra. Uhhnng. That feels so good.”

      “Yeah, well try this.” She pushed me down on the bed, yanked my pants and underwear off, and started licking my member.

      The sexy dwarf covered about half my shaft with her warm mouth, urgently sucking and working her jaw like she was trying to gobble me up. It was a little awkward, primal, but waves of pleasure ran down from the tip of my dick, through my balls, and spread to the rest of my body. All I could do at first was to moan with my head back and my eyes closed.

      She hit a rhythm, plunging my rod in and out of her mouth, applying the perfect amount of suction while humming, moaning, and growling.

      “Pussy,” I said abruptly, and she paused for a second.

      “Hmmmfff?”

      “Your slit, your lower lips, your pussy. I want to taste you now. Spin your body so I can taste you while you’re tasting me.”

      “Mmmmmm.” She hadn’t released my cock from her mouth, but I felt her stretch her lips into a smile. She grunted as she maneuvered her body and climbed over me, then gave up and let me slip from her lips as she hurriedly positioned herself on top of me. “I’m too short. I don’t think it will work.”

      “We’ll make it work.”

      I slapped her ass hard—causing a groan that made my dick, still in her hand, twitch—and moved her close enough to my face that I got a whiff of the strong scent from her sex. She smelled like an iron barbell left out in the sun, sharp and hard and strong.

      Grabbing both ass cheeks, I pulled her down and leaned my head forward for my first taste. “You’re so creamy, Eydra, and you smell and taste so good.”

      “Uhhhhn. Do I? Aaaaaah. What do…uhhhhnn…I taste and smell like?”

      “Like hot iron that has been sprinkled with a little salt and more sugar. Like strength and stamina and vitality.”

      “Oooooh. Keep licking me like that and I’ll show you strength and vitality.”

      I sucked in a fold of her outer lips and enjoyed her long, loud moan. “That’s my plan.”

      For a time, Eydra’s muscular body stayed where it was, her hips slowly gyrating in time with my slurps and nibbles. With her every movement, the sounds increased the blood rushing through my body. She tightened her grip on my shaft.

      The warm wetness of her mouth encased my head once again and my moans joined hers.

      Despite our height difference, most of it was in our legs. Our torsos were close enough in length to allow us both to reach the other with our mouths. I licked and sucked and pulled on her body to smash my face into her warm, wet pussy while she pulled back on my dick just enough to be able to move her mouth up and down along my shaft.

      Eydra refined her technique as she paid attention to my moans and before long, I could barely think of what I needed to do to elevate her pleasure. She reacted most powerfully when I swirled my tongue around her inner lips, sucked hard on her clit, and dug my fingers into her ass and lower back. When I scratched down the length of her back, digging my fingers into her skin, she wailed around my cock and bucked enough to press my head into the straw of the pallet we lay on.

      As her movements built to a frenzied pace, she moaned louder and more often and the rhythm of her sucking shattered. I reached up between us and pinched her nipple while pressing my tongue flat against her clit hard enough that I thought I might cause her pain.

      Her entire body tremored, like she’d been taking a bath and dropped a hair dryer into the water.

      “Uh-uh-uh-ooooooh.” She’d pulled her head up and away from my member, screaming toward the ceiling. “Yes. Gods damn it, yes. Bite me, Adam. Bite my pussy hard so I can come into your mouth. Do it.”

      I dug the nails of my left hand into the firm flesh of her ass, pinched her nipple with my other, and bit down all around her clit, sucking it and the hood and some of her lips into my mouth. As I did it, I wiggled my tongue around, flicking it against any of her flesh I could reach.

      “Oooooooh. Oh. Aye.”

      Her body thrashed and she pulled on my dick—maybe a little too forcefully—causing an enjoyably painful sensation. Her glutes tightened to steel as she thrust rapidly, vibrating her entire body, and mine.

      After a tense minute that felt like wrestling a powerful predator, the dwarf’s body stopped, rigid, like she was stretching to her full extent and couldn’t go a fraction of an inch farther. Hot liquid gushed into my mouth and on my face. Then she relaxed and fell onto me, seeming a lot heavier than she did before.

      I slapped her ass. The loud crack echoed off the stone walls.

      “Huh-huh-huh,” she panted. “That was…”

      I didn’t let her finish. I rolled out from under her, used my newly acquired strength to manhandle her and turn her so she was lying on the pallet facing up, then I dove on top of her and rained bruising kisses onto her lips.

      When I let her get a breath, she panted at me, looking into my eyes. “Goddess, Adam, that was the best thing I’ve ever felt in my life.”

      I sucked on her nipple and gave it a little bite. “We don’t have to be done.”

      She blinked up at me, then a wicked smile stole onto her face. “Will you give me your seed? I would…oooooh, goddess, I love it when you bite me. I wouldn’t mind having a child, though we dwarves aren’t as fertile as some races.”

      I bit up her chest, onto her neck, and ended at her mouth. After sucking her tongue into my mouth and biting down softly on it, I answered. “If you want, I’ll pump every ounce of cum I have into you. All you have to do is say yes.”

      “Yes. Yes, yes, yes.”

      I reached down and grabbed my cock to drag the head across her sopping pussy, around the lips, then up and down, finally to press on her clit.

      “Auuuuughh. Yes, Adam. Put it in. Fuck me hard.”

      I eased my head into her, planning on teasing her and inching my way in.

      She had other plans. The woman was so damn strong that when she took two handfuls of my ass and pulled, I was so surprised, I couldn’t keep from bottoming out in her. Her reaction was…positive.

      “Ooooooh. Like that.”

      New plan: no teasing, just fucking her like she asked.

      I rammed my dick into her, then pulled almost out and repeated the thrusting. She enthusiastically met me, thrust for thrust, and we slipped into a rhythm that was firm and forceful, but also so sensual it made me dizzy. Waves of pleasure crashed through my body, then returned to their origin, only to go out again. Each time, the pleasure grew stronger, sucking more of my breath away and making the world spin.

      Eydra was like a machine, her powerful body like a piston. Her internal muscles clamped down on my dick, throbbing and massaging me.

      I whispered harshly into her ear. “Fuck, Eydra. How can you make me feel so good?” I bit down on her breast and dragged my nails across her back, even as she clawed at mine.

      I could barely breathe, and she made gasping moans, but our hips bucked faster until we collided like a jackhammer. She finally clenched around my dick, and I knew I was going to explode at any moment.

      Her entire body turned to the hardness of steel, every muscle contracting so that only her shoulders and legs made contact with the pallet.

      “Awwwwwrrrrrr,” she yelled out, hoarse voice failing at the end as she ran out of air.

      Cum exploded out of my dick and filled the short woman, pumping out in jerks as her muscles milked me for every drop.

      After we relaxed and shared a long, soft, sensuous kiss, I pushed myself up from the beautiful woman and looked down on her body.

      “Your body is so unbelievable,” I said. “And what you can do with it…damn. I’m glad we finally found the time.”

      “Aye,” she said, her stunning blue eyes drilling into mine. “I’ve been waiting and fantasizing about this. It was better than all my dreams.”

      I took a few minutes to turn her over and massage her, from her muscular legs and ass, up to her back, shoulders and neck. I couldn’t help but to plant some kisses along the way, too.

      “Goddess, that feels so good. You can massage my muscles any time you like. It goes without saying you can fuck me any time you like as well.”

      I laughed, kissing her neck and ears. “I’ll definitely keep the invitation in mind. Both of them.”

      After luxuriating in each other for another fifteen minutes, we finally got dressed and got ready to go.

      “Now you have two good memories in this little tunnel system,” she said.

      I kissed the gorgeous dwarf one more time. “I do. Let’s hope we can make some more another time.”

      “Aye. It’s at the top of my list.”
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      When I got back to my room, all three of my girls were there. Ysduil jumped up from where she was sitting on our makeshift bed and charged me with her arms open.

      “Hi,” she said as she buried her face into my chest, then pulled back just enough to give me a kiss. Her nose flared and she sniffed, then kissed me more slowly, running her tongue around inside and outside my mouth. “You smell and taste like…metal? Not quite though. It’s…” Her eyes went wide. “Eydra!”

      I laughed at her antics. “Yeah. She caught up with me to show me some of her projects.”

      “Did her projects require your face in her crotch?” The fox girl narrowed her eyes at me, but her smile grew wider.

      “Required? I’m not sure. If I were to judge it on how a certain beautiful wife, who also happens to be a sexy foxgirl, has been begging me to do it lately, then maybe I would call it required.”

      “Oooooh.” She kissed me again, harder this time. “Did she enjoy it? Did you enjoy it? Tell me all about it. Everything.”

      “Uh, maybe later?” I glanced at the other two women who, surprisingly, didn’t look shocked in the least.

      “I want to hear,” Amelie said, placing her finger on the scroll she’d been reading to mark her place.

      Glasha shrugged.

      Instead of jumping right into the story, I asked the green woman a question of my own. “Glasha, how is it going with surveying the area outside the caves?”

      “Good.”

      “That’s it? Good?”

      “Very good?”

      I dragged Ysduil, who was basically hanging off me at that point, over to the dunim, who was sitting in a chair. I leaned in close to her, an inch or two from her face.

      “I love you,” I whispered to her, and pressed my lips to hers.

      “You love me because I told you the work is going well?”

      “Nope, because you’re you. As for the work, what are you and the others doing right now? Eydra has opened up that other entrance and she’s building some things that will help her to be able to forge weapons and tools.”

      “Yes, I’ve seen her projects. She’s very good.”

      “Hmmm,” I said. “Yes. Very good.”

      The warrior grinned at me and gave me another kiss.

      “Have you girls eaten yet? Why don’t we go and get some dinner? After I get some kisses from Amelie, who is neglecting me.”

      The affronted look on the bunny girl’s face was priceless. After slowly and carefully putting down her scroll, she leaped at me like a cheetah and pressed her lips into mine. Her hungry kisses and the sucking on my lips and my tongue left me a little wobbly when she broke our kiss and primly dabbed at her lips with a finger and stood waiting like nothing had happened. How the fuck did she do that, drive me to overwhelming passion and then act so cool and collected? She put a hand out for me to take and we headed to the newly established dining area to eat dinner.

      For the next several days, I mapped more tunnels with Maressa, DD, and Lamari, while Glasha helped to protect the craftspeople exploring and planning out important parts of Odonasia outside the caves. Ysduil minimized her involvement, casually referring to her “just helping out,” but I knew she was quickly becoming Nichole’s second-in-command, if not Nysea’s. If she’d wanted to snatch the command of the troops herself, no one would have thought twice, even Nichole. She was happy doing whatever she could, though.

      Amelie’s routine had changed the least. She still busied herself with study and training—both in priestess things and in combat—and seemed to have taken to it well. All in all, our little family was busy, but happy. I constantly thought about the Sodality out there hunting for us, but I got swept up in the work I was doing at the moment and it didn’t distract me as much as it could have.

      Until an intersection of events stopped me in my tracks.

      First, my little team finished mapping out the tunnels immediately around the communal cavern. There were still four passageways left—we had explored a fair distance away from our home, but then stopped because they seemed to go on forever. We set up barricades and guard posts but decided to leave further exploration for when we had more time. Two of those were the passage where I’d been attacked by the glimmerlings and the one where we’d fought the jackal wyrms. That fight seemed so long ago.

      The second thing was that Adrisse had gathered enough herbs and spices to trade for an anvil. Eydra had come to me, dragging the healer along with her, to loudly exclaim that I had to drop everything else that instant and go with them to conclude the deal with the king.

      The third thing wasn’t so happy. Even above and beyond the normal sighting or even attacks of minor monsters or wild Dreadlands beasts, something more dangerous had taken an interest in us. It had attacked several scouts, injuring three of them with deep cuts. The buddy system kept any from being killed, but it was concerning that even with witnesses to the attacks, no one could identify what type of monster it was. They only said it was a flash of green and brown that moved far too quickly to be seen clearly, let alone be captured or killed.

      “I can go with you,” I told the dwarf, “but I need to talk to Nichole later about the attacks. I don’t know what it is, but if we can’t find out anything more about whatever monster is hunting us, I may go and talk with Erynth to see if she knows.”

      “It shouldn’t take long,” Eydra told me. “Lamari has already said what we have is plenty to get a nice anvil, and maybe some metal as well.”

      That was the rub in the whole plan. Though the nytis had weapons and tools, as well as anvils, they had very little ore or refined metal. Most of what they had was gold and silver, not suitable for the items we needed Eydra to make. It seemed that the only mines for harder materials like iron were not within the cave system the nytis lived in. At least, not at any depth they’d found yet.

      We picked up Maressa and Lamari—both of them in the administration area talking with Nysea and Ymara—and headed over to haggle with the king.

      “We have a deal,” the mouse king said. “These medicines you have produced are of very high quality. I feel as if we are taking advantage of you.”

      “We appreciate that,” I said. “Adrisse does do great work. If you feel too bad, you could always throw in some more metal, or even ore.”

      “Would that I could. We have very little as it stands. Will you even be able to use the anvil?”

      Eydra nodded. “Aye. We’ve got weapons we took from the fortress we destroyed. I’ve finished my forge, so we can reforge some of them into tools or more suitable weapons. Some of it is not good enough quality for tools, but some is.”

      “Splendid. All that remains is to load the anvil onto a cart and bring it to where you’ll use it. We can lend you a cart that is built for the weight, but we’ll have to set up a tackle to put the anvil on it. It weighs over four hundred pounds.”

      I eyed the dwarf, knowing the shape and density of her muscles, but not the exact extent of her strength. “No need. I think Eydra and I can handle it.”

      The dwarf’s blue eyes widened, then narrowed at me. “Aye?”

      “Aye,” I said with a wink. “Come on, let’s get to it. I have some other things to do, and I’m sure you want to set it in place as soon as you can so you can play with it.”

      “Surely, I do. What’re you doing dawdling, man? Move that cute arse of yours.”

      I laughed at what she said, but more at the looks on everyone else’s faces. Once we all went to the smithy where the anvil stood, I got to see a set of other expressions, this time sheer disbelief.

      The anvil was big, but it didn’t seem like it was big enough to be four hundred pounds. I walked around it, pulled up on the horn to tilt it a little, and decided the king was right. It was at least that heavy.

      Once we got the cart in place, I let Eydra take the side with the horn while I took the flat side with the hardie hole. It wasn’t a huge difference in weight, but I thought I had the edge in lifting power with my leverage and the ability to put magical power into my muscles. I almost suggested that I try to lift it myself, but it seemed to be too much like showing off.

      After a few adjustments, we both lifted the massive hunk of metal and pushed it onto the bed of the cart, which creaked ominously but held. I turned to see those expressions I mentioned and gave everyone a smile.

      “We’re almost halfway there. Just a trip through the tunnel and then lifting it off the wagon to place it, and Eydra will have the makings of the first smithy in Odonasia.”

      Though slow, we made it to the location Eydra had chosen to put her forge and anvil. She’d already planted a massive hardwood round in the ground on which to mount the anvil at the correct height. The area was still open to the elements, but within a few days, the cover would be up to keep the dwarf and her helpers out of the rain while they worked metal. They’d placed it all near the eastern entrance to the caverns, the smaller one that hadn’t been widened yet.

      “We toyed with the idea of hollowing out a cavern and using it as a smithy,” the dwarf said, “but with all the work it would take to provide ventilation, we decided outside was better. It’s not just a matter of the smoke from the forge. Some types of bad air don’t go up but will either go down or mix at any height.”

      “Yeah,” I said. “Carbon dioxide and carbon monoxide can kill you if a room where burning is being done isn’t aired out, especially if it’s incomplete combustion.”

      “Carbon what, now?” the dwarf asked.

      “Oh, nothing. It’s like you said, bad air. I think you did the right thing.”

      With the tunnels mapped out, the council figuring out how to utilize the new chambers we’d found to be safe, and the forge and smithy well in hand, that left only the third issue to deal with.

      The mysterious monster that was attacking our people.

      The meeting with Nichole consisted of the two of us facing each other across a table in the administrative area, along with Ysduil and Glasha on either side of the table.

      “We’re not sure what it is or how to kill it,” the leader of Odonasia’s military force said. “We’ll need to draw it out somehow, but our attempts to do so thus far have failed. We’ve put out meat and other food, but it’s like it can sense us around, waiting to attack, and never shows up.”

      “What about snares or other traps?” I asked.

      “We’ve tried, but though we found a few tripped, the bait was gone and the monster nowhere to be seen.”

      “Hmmm. Sounds smart. What can I do to help?”

      “Well…” The blonde woman swept her hair back over her shoulder. She wore it loose sometimes when she wasn’t expecting to fight. “I was thinking that you are probably the only one who’s fast enough to fight it. To kill it.”

      “You want him to go out and let it attack him?” Ysduil said.

      “I—”

      “It’s fine,” I said. “I’m not offended. If it’s the only thing that can be done to protect our people, I’ll do what I can. We can’t very well block off the entire area like we do with the caves. Even when we can build a palisade, it sounds like the monster could get in anyway. I’m willing to try. What’s your idea?”
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      That’s how I found myself walking through a section of the forest where multiple attacks had occurred. I wore my sword, but other weapons and helpful items were scattered around the area. I didn’t know how smart the monster was, but we all figured it wouldn’t come at me if people were around—or if I was too well-equipped—so the closest observers were more than a quarter mile away, waiting patiently to see if I was a juicy enough morsel to draw the thing to me.

      I wandered around for two hours, but never saw more than a few small animals. At times, I felt like someone was gazing at me from hiding, their eyes locked on me and my every movement. But I eventually gave up and walked back to where Glasha, Ysduil, Nichole, and two other scouts waited.

      I wasn’t quite ready to give up yet, though. The next day, we tried again, and the one after that. I had the same sensation of being watched, and I started to believe that it wasn’t just me imagining things. With little else different to do, I sat on the forest floor and started the meditation exercises Adrisse had taught me.

      I settled into the comfortable trance I used to develop my connection with the power I still knew so little about. A sharp spike of danger lanced through me, and my body toppled to the side and rolled away from where I’d been. My eyes snapped open. A blur of green and brown zipped by me, right through the space I’d been in a second before. As I rolled up onto my feet, I was already drawing my sword.

      It seemed I’d found our monster. Or at least some kind of monster.

      A shape darted in and out of the foliage and between the trees, but I didn’t get a close enough look to get a full picture of what it was. Only green and brown streaks. The reports had been right. The damn thing was fast!

      A sensation of something off to my left caught my attention. I turned toward it and a heavy, thick object that I thought might be a tree branch lashed out and slammed into my arm. The powerful blow knocked the sword out of my grip, though I didn’t think it did any serious damage. I leaped to the side barely in time to miss claws slashing through the air at me, whistling as they passed.

      I put my hands up, ready to fight with my fists. My opponent slowed as it moved into a patch of diffused sunlight.

      A head and face like a lizard’s, with a scaled snout, peered at me from a crouched position. Its eyes had vertical slit pupils—like a cat’s or a lizard’s—and a soft blue color that was very un-lizard-like. The thing’s roughly humanoid body hunched on all fours, tensed to leap, with muscles shifting under the fine green and brown scales. I solved the mystery of what had disarmed me as a heavy, long tail swished behind it.

      A hiss issued from the split of a mouth filled with sharp teeth.

      My eyes went to the claws on the back feet, three-toed and typical of a reptile. The front feet—or hands—looked more like a cross between a human hand and cat’s paws, the claws flexing in and out, digging into the ground in preparation for a charge. Strangely, the top of the thing’s head had tawny fur that matched furry cat ears.

      “Rrrrrraaaaaahhhh,” the thing purred—or growled—at me. The consonant had a gurgling sound between the rolled sound of a Spanish R and a trilled sound resembling an R in the French language, eerily similar to the Drac language in the movie Enemy Mine. The creature leaped with such speed that even pushing magical power into my limbs and blurring, I barely evaded it.

      I needed to get hold of a weapon, and fast.

      I took off, sensing the monster bounding from tree to tree to ground to chase me down. The first of the items we’d scattered around was a staff like Ysduil’s. I wasn’t great with the weapon, but it would give me some reach. I snatched it up and swung it backward.

      The monster twisted impossibly in mid-air, much more like the cat some of its parts belonged to than a lizard. The staff barely missed, and the follow-up strike with its tail knocked the weapon from my grip. Again.

      “Damn it,” I yelled, heading toward another item I saw a dozen feet away. “Stop fucking knocking shit out of my hands.” I dove, snatched up the item, and rolled to the left, knowing without looking where the thing’s body was. Thank you, mysterious magical powers.

      I evaded it again, but it was getting closer with every swipe. I could match its speed if I blurred, but how long could I keep that up? I needed to end this.

      Once I regained my feet, I focused on what I felt and threw the item back behind me and slightly to the side. My aim was true. The weighted, thick net spread out and engulfed the monster, which was around my size. It crashed to the forest floor.

      I blurred to it, reaching around the net and encircling its throat, then bracing it with my other arm to put the creature in a sleeper hold. The monster moved on all fours, but it was humanoid enough to have a regular neck attached to that lizardy face. I applied pressure and hoped to hell it breathed like a human, too.

      Of course, even in a net and with me pressing on its throat, my captive wasn’t done. It thrashed and twisted, cutting into the skin on my arms and legs with its claws and battering my legs and midsection with its tail. Through it all, though, I held on. If I let it go without a weapon to hand, it would escape or tear me to shreds. I couldn’t easily kill it, even if I sent magic to my limbs and tried to break its neck. The powerful muscles around its throat would make that unlikely.

      So I held on, waited, and was finally rewarded when the monster slowed down, panting and stretching for air, and then stopped moving. When its body relaxed, I paused, checking the surroundings for any other dangers while I pondered. Should I keep pressure on its neck until it was dead, pick up a weapon and kill it more conventionally, or should I wrap it up tight and take it back to my friends who were waiting close by?

      I didn’t like to kill helpless things. While it was a monster—and one that had attacked me—I respected it trying to survive, killing to eat. I didn’t think it was malicious, though it was devilishly clever. Finally, I released its throat and dragged it toward the others, picking up a coil of rope we’d laid down in the area so I could tie it up tightly.

      Her up tightly.

      As I did my best to secure the creature, I couldn’t help but notice its breasts. They were lean, close to the body, but definitely breasts, though they lacked nipples and were covered by scales. I took a look, feeling like a perv as I did so, and she wasn’t carrying any junk between her legs, only a gash that was, thankfully, not covered with scales. I didn’t know why that would have bothered me, but it would have.

      By the time I had her heavy, solidly muscled body in my arms, her blue eyes fluttered open and she started to squirm.

      “Zeeeeeeee.” The sound was more of a wheezing exhalation than an actual word. “Zeeeeeerrrrrraaaaaah?” The Rs were softer than before, like she was injured with my earlier pressure on her throat. I felt bad about that until I looked down and saw I was bleeding in several places. Once I stopped moving, those cuts were going to hurt like a motherfucker.

      I ignored her sounds, even though the way they inflected at the end made me think she was asking me a question. Is she actually speaking a language?

      “Goddess!” Ysduil said when she spotted me carrying my adversary toward them. “Adam, what in Odona’s name happened? Why is it still alive?”

      “She,” I said without thinking. The other women all looked at me like I was crazy. “She has boobs and a…lack of a penis. She’s a she. Does anyone recognize her species? Is she an intelligent monster?”

      “Zeeeeeeee. Zeeeeeeerrrrrrraaaaaah.”

      Glasha came close, her hand on the hilt of her sword. “I have never seen such a creature. She has scales like a keclin, but the ears and front claws of a menna.”

      “Yeah. I noticed the cat parts. She also fought me on all fours. That tail is dangerous, too. I don’t know what—”

      “Zeeeeeerrrrrraaaaaahhhh?”

      “Oh, for fuck’s sake.” I looked the lizard-cat-girl in the eye. “Is that your name? Zeerah?”

      “Zeeeeerrrrraaaahhhh.”

      “Fine, Zeerah. I’ll call you Zeerah.” Turning back to the others, I continued. “I’m not sure what to do. I can’t kill her when she’s tied up and helpless, but I don’t think it’s a good idea for her to be wandering around here trying to pick us off as a lunch special.”

      “I’ll kill it,” Glasha said.

      “Her. And no, you won’t. She’s not our enemy. She’s just trying to survive. If anything, we’re the ones encroaching on her territory.”

      “Will you make it…her a pet, then?”

      “No.” I looked at the…well, whatever the hell she was. She seemed to have calmed down. “Do you understand us, Zeerah?”

      “Zeeeerrrraaaah.”

      I sighed. “Well, fuck. We can’t very well put her in a cage and keep her prisoner. That would probably be worse than killing her.”

      “Your dracora,” Nichole said. “Would she know what…Zeerah is? Where she comes from? Anything?”

      “Great idea, Nichole.” I shifted Zeerah’s weight in my arms. “I’ll go there now and find out.”

      “You’re injured, Adam.” Ysduil eyed the slashes all over my arms and legs.

      “Yeah, but I think most of them were blocked by my armor. I’m not bleeding a lot. Erynth’s cave isn’t too far. I can wait until I get there to bandage them.”

      “I’m going with you,” she said.

      “I am, too,” Glasha agreed in a tone that told me it was futile to argue.

      “We’ll all go,” Nichole said. “Well, all but one. Kaylessa, go back and report what happened to Nysea or the council.”

      “Sorry, Nichole, but I can’t. You yourself commanded that at least two people are required when outside the cave.”

      The blonde woman hissed. “You’re right. Both of you go. Pick up the items we tossed around to confuse…Zeerah, and to be available for Adam’s use. Then go back and report. We’ll be back in a few hours.”

      Both scouts snapped off salutes and jogged off.

      “Let’s get going,” I said. “As much as I love to carry women around, this one is heavier than most.”
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      As our small group headed toward Erynth’s cave, Ysduil never took her eyes off me. Her gaze lingered on my many minor injuries. I gave her a smile, trying to let her know it was fine. I didn’t tell her that they hurt more than their seriousness would dictate. Like a paper cut.

      “Are you…hungry?” the foxgirl finally asked me.

      “I could probably eat something,” I said, though with both my hands full, my wife would have to feed me or we’d have to stop. “What do you have?”

      She unslung her pack as we walked. Standing around for hours while I paraded myself as bait had to have been boring and tedious, so Ysduil had begun bringing snacks with her.

      “I have some cheese, a little fruit, and some cured meat made with some of the spices Adrisse collected.”

      I stopped walking. “How about some of that meat?”

      When Ysduil handed over a few chunks of the food, wrapped up in large leaves, Zeerah sniffed and stirred in my arms. As I had expected. The sound of air rushing into her nostrils was harsher, higher-pitched than I was used to for humans and most beastkin I’d been around. With her scales, the small holes, and the more rigid structure of her face, it was no wonder.

      “Zeerah,” I said, and her scaly head turned to me, her blue eyes locked onto mine. “Can you understand me?”

      “Rrrrraaaah. Zeeeeerrrrraaaaah.”

      “Are you hungry? Do you want some of this meat? If you do, move your head like this.” I slowly nodded, keeping eye contact with the lizard-cat-woman.

      She stared at me for a moment, almost like she was trying to beat me in a staring contest. Then, almost imperceptibly, she moved her head down, then brought it back up.

      I smiled at her inexpressive face and emotionless eyes. I doubted she understood my words, but she was smart enough to figure out that imitating me would get her fed.

      “Good enough for me. Here you go.” I readjusted so I was holding her with my forearms to free up a hand, and offered a chunk of meat to her through the net.

      At first, her eyes darted from mine to the food. She leaned her head forward a little to sniff at it. The way the light reflected off her orbs changed. Though her pupils were mere slits in the bright sunlight, something in the way her focus shifted seemed to indicate something was happening behind them. She’d probably never had anyone give her something before. She was wary.

      “Go on. You earned it.”

      She repeated the nod again, this time a little more evident. I stretched my hand out to bring the meat closer to her mouth.

      “Adam?” Glasha said. All four women were looking at me, their bodies tense and their hands grasping their weapons tightly.

      “It’s fine.” Zeerah’s teeth did look awfully sharp, and I already knew how fast she was. I hoped my act of goodwill would keep her from attacking me. She was still bound up, after all, so even if she did have a go at me, I could drop her on her ass.

      She opened her mouth slowly, then surprised me when she snatched the meat from my hand, not with her teeth, but with her tongue. It disappeared into her maw and she chewed it a few times before swallowing.

      A collective sigh from the women accompanied them visibly relaxing.

      “Good? Do you like it?”

      Zeerah kept staring at me, shifting her eyes once to the remaining meat I held in my other hand.

      I set her on her feet and waited patiently. Two full minutes passed before she nodded her head again. It wasn’t truly communication so much as a conditioned response, but I’d take it. Things would go much easier for everyone involved if the monster woman trusted me, even a little.

      I handed her another piece of meat, which she took immediately. I could do without food for the time being, so I offered her the last piece as well, which she scarfed down. After a sweep of her eyes, she shifted her body to settle into the ropes binding her and closed her eyes briefly at me. I figured it was my sign we needed to continue. Maybe like how a cat gave a slow blink to indicate trust?

      I picked Zeerah up again, noticing that she didn’t feel as heavy as she had earlier. It was that magical phenomenon where a child who didn’t want to be picked up felt like it weighed twice what it did when compliant. The lizard-cat-woman had given me tacit permission to lift her. At least, that’s how I interpreted it. I started walking again, the silent women around me trading looks with each other.

      “Erynth,” I shouted out as we drew close to her cave. “Erynth, are you here? It’s Adam, along with Ysduil, Nichole, Glasha, and DD.”

      “Come in,” the dragon woman said, her voice echoing out of the opening in front of us. “I could smell and hear you five minutes ago.”

      I laughed and headed for the opening, but Zeerah started squirming and hissing, her tail thrashing out.

      “Zeerah,” I said calmly. “It’s fine. We’re not going to hurt you.” I used as soothing a voice as I could and she took it down a notch, but she still squirmed and a pitiful keening moan came from her throat. Kind of like the time I tried to give my cat a bath when I was younger. Her sense of smell was probably more acute than mine and we were going into a dracora’s den.

      Ysduil, God love her, reached out and petted Zeerah’s furry ears and head. At first, the lizard-cat froze. After a few seconds of Ysduil bravely pushing on, Zeerah’s eyes went to the foxgirl. Searching. Analyzing. When no attack came, she relaxed her body a little, her frame softening from the steel-hard feel of panic to mild tension.

      Then we were through the tight tunnel and into Erynth’s entry room. Several of the wall torches were alight and the beautiful, red-haired dragonkin stood tall and powerful before us.

      “What have you brought me, Adam? Something to eat?”

      Zeerah twisted and thrashed again.

      “Shhh,” I cooed to the lizard-cat while Ysduil took up petting her ears again. “It’s fine.” Turning to Erynth, I rolled my eyes at her. “We all know you don’t eat people, so stop trying to scare her.”

      “People? Is this one people?”

      “I…don’t know how to answer that. She has been attacking our scouts, too fast to be killed or captured.”

      “Yet here she is,” Erynth said with a wry grin.

      “Yeah. It took some work, but I was able to capture her.”

      “I see. Why have you brought her to me?”

      I set Zeerah on her feet but kept an arm on her. “I’m not sure what else to do. Do you know her race? Have you seen someone like her before? Is she some lost monster tribe?”

      “I have not seen nor heard nor smelled one such as this before. She appears to be part keclin, the lizard folk, and part menna, cat beastkin, but no mix I’ve ever seen.”

      “Rrrrraaaaahh. Zeeeeeerrrrrraaaaaah.”

      “Oh. Does she speak?”

      I narrowed my eyes at the dragonkin. “Does that mean something to you? Is it a language you recognize?”

      “No.”

      “Too bad.” I ran a hand through my hair. “We call her Zeerah. For obvious reasons.”

      “While this is all very interesting, I ask again, why have you brought her to me?”

      “I thought you might be able to tell us more about her. Failing in that, I thought you would have an idea as to what to do with her. I don’t want to harm her, but I can’t let her hunt our people, either.”

      Erynth sighed. “Oh, Adam. If you didn’t have such obvious benefits, I would wonder if dealing with you at all was worth it.” She leaned forward, sniffed at Zeerah, and examined her with one hand on her chin. “I could take her somewhere else in the Dreadlands, through miles of twisting tunnels, and leave her in an area she could make her territory. I doubt she would come back through the tunnels, especially if I put a scare into her before releasing her.”

      “That would be great. Then she could do what she wants, without anyone else getting hurt.”

      Zeerah’s eyes had left the dragonkin and locked on me, as if she was listening carefully and trying to translate. I wondered how much she understood about what was going on. I felt bad, kind of, but it did sound like the best option. I just hoped she didn’t have family—especially young ones—in the area.

      “Leave her with me. I will decide where to bring her and take care of the matter.”

      I dragged my eyes from Zeerah to look at the statuesque dragon woman. “Thank you, Erynth. I really appreciate it.”

      “Remember that the next time I ask for a bit of your time.”

      “I definitely will. But you don’t have to owe me anything for me to spend time with you. I like doing that and would gladly do it for free, if it weren’t for me trying my hardest to survive right now.”

      The smile she gave me was predatory, and kind of hot.

      “Oh, one more thing,” I said. I offered the rest of the meat from Ysduil’s pack to Zeerah. She accepted each daintily, unlike before. “Well, uh, it was nice meeting you, Zeerah. I hope that you understand we never wanted to hurt you and that you like where Erynth is going to take you. Good luck.”

      I took my hand off the lizard-cat-woman and stepped back.

      “I’ll let you know where I decide to take her,” Erynth told me.

      “No, that’s okay. Better I don’t know, I think. Be nice to her? I really think everything she’s done was just instinct, trying to survive. She’s smarter than some random Dreadlands monster. I wish we had the time and opportunity to try to make friends with her, but we don’t.”

      “I will be gentle and choose a place where I think she’ll be happy. Don’t let your tender heart be too bruised over it. Oh, and maybe you should bandage up some of those cuts before you drip blood all over my floor.”

      “Yeah, yeah.” I stepped forward to give Erynth a kiss. “Thank you.”

      When I turned, I found Zeerah staring at me again. I wondered what she thought about everything. How I would have liked to be able to talk to her.

      “Goodbye, Zeerah. Have a good life.”

      “Zeeeeeeerrrrrraaaaaaaah.”

      Ysduil rubbed the lizard-cat’s ears again as we left the dragonkin’s cave.

      “Why do I feel like we haven’t done enough to help her?” I asked.

      Ysduil kissed me on the side of the face. “Because, like Erynth said, you have a tender heart, and I love you for it.”

      “Come on, let’s get back to the caves. We need to let the council know that our stalker problem has been resolved.”
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      On the way back to Odonasia, I smiled at Ysduil as she walked along beside me.

      After a few minutes, she noticed. “What?”

      “You are such a sweetheart.”

      Her suspicious eyes turned dreamy and she swayed to put her body against mine. “I am?”

      “You are. That was kind of you to soothe Zeerah like that, especially knowing what she’s capable of with those claws and teeth.”

      She shrugged, raising her shoulder into my armpit. “She was scared. I don’t think she wants to hurt people. She’s just trying to survive, like you said. I thought about how scary it must be for her, not understanding anyone, captured and carried around. All alone. I wish we could do more for her, maybe keep her around and learn to talk to her.”

      “Keep her as a pet,” Glasha said, but not unkindly. I knew the green warrior had a good heart.

      “No. As a friend,” Ysduil said. “Eventually.”

      I kissed the top of her head. “I feel the same way, but we can’t take on another responsibility with us barely hanging on ourselves. All the same, I appreciate how much you care.”

      She hummed happily as we walked, snuggling up to me.

      When we got closer to the caves, I took my first good look at the surrounding area in several days. Besides clearing out some space by cutting trees for lumber, the evidence of building was also impressive, with different plots roped off and even some foundations being laid. The charcoal kiln was already in operation. In fact, Eydra had said it would yield its first batch of charcoal today. Or was it yesterday?

      The forge was ready, though I hadn’t been back to the smithy area since I’d helped carry the anvil there. But it was more than a few structures. The place was starting to feel lived in. A section of sharpened logs was already in place, the start of a palisade that would help to protect a place where we would build homes and other permanent buildings. I could almost see the place as a village. It brought a smile to my face.

      “Ah, Adam,” a husky voice called out, with a very distinctive accent. “A fine bit of luck that we chanced upon you. You’ll never guess the fortune the gods have graced us with.”

      I turned to find Eydra and four other women coming toward us from further out in the forest. Two of them were sisters in armor, the required escort for when someone left the caves. The other two were in rugged clothes covered in dirt and dust, carrying a handful of tools. A shovel, a hammer, a pick, and three spikes. Eydra carried a sack.

      “Hey, Eydra,” I said. “What fortune are you talking about?”

      She took a good look at me as she came close, her eyes lingering on some of the larger blood stains on my clothes and skin.

      I waved her raised eyebrow away, and she chuckled but didn’t make a fuss over it. Which I appreciated.

      “Do you know Tigrin Paulson, here?” she asked.

      I considered the woman holding the hammer and spikes. She was short—though not so much as Eydra herself—and while her nose was kind of sharp, she had a cute face. Her ears seemed a little small and too close to her head, and her very short dark-grey hair was almost like felt. Her dense body wasn’t exactly curvy, but was pleasant to look upon.

      “I’ve seen her around but never had the pleasure of meeting her officially. Hi, Tigrin, I’m Adam. It’s nice to meet you.” I put a hand out to her.

      She timidly shook my hand.

      “Tigrin is my new favorite person in the world,” the dwarf said. “I’m about to go to Nysea and the council and have her assigned away from the guard duty she’s been doing so she can work with me full time.”

      “Uh, that’s nice.” I was wondering why getting a new worker was this great fortune she had mentioned.

      “Aye, but that’s neither here nor there. What I’m excited about is why she’s my new favorite person. Tigrin, tell Adam what you told me not two hours past, when we were in the cavern.”

      The woman, who I judged was maybe five-foot-two or so, cleared her throat like she was going to give a speech. “I was helping to guard one of the herbalists and I sensed something nearby. We investigated and found a deposit.”

      Eydra slapped the woman on the back and guffawed.

      I looked around at the women gathered. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

      Ysduil helped me out. “Adam, Tigrin is a byknete.” I furled my brow. That hadn’t helped at all. “Umm, a mole beastkin.”

      That made sense, especially the nose and her hair, now that I looked at her with the new information. Still… “I still don’t—”

      “They can sense buried things,” Glasha said. “Gems. Hidden water. Metals.”

      “Exactly,” Eydra said. “Our Tigrin here sensed some metal. We went out straightaway, dug around a bit, and found some of this.” She put her hand in the sack she was carrying and pulled out an item, then held it out to me.

      I accepted what Eydra proffered and looked at it dubiously. “A rock?”

      The dwarf laughed like I’d told her the world’s best joke. “Not a rock, Adam. That’s ore. Iron. Ore.”

      “Oh. Oh!”

      “Now you’re with us. It looks like there’s a lot of it. Some copper, too, maybe even a bit of gold. The important thing is iron, though. I’ll start on a blast furnace right away and in a few days—long enough for my new mining foreman Tigrin to extract a good amount of the stuff—I’ll be smelting and refining our own iron. Then, I can—”

      My eyes went wide and I got a little carried away. “You can use your charcoal to work it and forge it into a purer state, and even convert it to steel.” I grabbed both her arms. “If we only had some coal, or the petroleum coke we made as a byproduct at the refinery I worked at, we could do a…” I trailed off at the look the dwarf and the others gave me. All but Eydra had the glazed-eye look like I probably had a few minutes before. The dwarf, though, she had a satisfied—even proud—grin on her face.

      “You know how to make steel, Adam?”

      “I know a little bit. I haven’t done any forging or anything, but I picked up a tidbit of knowledge here and there. It’s very exciting. So much better than iron. The stuff you could make…”

      Eydra slapped her thigh and laughed. “So full of surprises, you are. But yes, you’re right. With this find, we can not only make things, but we can probably sell or trade raw metal to the nytis. It’ll be a lot of work, mind you, but we’re not afraid of a little sweat, surely not.”

      “That’s great. Congratulations. Thank you, Tigrin. Your find is going to help Odonasia grow as much as any other effort we’ve been making. I only have one question for you, Eydra.”

      The dwarf narrowed her eyes at me, wary of a trap. “What is it?”

      “Why are you standing here flapping your lips when you should be drawing up plans for a blast furnace?”

      “Oh. Ha. Ho. Right you are. No more time to talk to the likes of you. I’m going to tell the rest of the council how we’re going to get this done. I’ll see you soon. Maybe I’ll ask your help in moving something heavy. You’re a slag-headed ape, but you’re strong, no doubt.” She took off toward the caverns at a fast walk, her booming laugh echoing throughout the whole area. I could only shake my head as her muscular body retreated.

      “Come on,” I said. “Her news will overshadow ours, but we still need to let the others know about Zeerah.”

      As expected, Eydra already had the council assembled by the time we got to the administrative area. We’d taken our time getting there and only caught the last part of the discussion. While the council was there, I asked her to stay so I could give my news before she went off to start building her next project. After telling them what we’d done, something else occurred to me.

      “We’ve got things a little more organized in the tunnels, and with this news from Eydra, we’ve got new tasks to fill our time and new resources we didn’t have before. I also noticed how much work has been done outside the cave. No one who passes within half a mile of us will miss that we’re here. I think maybe it’s time to officially meet the neighbors.”

      Ymara raised a hand to get everyone’s attention. “I’m not sure I follow what you’re suggesting. Can you explain?”

      “Sure. When the council sent me off to make allies of the wustol tribe to the southwest, you know how that failed. We’re aware of the other monster tribes near us and I think at this point, they may feel slighted or threatened that we haven’t reached out to them.

      “I may be wrong—I don’t pretend to know how monster tribes think—but wouldn’t it be better to go to them than to have them come to us? What I’m saying is that I think it might be time to try again with the other tribes, even if only to stop by and tell them we don’t mean any of them harm. Building a palisade might make them think we’re planning to attack or expand our territory into theirs.

      “I also think those who knew we were here thought of us as squatters or vagabonds, rootless and liable to fly away with the wind at a moment’s notice. Explaining we plan on being here for the long haul may help us to form relationships.”

      Next to me, Nichole nodded. “We do know the location of a few more villages, or at least generally. Even if they are not favorable about being allies, we can get a feel for them, their numbers, and their attitude toward us. I think it’s a good idea.”

      “What if they threaten to eat you again?” Xanali said.

      “Have you had a vision?” I asked. The elder sister had a talent for visions. At least, she did before magic started to wane.

      “No. It’s just a question. The wustol threatened you.”

      “Well, I hope it won’t come to that, but I’m a lot better able to respond to any threat now than I was then. I’m confident that unless we’re ambushed, they’ll get a much worse result than we will. It’s a risk we have to take. We can’t challenge the Sodality with only the number we have, and we can’t be afraid our neighbors will attack us at any time. We’ve added some fine warriors in the gnosta and the dunim, but we need more.” Nanami nodded at my words, as did Glasha. “Even if it’s just for trade, we should try to contact them.”

      Nysea pursed her lips. “Trade. That would be advantageous, but what do we have that the monster tribes would want?”

      Glasha looked at me and barked a laugh. I raised an eyebrow at her and, without missing a beat, she said, “We can trade sex with Adam. I’m sure all the tribes would be interested in that.”

      I looked around at all the smiling and laughing faces, surprised that not one of them voiced an objection.

      “I support this plan,” Adrisse said. Then added with a wry smile, “The plan to contact the tribes, not necessarily rent out Adam for their pleasure. There are some here who are still waiting. I will need to work overtime to make enough medicines and bandages to keep up with your obsession with getting injured, though.” She ran her eyes over me. “Such as earlier today. Don’t think you’re leaving this chamber until I’ve dressed those wounds.”

      I smiled at the sexy elf. “Noted. Anyone else have a problem with what I propose?” No one did. “Great. I’ll talk with Nichole and figure out where we’ll go first. We’ll let everyone know. I plan on the first visit in the next couple of days. Now I’ll…I guess I’ll get some minor cuts dressed and get scolded for not doing so earlier.”
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      After some discussion with Nichole, we decided our first visit would be the monster tribe to the northwest.

      “Wait a minute,” I said. “Lamia? You mean, like women with human torsos and the bottom half like giant snakes?”

      The commander looked at me like I was drunk. Or a moron. Maybe a drunk moron.

      “Uh, yes. That’s what lamia are.”

      “Whoa. That’s…interesting. In my world, it’s the same thing, though they’re not real there. It’s weird how some things are the same.”

      “It is. We’ve established that.”

      “Good enough. Have you talked with them before?”

      She shook her head. “Neither I nor anyone else here has spoken with that tribe. I personally have also never talked to any lamia before. They’re an intelligent monster race, not one of the so-called civilized beastkin races, like the serpen. If anyone here has spoken with them, I would think it would be Glasha. Or Midra.”

      “No,” the green woman said. “There are none on the other side of the Dreadlands that I know of.”

      “That might be good,” Ysduil said. “We won’t have any preconceived ideas.”

      I eyed the foxgirl. “Yeah, I guess.”

      The same group that went with me to talk to the wustol accompanied me to the lamia tribe. Ysduil, Glasha, Amelie, DD, and I padded through the forest and up an incline to a plateau, where the deciduous trees thinned and the evergreens multiplied in an alpine climate. The temperature was a little cooler than it had been when we started, but it was by no means cold, just a little more comfortable.

      I wasn’t sure how the whole beastkin and intelligent monster thing worked. I’d witnessed animal traits in some of the women I’d been around—like Ysduil’s heightened night vision and hearing—but what did that mean for lamia? Snakes were cold-blooded and so didn’t do well when the temperature dropped. Were the snake women the same, or did their mammal part maintain homeostasis in their bodies?

      I’d been impressed by DD’s professionalism and abilities in the time I spent with her. Apparently, she was one of the top scouts and as such, she’d helped locate the different tribes. Which was great, because she led us right where we needed to go.

      “You haven’t been to the village yet, right?” I asked the perky blonde elf.

      “No. None of the scouts have made contact with any of the monster tribes or tried to get a closer look at their villages. We located the general areas through trails and signs, occasionally seeing one of the tribes people, but didn’t go close enough to encroach on their territory.”

      “Just so we’re clear: No one has talked to them, no one knows anything about them, and we’re the first to go traipsing through their domain?”

      “Uh-huh. That about sums it up.”

      I shook my head. “Wonderful. What could go wrong?”

      That got a few chuckles, but I was only half joking.

      A tingling, almost like someone put an electric massager up to my ear, drew my attention to the right. I spotted a slight movement. Showtime.

      I put my hands up, away from my sword, and spoke loudly toward where I was pretty sure a sentry was hidden. “We’re not here to cause problems. We want to talk to your leader. I represent a group of priestesses of Odona and others. We have been living a few miles away, to the southeast. Can you direct us—or lead us—to where we can speak with your leader?”

      “Stay where you are,” a voice said from the bushes. “We will get a decision from our superiors.”

      I lowered my arms, still keeping my hands well away from my weapon, and settled in to wait. Fifteen minutes later, a group of five women showed up, all of them with large snake tails.

      Seeing a full-sized, fleshed-out person with the torso of a woman riding on top of the thick entwined body of a snake was a new experience. I stared for a moment, mesmerized by the writhing shapes as they shifted from splaying out behind the women to tight coils that provided a base on which they sat when they stopped.

      It was pretty fucking awesome.

      Ignoring the bottom half, which had no clothing at all, their top halves looked like normal humans. Varying degrees of armor adorned their bodies, usually leaving their toned abs bare, and they carried weapons about the same general quality of the ones we used. Four of them had long spears, but the one in front wore two sheathed swords belted to a double baldric. I guessed with no real waist to speak of, a normal belt wouldn’t do. A weapon belt sliding down in a battle didn’t seem like a good thing.

      I greeted the group, asked again to talk to their leader, and hoped we weren’t going to have another episode like with the wustol. No one threatened to kill or eat me, though, and soon we were following the lamia with the two swords.

      As we went toward what I was assuming was a village and not an ambush that would leave us as the next meal for the lamia, I surreptitiously checked out the snake women.

      From what I could see, their human parts started at their waist, a couple of inches below their navels. From that point upward, they were like anyone else: some slender, some muscular, even one with a little extra padding, though by no means overweight. Their chests, shoulders, and arms were likewise varied, with one of the escort fairly flat-chested and another encroaching into obsil dimensions. Their heads and faces didn’t reveal any aspects of a reptile. Standing behind a waist-height object, they’d look like normal humans.

      The parts below, though, were kind of blowing my mind. The coils on the women were the same thickness as their hips, and they had variations in scale color like regular snakes. Most had a lighter-colored section on the underside, and other colors on the sides and tops, with the scales a little rougher on those sections. The snake sections of the women were probably eight to ten feet long, tapering into thin points at the end. All except one, whose tail ended in a rattle. Did that mean she was venomous?

      The one big question I had was where the…necessary parts were on the lamia women. I didn’t see any holes or slits, but they had to go to the bathroom and I assumed they were able to procreate. What would it be like to have sex with one of these women? I mean, they were attractive enough up top, but to have to put my dick in…where? How would that work?

      No matter what I tried to think about and no matter how much I looked around, that one idea wouldn’t leave my mind. Did that mean I was a horny asshole or some kind of perv? Yeah, probably. But since I’d found myself in Tenos, just about everything had involved sex, from monetary concerns to political ones to a whole group of women essentially worshipping sex.

      I did my best to push the ideas out of my head, promising myself I’d ask Ysduil and the other priestesses about it later. For now, I needed to concentrate on doing my job as an ambassador.

      We soon reached the lamia village. If I’d expected it to be like Glasha’s or Midra’s, I was sorely mistaken. What I found was a collection of earthen mounds with simple doors set in them. We’re not talking homey little hobbit holes here. These looked like straight-up predator dens. With wooden doors.

      Standing—if you could call resting on your own coils standing—in front of us was a lamia whose arrogant bearing and obvious air of command left no doubt that she was their leader. Long pale-blonde hair hung down well past her snakey parts, held back by a diadem—or crown; were those the same thing?—of gold, with a large red gemstone set in the middle of a starburst pattern. She had a plate bikini top on, her abdomen more exposed than most of the warriors, and she held an elaborate spear in her hand, its butt resting on the ground.

      That caused me to think of something I hadn’t yet: none of these women had butts. The notion made me sad.

      The spear itself was a work of art, but also looked to be dangerously functional. Close to seven feet long, the top quarter of it consisted of an ornate head of twisting steel like a caduceus, leading up into a long, wide tip that glinted sharply in the sunlight.

      The vision of their leader standing there struck me as being one of the most regal things I’d ever seen. I mean, the woman was drop-dead gorgeous, too, but it was more than that. She looked like a queen. I suddenly hoped we could woo her to our side.

      “I am Athistae,” she said in a commanding, yet pleasantly smooth voice. “Why have you come to our village?”

      “Chief Athistae—or is it Queen Athistae?—we have come simply to introduce ourselves.” When I spoke, her blue-green eyes widened a little, then narrowed. I found myself staring into them, almost hypnotized. I raised a hand. “Before you ask, I am khresha, not sotin. I am not from this world and have recently come here. I and dozens of priestesses of Odona, as well as some other friends, have settled in an area a few hours to the southeast of here.”

      “Interesting.” Her eyes swept over me, then moved on to the women with me. With each new person she inspected, the interest in her eyes grew. We represented five different races, which I hoped indicated to her that we were tolerant of all kinds of people.

      “As I said,” I continued, “we merely wanted to introduce ourselves and to assure you we will do our best to be good neighbors. The Sodality is hunting me and the priestesses. We will soon fight back.”

      “Fight back?” Athistae said. “Against the Aycrishi Sodality?” Her laugh was polite, but I could hear the scorn in it. “We know as well as any that they cannot be fought. It is not too far in the past when they attacked us and took all our men.”

      “That’s why we’re searching for allies. We can’t do the job alone, but we will try if we must.”

      “So, then, you are not here for introductions, or not only for them. You search for accomplices.”

      I didn’t like the way things were going, but I couldn’t back down and be seen as weak. “If the opportunity arises to gain allies, then we will take advantage of it. We would also like to open trade with our neighbors, even if they don’t desire to be allies against the Sodality.”

      “Trade, you say?” She ran her eyes over me one more time, and this time I could feel the heat in her inspection. I thought of what I’d been told earlier, that my greatest value to some might be as a glorified gigolo. I felt a bit like a piece of meat at that moment.

      “Yes. We are beginning to create items for trade. Weapons, tools, medicines. There may be other things, too, as we build up our capabilities.”

      “Is there nothing else you would offer?” Her eyes definitely reflected interest and my thoughts earlier about where I would put it came back. “We may perhaps be open to trade, though we have no interest in getting involved in a fight against the Sodality. Perhaps you should come back when you have the actual items for barter, and we can discuss it further. Our territory stretches for approximately five miles in all directions from this village. Ensure you do not cause problems and we will most likely accept your visits peacefully.”

      I traded looks with Ysduil, then DD. The priestesses looked to be as much at a loss as I was. I let the silence hang for a moment, hoping Athistae would speak again. She didn’t.

      “Okay. I guess we’ll take our leave, then. Thank you for listening to us. We’ll figure out what we have to trade and get back to you.”

      I dipped my head to her. I wasn’t sure if lamia bowed—it might be awkward with the snake half—and didn’t want to give her too blatant a show of subservience. She tilted her head forward marginally and that was that. We all turned and headed back toward Odonasia.

      After we’d cleared the five-mile distance and I no longer felt any scouts present, I blew out a breath.

      “Well, that was weird. At least they didn’t threaten to eat us.”

      Ysduil giggled. “No, but the way Athistae was looking at you, I think she found you delicious. Maybe we should start with you being available for breeding and we’ll have better luck.”

      “Ha. Ha.”

      On the way back to Odonasia, I wasn’t very talkative. I kept going over in my mind how we’d approached the lamia, what I’d said. Could I have done it differently to get more interest from them? It wasn’t as bad as with the wustol, but neither did it do us any good. I wasn’t quite sure I was the right one to be the spokesman for our new community.

      Ysduil got up close to me and put her arm around me. She didn’t say anything, just lent me her warmth and her support. Glasha had a different approach.

      “Like Ysduil said, you probably should have led with offering to have sex with her.” Her laugh was more subdued than normal, probably to keep from attracting every beast and monster within ten miles. “She was very pretty.”

      “Oh, shut up.” She accomplished her goal, though. I smiled at her.

      When we got back to Odonasia, we discussed what happened with Ymara and Nysea. It didn’t faze them.

      “You’ll go out again tomorrow?” the stunning obsil high priestess asked.

      “Yeah. DD said there are two more tribes we could talk to. There are also the kobolds.”

      Ymara tilted her head at me. “Kobolds?”

      “We saw a small group of them before,” I told her. “Glasha says they’ve gone feral and don’t even speak anymore, but there’s a group of them not too far from one of the other tribes we’re going to talk to, so I decided we’d stop by and see if we can try to communicate with them.”

      “Are you sure that’s wise?” Nysea asked. “They’re small, true, but they’re vicious. If enough of them attack you, it could be very dangerous.”

      “We’ll be careful. Maybe what people think they know about them is wrong. No offense, Glasha. I want to find out for myself if there’s any scrap of intelligence or community in them. I wouldn’t go out of my way to try, but they’re on the way.”

      “On the way to what?”

      “To a gnosta tribe. I need to talk to Nanami to see if she wants to go with us. It might make things smoother if one of their own kind was with us. Especially if they treat her with the respect that Nanami’s own tribe treats those with the appearance of the ancestors.”

      I searched out the chief of the gnosta tribe as soon as I finished talking with Nysea and Ymara. I found her in the chamber she’d been given. It was actually given to the whole gnosta tribe, but I always thought of it as Nanami’s. Midra was there with her mother.

      I hadn’t seen the gnoll warrior for a few days. The new diet—the “eat enough to stay alive and strong” plan—and her renewed sense of purpose had made almost miraculous changes in the dark-haired woman. Before, I could tell she was pretty, and even more so as she began to fight off the malnutrition, lack of sleep, and bone-weariness of living on the edge of extinction all the time. She looked like another person now, blowing past pretty and jumping right into magnificent. Her skin glowed, the dark circles under her eyes were gone, and her dark hair—loose and free for once—had a sheen like a shampoo model’s. Her lips were even pink, though I didn’t think the gnosta used any kind of paint or dye for the purpose.

      In two words, she was a sublime beauty.

      I nodded at her and gave her a smile, which she met with a shy smile of her own. Her cheeks reddened a little, no doubt because my eyes were popping out of my head at seeing her true condition. Funny, she’d never been shy before.

      Nanami cleared her throat.

      “Hi,” I said articulately. “I…uh…” I focused completely on the dark-skinned jackal-headed woman. As if that was a help. She was gorgeous, too, even with an elongated snout like that. “I wanted to ask you something. We’re going to visit a few tribes tomorrow to try to gain them as allies. One of them is a gnosta tribe. I thought you might like to come along. Maybe it’ll help them be more comfortable with us showing up.”

      Nanami gestured for me to sit in one of the four chairs in her section of the large room. The way she moved, even the simple turns of her hand, was so graceful. I took a seat.

      “Thank you for asking. It would be a benefit to have a gnosta with you when you approach them. However, I don’t think it would be a good idea for it to be me. Some tribes have an inherent respect for those like me, with the traits of the ancient ones. Other tribes do not appreciate the old blood as much. Without having met this tribe before, we have no way of knowing how they feel about it. My appearance could provoke an unfriendly greeting, even violence.”

      “Oh. I didn’t know about that. I’m glad you have the wisdom to think of it. That could have been a problem.”

      “Yes. On the other hand, I think Midra would be a fine emissary from our tribe. She may help put them at ease when you show up unannounced, especially with a diverse group of people.” The chief turned to her daughter. “What say you, daughter? Would you go with Adam and greet our cousins?”

      “Of course.” Her excited smile told me that she was more than willing. I’d seen that look before, on several other faces. It was the same glee Lamari displayed when she had an opportunity to explore. “I would be honored to be included.”

      “Great,” I said. “Honestly, I would have asked you to be part of the group sooner, but I figured you were busy. We can always use another friend and skilled warrior when we go outside the protected area here. We’ll be leaving not too soon after sunrise. If you want to eat breakfast with us, meet us in the dining area. It’ll be nice to catch up with you. I haven’t seen you for a few days.”

      The gnoll’s lips turned upward and I had to drag my eyes from watching them.

      “I will be there. I’ll see you tomorrow morning.”

      I turned to leave, but not before I caught Nanami’s mouth turn into a wry smile as her eyes flicked from me to her daughter.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirteen

          

        

      

    

    
      “The kobolds are to the southeast,” DD told us as she led us out of the cave the next morning. “We’re not sure if they have a settlement or if they simply sleep in packs on the ground. The scouts haven’t gone close because we didn’t want to be attacked. Of the three groups we’ll visit today, the kobolds are the most unpredictable. We have no idea how they’ll react if confronted.

      “After we attempt to communicate with them, we’ll head almost directly north to the gnosta tribe. They’re closer to the eastern edge of the Dreadlands than any other group we know of. Finally, to the north and slightly west is the frelst tribe. Goblins. The distances aren’t too great, so there shouldn’t be a problem with visiting all three and getting back to Odonasia long before dark.”

      Though in general we were finally feeling safer in our own part of the Dreadlands, we were still careful not to be out of our protected space at night. As Glasha and Ysduil had mentioned when we first crossed the Dreadlands, many of the more dangerous creatures hunted after the sun went down. We didn’t want a delay to force us to camp on the way back.

      It took about two hours to get to the area where the scouts had seen signs of kobold activity. I opened up my senses, paying as much attention as I could to any pulses in my perception. While I’d been working to strengthen and hone the feelings, they were far from flawless without me consciously opening myself to them.

      The first tickle signaling something in front of us struck when we’d entered the heaviest forest I’d seen so far in the Dreadlands. Ferns, brambles, and thickets worked to slow our progress. DD pointed out some faint paths that, at first, I thought were game trails. Then she indicated some crushed leaves and twigs that were sheared—not torn—off.

      “Kobolds,” she whispered, and I pictured in my mind the diminutive creatures bashing and cutting through the vegetation with their primitive weapons and their squat bodies and sharp claws. I didn’t relish meeting a large group of the lizard-like monsters in a place where our size and weapons would put us at a disadvantage in the cramped vegetation.

      Sounds filtered in from around us. Not those of small forest animals, but as of larger figures, shifting and moving slowly. My other senses latched onto them as well.

      Then we stepped into an open area, finding a line of the scaled bodies I recognized. Up close, they didn’t look quite so small, almost Lamari’s size, though twice as wide. Their grey-green scales looked more defined and rougher than when I’d seen them at a distance. Like alligator scales rather than those of a snake or a fish. More than a dozen sets of dark eyes stared at us without blinking.

      I cautiously rose a hand up to greet them. “Uh, hi.”

      Silence.

      I considered the primitive spears some of the kobolds held, and the swords—most of them of stone, but at least three were battered steel. All the weapons were held steady, not wavering a fraction of an inch. The lack of movement and sound was eerie.

      “We brought you something,” I told them. “A gift to let you know we’re not enemies. Can I give it to you?”

      Not a motion other than breathing greeted my question.

      “Okay. Here, I’m going to take my pack off, slowly, and bring out what we have for you. Let me know if you understand me.”

      I unslung my pack at a glacial pace and brought out some large chunks of spiced meat, much like the ones I’d fed to Zeerah. We’d figured that food was the one thing all living things had in common, and the kobolds definitely looked like they were carnivorous. Or probably omnivorous. Either way, meat seemed the logical choice.

      I took two steps forward and all but the largest of the kobolds tensed to defend themselves. That one, which I picked out as the leader, stood stone still, rat-like eyes drinking in the subdued sunlight with nothing more than a soft glint in return. As I reached out even further, the nostrils in his little scaled snout flared as he sniffed. I had a bit of a déjà vu moment and wondered where Erynth had taken the lizard-cat-woman.

      The leader moved so quickly, I barely had time to rein in my reflexes that would have instantly thrown us into a battle. He spun his spear and rammed the point into the ground, then stepped forward one step and snatched the meat from my hand. After stepping back, he brought it to his nose and inhaled deeply.

      Then a rumbling, growling sound emerged from him. I could sense the women behind me adjusting their weapons ever-so-slightly, preparing for combat. That caused the other kobolds to do the same thing. To me, though, it was kind of adorable. The sound was almost exactly like the growling ewok Wicket in Return of the Jedi.

      The leader barked a sharp command and the other creatures settled back into passive wariness. He opened his mouth and tore off a section of the hunk of meat. The silence of the group allowed me to hear every time he sank his teeth into the food as he chewed it. That rumbling sound happened again and I began to think it was a moan or a purr or something else to indicate pleasure. He handed the food to a kobold next to him and retrieved his spear.

      Once the others sampled the food, the tension palpably lessened and I released a breath. The entire time, the leader kept his eyes on me.

      Though I hadn’t planned on it, I got another chunk of meat out and handed it over to the leader. When he nodded, I almost smiled, but managed to hold it in. It didn’t seem like they could—or would—talk to us, but at least they’d relaxed their grips on the weapons and didn’t seem to be as wary of us.

      “I wish we could talk, but maybe it’s enough that you know we’re not enemies. We’ll come back another time and I’ll bring more food for you, if you like.” I waited for a response, but other than the leader waiting for my next words, his eyes locked on me, there wasn’t anything. “Okay, well, it was nice meeting you. Uh, have a good day?”

      I felt like an idiot, having nothing else to say, but all things considered it wasn’t a bad exchange, if one-sided. I jerked my head at my companions and we went back the way we had come.

      By tacit agreement, no one spoke until we were a couple of miles away.

      “I don’t know how much good that did,” I said, “but I think it was worth it. At least, maybe they won’t mindlessly attack any of us—like the scouts—if they come upon us.”

      “Why would you think that?” Glasha asked. “You may have just given them their best reason to attack and kill any of us they find. That meat is really good.”

      The nervous energy I’d kept bottled up exploded in a laugh. “Fair point. Well, we didn’t get attacked and we observed that there is a hierarchy, with at least a rudimentary language used by the leader to command his troops. His? Her? I didn’t see any obvious signs indicating which it was. The point is, we learned something and all it cost us was a little food. Maybe they’ll be open in the future to at least not trying to eat us.”

      “It worries me not.” Glasha chuckled and we headed for our next rendezvous. The gnosta tribe.

      Despite our calling out that we were coming peaceably and that we only wanted to speak to their leader, not one of the gnosta sentries acknowledged us or made their presence known as we headed toward their village. I sensed them around us, though they never made any overt actions, so I continued to follow DD as she led us unerringly to where we needed to go.

      My respect for the priestess grew the more time I spent with her. Her primary profession was not scout or soldier, but she had grabbed hold of the skills necessary to help her sisters during these trying times. She read signs and trails, and from that information knew where the village was located. To me, even the indications of foot traffic were a jumble, but she read them like a series of street signs. I was so glad to have her with us.

      When the village came into sight, still without us being challenged or acknowledged, I scanned the area. Whereas Midra’s village had consisted mainly of tents, the structures here were sturdier: squarish, blocky houses built of timber and possessing thatched roofs. It wasn’t technologically superior, but it was definitely more permanent accommodations.

      Except that a significant number of the homes seemed to be damaged.

      As I looked at the battered buildings, a few with obvious fire damage, a group of gnosta finally made an appearance. Midra moved out in front of me one pace, stood tall, and waited.

      What happened next was surreal. If I didn’t sense the warriors hiding in the vegetation and behind some of the structures, I might have laughed. The chestnut-haired gnoll who stood in front of the other six that had come to greet us raised her chin and sniffed loudly, sucking in air through her nose. Midra did the exact same thing.

      The two women stood sniffing at each other, though several feet away, for a couple of tense minutes. I started to wonder if they were going to snuffle each other’s asses next and had to clear my throat to prevent a chuckle from escaping. Too much more of this and my twelve-year old mind would latch on to the ass-sniffing thought and I’d either start to get horny—seeing as I was right behind Midra and her firm butt—or I’d start giggling like an idiot, trying to keep from laughing. Probably the giggling.

      When the other gnoll spoke, it was so abrupt, my eyes snapped to her vigorously enough that I could feel the strain in my neck.

      “Why are you here?”

      Oooookay. That didn’t sound like a great start.

      I stepped up, even with Midra, and turned my head to look at her. The firm nod she gave me told me she was cool with me being the one who talked.

      “I’m Adam Townsend. I, along with dozens of priestesses of Odona, some members of a dunim tribe, and an entire tribe of gnosta from the western part of the Dreadlands, have settled to the southwest of your village. We wanted to introduce ourselves and assure you that we mean to be good neighbors.” Learning from every other time I’d met new people, I continued. “For the record, I am not sotin. I am a khresha and am not from this world. We have fled from the Sodality and are building a resistance to put an end to them.”

      “We are familiar with your struggles against the Sodality. Not two weeks past, they attacked our village, claiming that we were hiding you. They killed some, injured others, and damaged our homes. Because of you,” she spat, “my sister is dead, along with others. We did not ask you to come here, do not want you to be here. We would slaughter your entire company and spit on your corpses were it not for our resolve to be peaceable. That is not to say that should the Sodality come back, we will not tell them exactly where you are.

      “You come here with your tamed gnosta, as if you were friends. Begone, or we will forget, if momentarily, that we are not the vicious animals the Dreadlands and the Sodality have striven to make us.”

      With that, the entire group turned their backs on us and walked away.

      Midra gave me a little shrug.

      “Yeah, I don’t know what the hell to do with that, either. Let’s leave. We don’t need to cause any more trouble here.” We turned to leave, my senses still tracking the anxious warriors waiting around us, but I stopped and spoke out, more loudly than before. “We’re sorry to have brought trouble to your village. We’ve suffered deaths and injuries as well, which is why we want to do something to change it. Maybe when this is all over and the Sodality is destroyed, we can learn to live peacefully together.

      “If, before then, you need help or materials to rebuild, or medicines to help your people heal, please let us know. I’ll leave these salves with you. I hope they will aid you. Put them on wounds and they will help in healing and prevent the injuries from getting infected and becoming rotten.”

      I put the small bag of medicine I had in my pack on the ground and followed my companions, heading away from the tattered gnosta village.
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      “You do know how expensive and precious those ointments you left with them are, right?” DD asked.

      “Yeah, I do. I also know that because we drew the Sodality into this area, they now have people who are dead and injured. Nothing will bring their dead back. This was the very least we could do.”

      “Thank you,” Midra said. “For being kind to my distant relatives. It’s not your fault, though.”

      “Isn’t it? Would the Sodality have come here if we hadn’t? Would they have questioned and accused the tribe like that? It is completely my fault. For that matter, I’m responsible they came after your tribe when I killed some of their soldiers from the fortress.”

      “We did what we had to do to escape,” Glasha said. “As did you when you and Ysduil left the fortress dungeon.”

      “Tell that to those gnosta.” I let out a huge exhalation and put my hand on the green woman’s shoulder. “I know what you say makes sense, Glasha, but we can’t argue that we didn’t cause these problems. And before you or anyone else says it, I know. The lives we’ll save and the happiness we’ll bring when we crush the Sodality will dwarf what happened to them. It won’t bring back that woman’s sister, though. We need to stop these sons of bitches—uh, these bitches—before they cause more death and suffering. Like they’re doing now all over the world with their strong-arm tactics to try to find us.

      “Let’s go to this last tribe and see what we can do. Then we need to go back home and come up with a better plan, one that hopefully consists of killing a lot of Sodality adherents.”

      We found our way to the frelst village and repeated what was quickly becoming an unwelcome habit. I called out as we went, telling the hidden sentries that we meant no harm. This time, the goblins allowed us to make it almost to their village before all the warriors who had been accumulating alongside us stepped out in front of us as one group. They silently glared at us.

      I was over it. I stood just as silently and waited for someone who looked like they had authority. After ten minutes, someone finally showed up.

      The frelst were not as ugly as the pyglins—the feral pygmy goblins we’d encountered briefly in Erynth’s tunnels—nor were they quite as small. Still, the largest of those arrayed in front of us was not even five feet tall. Most were closer to four feet in height. They were everything I had expected of goblins: green skin, pointed ears, sharp features, sharp little teeth, and a gleam in their eyes that suggested they might not have all the cards in their decks. Or that they would shank you for the pennies in your pocket.

      True, some were attractive, their bodies well-formed. The curves, the smooth lines, the bulges in all the right places, those were the same as if they were green, short, pointy-eared humans.

      But those eyes…

      When it was clear they weren’t going to speak, I launched right into my spiel, including the part about me being khresha so we didn’t have to waste time.

      “Did you come to sample some sweet frelst bodies,” the obvious leader said. Her sneer wasn’t enough to counteract her beauty, but it definitely diluted it. With long black hair artfully styled, pointed ears that were wider than elf ears but still very attractive, and a body that matched many of the priestesses—if smaller—she could have wooed me into a one-sided negotiation if she would only turn her lips upward. “You must know that once you taste green, you’ll call me your queen.” She looked significantly at Glasha and scoffed.

      I ignored the horrible rhyming innuendo. “Like I said, we wanted to introduce ourselves. We’re open for trade and will gladly accept allies against the Sodality. You probably wouldn’t have heard, but we destroyed one of their fortresses on the western side of the Dreadlands. We are building a resistance movement to bring down the Sodality.”

      “Haven’t heard, don’t care,” the goblinette said. “The only thing I want to hear is what’s in it for us. What can you do for my tribe? Why should we bother with even talking to you?”

      I didn’t like the way she was glancing back and forth at her warriors, who were in a large U around us. Between those glances, she spent time considering each of my companions, as if she was gauging them and their battle prowess. The actions were not lost on the women with me, either. Glasha growled low in her throat and more than one of those with me adjusted their grips on their weapons. Even Amelie, who had not said anything the entire day, shifted into what I recognized as her preparatory stance, from which she could draw her sticks from their case and leap right into combat.

      “What is in it for you?” I shouted, bringing all eyes to me. “Well, it appears it’s not enough to eliminate the society that marched their armies in and took away all your males, killed some of your people, and oppressed you for the last twenty years. You could be part of something that will not only gain you some amount of vengeance, but also make the entire world a better place. But that matters little, it seems. Or not at all. You have no love for others, that’s clear. So…what is in it for you?

      “I’ll tell you. We are already making tools, weapons, and medicines. We also procure and blend spices. We are working to build up the crafting we practice so that we’ll have more items for trade. If trade doesn’t interest you, then maybe there’s nothing in it for you.”

      I stared right at the goblin leader, pushing some of my magical power into the gaze, focusing on the intent that anything or anyone who stood in our way or stupidly fought against us would be crushed into the ground and never be seen again.

      “If none of those things interest you, I understand. But let me make one thing clear. If anyone—anyone!—decides it’s worth it to them to try to harm any of my friends, I will bring devastation upon them and every one of their relatives for miles around that will make what the Sodality did look like a kiss on the cheek. If you don’t believe me, try me right now. Right. Fucking. Now.”

      The silence that resulted was complete. I heard only my own breathing, which was surprisingly even and calm. After a minute of glaring into the woman’s eyes, she finally dropped her gaze.

      “Don’t bother showing us out. We know the way. If you decide in the future that you would like to trade and can do so without being a fucking asshole, stop by Odonasia. We’re to the south and a little west.”

      I jerked my head at my companions. Amelie and Midra turned and left first, then Glasha, Ysduil, and DD. I swiped my gaze across the entire assembly of goblins like it was a laser beam, then I nodded once at the leader and followed the women.

      A mile later, Glasha burst into laughter. “Try me ‘right fucking now!’” she said with a choking wheeze.

      “Fuck you,” I told her, but did it with a smile.

      “Maybe. Your tough guy act did arouse me.” Her cheeks immediately darkened and her eyes darted to the other women.

      “I’ll keep that in mind,” I said. “I know. It was a little dramatic. It hasn’t been the best day. I sensed they were about to attack. I figured it would throw them off balance.”

      “Them and us,” DD said. “I appreciate it, though. I wasn’t looking forward to that battle. Also, remind me never to piss you off. How did you make it feel like the air was a predator ready to tear us to shreds?”

      “Oh. It worked? That’s good to know.”

      Ysduil looked at me like she was…proud? “You used your magic. That’s why I was suddenly scared.”

      “You weren’t scared with all the frelst looking like they were going to attack?” I asked.

      “Not like I was when you let loose that magic. If it was that scary to me, it’s no wonder their leader couldn’t meet your eyes. I’m surprised she didn’t pee all over herself.”

      “That strong?”

      “Oh yeah,” Glasha said, finally recovered. “Very intimidating. I haven’t felt anything like that since the trillon.”

      “Hmmm.” It suddenly occurred to me. “Oh, Amelie. Honey, are you all right?”

      The bunny girl looked at me like I wasn’t making sense. “Huh?”

      “You…you get scared easily. Did I make you afraid? Are you all right?”

      She gave me a delicate shrug. “I know you’d never hurt me. I was scared when the goblins threatened us, but when you did whatever it was that you did, it made me feel safe.”

      The other women all looked at her, their mouths open and their eyes wide.

      “Come here,” I said, and pulled her into a hug. Then I kissed the top of her head. “You are something else, my extraordinary bunny girl.”

      She smiled up at me, then her mouth turned into a straight line. “Is that good?”

      “Yes, it is. It’s very good. Come on, let’s go home. I’m tired of all this bullshit.”

      With plenty of time left until sundown, we kept to a moderate pace. At one point, a group of those large carnivorous badger things—the nytis called them fleshreavers—came close. I sensed them and their instinct to attack us. I dredged up some of the same feelings I’d had earlier when I faced down the goblins and turned them toward the creatures. They bolted like someone had just fired a gun at them.

      “Huh,” I said. “I’m going to have to play around with that. I may have just discovered a new use for these powers I’ve gotten.”

      When we were only around an hour away from the caves, traveling through a sizable clear area, like a huge meadow, I spotted a large, oddly shaped bird to the south. I didn’t pay much attention to it until it got bigger. It was heading toward us. The closer it came, the less it looked like any bird I’d ever seen. It was also much bigger than I’d thought. Like human sized kind of big.

      DD unlimbered her bow and took an arrow from her quiver. She nocked it and prepared to draw.

      “No,” the thing shouted. “I’m not your enemy. Please. Let me talk to you before you try to kill me.”

      I put my hand on DD’s bow and watched as the flyer drew close enough to determine what it—she—was.

      A woman, humansized and humanshaped, with large wings that appeared to be attached to her arms.

      Oh, and she also had no clothing on the top half of her body.

      “Harpae,” Glasha said, infusing the word with enough scorn that I had to look to make sure she hadn’t drawn her sword.

      “Harpy?” I asked.

      “Harpae.”

      “That’s what I said.”

      “No it’s not.”

      I shook my head at the feisty green woman and turned to the flying woman instead. She came in for a smooth landing and her unmoving body revealed more details than I’d seen before.

      A bikini-style bottom covered her lower lady parts, decorated with dyed feathers and a few gemstones. That was about it for clothing. Her bare, slender legs had a pleasantly toned shape down to just below the knees, where they turned into thick-skinned talons with three large claws on them, like a bird’s feet. Above, a set of round, firm breasts seemed to defy gravity as much as an obsil’s. I wondered if they had the same kind of boob magic as the bunny women had. Every bit of skin visible was tanned to a golden brown, blending perfectly into her slightly darker areolas and nipples.

      The harpy’s face was thin and sharp, with an aquiline nose, but still very attractive. Her mustard-yellow eyes, dangerous like a predator’s, peered out at me, focused but without malice. Long blonde hair, gathered with leather thongs decorated with yet more feathers, settled onto lean but strong-looking shoulders.

      Probably the most unique things about the woman were the wings attached to her arms and the wide feathered tail that spread out behind her. The control with which she used those wings—and even the tail—when she came in for a landing was a study in elegance and efficiency, allowing her to touch the ground softly with her taloned feet.

      “Thank you for not shooting me out of the sky,” she said, her mouth curling into an alluring smile.

      “It’s not too late,” Glasha said. “Arrow, sword, we can still make up for our mistake.”

      “Glasha.” I glared at her hand until she removed it from her hilt. Then I turned to the bird woman. “You’re a harpy?”

      “Harpae.”

      Oh, for fuck’s sake. “Okay, fine. Did you come here looking for us?”

      “I did. My name is Crelora and I bring tidings from my roost. I wish to talk to you about a possible alliance.”
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      I considered the woman in front of me. Her angular face was more than pretty and her body—well, I had absolutely no criticism for her trim figure and soft curves on full display. Those yellow eyes fixed on me as she waited for a response.

      “You…want to talk about an alliance?” I asked, my confusion evident in my tone.

      “I do, if you are willing.”

      Try as I might, I couldn’t keep my eyes completely pinned to hers the entire time. An occasional flick sent them right to her chest, though she didn’t seem to notice or care.

      “I’m sorry for being at a loss. With the day we’ve had talking to some of the tribes near us, it’s surprising, is all.”

      “Which tribes did you visit?”

      “The gnosta, the lamia, and the frelst.” Crelora hissed at the last name. “Oh, and we tried to talk to the kobolds over to the southeast. You’re not a fan of the goblins, I take it?”

      The harpae straightened up, throwing her already impressive chest outward. “I apologize if my inadvertent reaction was inappropriate. That is not the proper way for an emissary to act.”

      I smirked at her. I already liked this woman, and it had nothing to do with her fantastic tits. Not much to do with it, anyway. “Then you may be inappropriately satisfied that I threatened to destroy them all and to crush their entire village to dust.”

      Crelora’s composure broke completely. First, it was her golden eyes widening, then it was her mouth dropping open. Finally, it was the huge smile that showed more than a little wicked glee. Yeah, I definitely liked this woman.

      “You threatened them? With only these five there to back you up?”

      “I may have gotten a little carried away and acted…inappropriately.”

      She emitted a high-pitched laugh that reminded me of a hawk’s cry. Then her face went through a transformation to a concerned look. “Are you able to make good on a threat like that, even surrounded by a tribe of the little vermin?” She cleared her throat. “I mean, by a tribe of frelst.”

      “I convinced them I was.” I let my words sink in for a moment, then smiled at her and put out my hand. “But that’s not what you came here for. My name is Adam Townsend. It is a pleasure to meet you, Crelora. My companions are Ysduil Fennis—also my wife—Glasha Axecrusher, Amelie Lendon, Delmia Dewsheen, and Midra. Delmia and Ysduil are priestesses of Odona and Amelie is an initiate to the priestesshood.”

      She took my hand and went along with my motions when I shook hers.

      “It is an honor to meet you all. I have especially longed to meet one of Odona’s chosen, and now I have been introduced to three.” She bowed her head toward them.

      “Oooh,” Ysduil said. “You’re so beautiful. I love your feathers and your…other qualities. Do all your people wear clothing like yours?”

      Crelora stroked a few of the feathers on her little bikini bottom. “Thank you. My dress is indicative of what my roostmates wear.”

      Glasha scoffed. “She means, do all of you parade around with your tits hanging out uncovered.”

      My mouth dropped open and I shot a look at the dunim woman. I mouthed be nice, but her eyes were locked on the bird woman.

      “My…oh! My apologies if I have offended anyone. I have heard that many of the races cover up like I have seen the lamia and the frelst do. Oh, and the gnosta, too, I suppose. I had assumed it was merely a quirk of those around me. From the look of all of you, I’m beginning to believe that what I’ve heard was true. You really cover your torsos? But you all have such obviously attractive breasts.” She looked right at Amelie when she said it and the bunny girl dropped her gaze to the ground and blushed.

      “Don’t you worry,” Ysduil said, shooting her own stern look at Glasha. “You have exquisite breasts and I don’t blame you for displaying them for all to see. I believe the sisters and most of those in Odonasia would appreciate them and not find fault in your customs. Our differences are what make us interesting, after all. Don’t you think Crelora’s breasts are divine, Adam?”

      I rapidly blinked at being dragged into the argument. “I think they’re great, but we have things other than our differences in fashion to talk about. Crelora, you were saying that you’re an emissary for your roost. Why don’t you tell us about it while we walk back to Odonasia. Is walking okay, or do you…”

      “Fly?” She chuckled. “Walking is fine. I do fly, of course, but I find it hard to speak articulately while doing so. Hands and arms.” She lifted them up to show that her arms were essentially her wings, as if I couldn’t make the connection. “I have a terrible habit of gesturing when I speak.” She proved it, even inadvertently, as she moved her hands in descriptive gestures.

      “Great. We’re close. When we get there, I’ll introduce you to the village council.”

      “You seem to be very accepting. Our elders thought I might be in danger.”

      Ysduil stepped up next to the bird woman and took her hand. “We’re very friendly. We spent the last two days trying to make friends but were disappointed. We are so happy that you are so delightfully friendly. Of course you’re welcome among us.”

      “What she said,” I said, and Ysduil giggled. “I’ll explain all about us, but that can wait. I’d really like to know about you and your roost. First off, where is your roost?”

      Crelora worked the leather ties in her hair loose with the hand Ysduil hadn’t taken hostage, and she shook out her long hair. It caught the sunlight like exquisite threads of gold wire. “Oh, we’re to the south.” She stowed her hair ties in a little pouch I hadn’t noticed, hiding under a few of the feathers on her panties. Or whatever you call bikini-bottom-like garments. She pointed to mountain peaks barely visible above the trees at the edge of the clearing we were in. “Up in those mountains.”

      Up in the mountains. That would explain why the scouts hadn’t detected their presence. They hadn’t tried to explore that region, focusing more on the flatter lands around our caverns.

      “You haven’t asked me about why I’m walking around free and able to speak my mind,” I pointed out.

      “We figured you’d somehow been able to evade the Sodality. Or that maybe something happened and there are men who are not part of the Sodality’s plans.”

      “You don’t even seem surprised I was here at all.”

      “We have good eyesight and have seen you before. We’ve been watching you all since you arrived in the Dreadlands. The elders, they aren’t really convinced that you’re worth talking to.”

      “You told us you were an emissary wanting to talk about an alliance,” Glasha growled. I was going to have to take her aside and figure out what her problem was with Crelora. The harpae had been nothing but polite since we’d met her, but I wouldn’t be surprised if Glasha drew her sword on the woman.

      “I kind of pushed things along myself,” Crelora said. “The elders are still arguing about whether to reach out to you, but my mentor, one of the elder council, let me come to talk to you. I’m hoping I can pave the way for us to be friends.”

      “So you have no official responsibility or authority,” the green woman said like she was a litigator in a legal drama.

      “Not as such.”

      “It’s fine,” I said. “Even without official backing, we appreciate you visiting us. If all we end up with is another friend, we’ll still be happy. I’ve never seen a harpy before.”

      “Harpae. It’s a common mispronunciation, but it’s actually harpae.”

      “Sorry. In my world, it’s pronounced differently.”

      “Your world?”

      “Uh, yeah. I’m not from here. That’s why I’m not a mindless puppet of the Sodality. As far as we know, I’m the only man in Tenos who can think for himself.”

      “Oh. So the Sodality’s power still holds sway.”

      “It does. That’s the reason they’re after me. To take me to be trained. Which reminds me. How did the Sodality bring their army to your roost to take your men? I would think you’d have an advantage against anyone else trying to attack you.”

      “They didn’t attack us.”

      I stopped walking and turned fully to the bird woman. “Wait. They didn’t come after you like they did with everyone else around twenty years ago? They didn’t take your men?”

      Crelora’s brow furrowed. “Men? There are no harpae men. There never were. We are a female race.”

      “No men? Ever? Um, how do you, you know…”

      “Procreate?”

      “Yeah.”

      She wiggled her hips, drawing my attention and making me forget to breathe momentarily. “The same as anyone else. What do you think I’m hiding under my clothes?” she gestured at the tiny triangle of cloth covering her crotch. Before I could answer, she continued. “We mate with males of other races. Sometimes a harpae makes a commitment to the male, but usually it is a transaction. An event. We seek out and gain pleasure and if we become pregnant, we raise the child—always a female. At the time the Sodality brought its army into the Dreadlands, no males were with us, which is typical. We usually travel to other locations to find males, do what we set out to do, then return home.”

      “Wow.” I noticed Ysduil nodding along as if she’d known that stuff all along.

      “Yes. Don’t think the existence of a male human so close to us was not a topic of discussion during the elder meetings. From what my mentor told me, it came up. A lot.”

      We were close to the caves at this point, so I started walking again. Ysduil began asking Crelora about their community and the roost, but my mind kept chewing on what I’d already found out. Was this another situation where, as had been implied before, our main bargaining chip was the treasure between my legs? Sure, I wasn’t against using it as a weapon, so to speak, but alliances and agreements based on sex alone didn’t seem like a viable long-term solution. It didn’t stop me from bartering with sex when dealing with the dragon sisters, but now we were talking about whole tribes. Where would it end?

      We brought our new friend into the cavern and to the administrative area. After a few snacks and some water, the council was assembled. I started by introducing Crelora, but recounted what had happened during the day before delving into the harpae tribe. Or was it flock?

      “Pardon me if I am interrupting,” the bird woman said, “but from an outsider’s perspective, I believe I know what the problem is. Aside from the local tribes having their own quirks and rudeness.”

      “Please,” Nysea said. “By all means, please share your conclusion with us.”

      “Thank you. Not to sound too harsh, I believe the problem is that you are seen as a risk. The local tribes have fought and scratched and suffered to survive here, especially after the Sodality attacks all those years ago. Their peace is tenuous and they don’t want to attract too much attention. I think they look at you and your new community and they don’t see strength. Why should they side with you when you will probably hide and not do anything to help matters? You may make things worse by attracting attention and the ire of the Sodality, and then they will be caught up in it. Even your presence near them is dangerous; becoming allies would be even more so. The essence of it is that you don’t have the credibility you need to sway their opinion. Or the strength. They see you as itinerant, vagrants…”

      “Vagabonds,” I said.

      “Exactly. Personally, I think resisting the Sodality is a good thing, but my roost has not suffered as most of the other tribes have. I think if you can convince the others that you have the strength, the means, and the will to see this through to the end, you may gain some of them as allies. Not until then, though.”

      I’d been thinking about the subject for a while now, but having it spoken so plainly finally tied everything together. “Of course. That’s it exactly. I don’t know why I didn’t see it before now. I’m an idiot.”

      “No one believes that,” Ymara said.

      “That doesn’t mean it’s not true. Thank you, Crelora. If nothing else, you’ve just made me see what we need to do.”

      “Ally with the harpae?” Nysea asked.

      “Yeah, that too. Of course. There’s no doubt that it would be to our benefit to ally closely with your people, Crelora. I think it would do you good as well. But I was talking about something larger.

      “I’m going to have to leave again for a while. I’ll take a few people with me, but it’s going to be soon. In fact, I’ll be leaving tomorrow morning. There’s no time to lose. Tomorrow, I’m going to take the fight to the Sodality.”
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      “Leaving?” The word was spoken at exactly the same time by several people. Nysea, Eydra, Ymara, and Ysduil.

      “Yeah,” I confirmed. “All the pieces of this puzzle have been floating around me but I didn’t connect them all until just now. The way I see it, we have a few options. We can keep beating our heads against a wall here trying to get allies, something I don’t think is worthwhile. We can call it quits for this site of Odonasia and attempt to find a more hospitable place to build our community. That will be difficult or impossible with the Sodality searching for us and regular citizens on the lookout as well so they don’t get in trouble with the Sodality.

      “Or, we can get the credibility that Crelora is talking about. We could do that by defeating one of the Sodality’s armies, but the chances of that are not great. The attack on the fortress might have served that purpose, but it was isolated and not many know about it except us and the Sodality, and they’re not going to admit to it.

      “As far as I’m concerned, the only valid option at this point, if we want to be able to gather allies, is to do something that makes people take notice of us while at the same time showing that we’re not just talk.”

      “What are you suggesting?” Ymara asked.

      “Actually, it’s not so much a suggestion. Unless someone can change my mind, which I don’t think you can do, I am doing this. With or without help, I’m going to do it.”

      “Do what?”

      “Two things, really. We need to repeat something like the fortress, a sign or symbol that the Sodality is not all-powerful. We also need to get a spokesperson. A figurehead. A leader.”

      Nysea let out a loud breath. “We have a leader. It’s been established that you are our leader.”

      “Fine, but I’m not enough. The fact that I’m a man who’s not mindless helps, I know. But we can do better. I plan on causing as much trouble for the Sodality as I can, attacking strategic locations and wreaking havoc. If I destroy Sodality property, especially ones close to towns or cities, rumors will run rampant. The Sodality will be shown to have weaknesses. It may give people hope.

      “Also, I plan to find the princess and bring her into our cause.”

      Several different conversations broke out, each person trying to talk over the other. I sat down in my chair and watched, waiting for things to calm down.

      After Nysea and Ymara brought things under control, both women turned to me. Nysea was the one to speak.

      “How do you propose to find Princess Evina Isameine?”

      “Good old-fashioned treasure hunting in the vein of Indiana Jones.”

      My words were met with silence. Shit. Bad analogy.

      “Okay, that doesn’t mean anything to you. I plan on gathering information as I travel around causing problems for the Sodality. I was hoping that I could borrow DD, if it’s not too much trouble, and if she’s willing.”

      Nichole stared at me blankly. “It’s possible. Why?”

      “Because she’s the best. She’s not only an exceptional scout and tracker, but she’s the one who sniffed out the best of the information we’ve got on the princess. If anyone can help me to find clues to where the princess is hiding, it’s her.”

      “If she doesn’t want to go with you?” the commander asked.

      I shrugged. “Then I’ll do the best I can. With the princess, we’ll have credibility to spare. Even without attacking the Sodality, her name alone would gain us allies and friends. Of my two tasks, finding her is the more important one. I have no problem handing leadership over to her. She was meant to be queen, after all.”

      Discussion erupted again, but this time it was different. Some of the council members seemed to be speaking to work through it all in their own minds, but some were trying to talk others into—or out of—accepting the whole idea. What they thought didn’t really matter at this point. Like I’d said, I would do it, with or without help. It would hurt if I wasn’t able to use DD’s skills and knowledge, but I’d figure out a way to get the job done. I had magic fucking powers, after all. The shallow smile I wore didn’t go unnoticed.

      “You’re set in this course?” Glasha asked me softly.

      “I am. Alone or with others, I leave tomorrow morning. This is too important to neglect.”

      “I’m going with you.”

      “Of course you are. I didn’t doubt it for a minute. We’re going to cause some serious mayhem.”

      “Zartuka.” She put a fist up.

      “Exactly.” I bumped my own into hers, happy I’d taught my girls about the ritual.

      In the end, Ysduil, Glasha, Amelie—she didn’t want to be left behind—and Midra agreed to accompany me. When Nichole sent for DD and asked her, she immediately confirmed she would go as well. I believe her exact words were, “Hells yes!” With my team picked out, all that was left was to prepare for yet another journey that would take us away from Odonasia for a lengthy period of time.

      After the meeting was adjourned, I asked Crelora if she would eat the evening meal with us and stay the night. She declined, wanting to report to her elders as soon as she could.

      “If I leave now, I will easily make it back to the roost by sundown. I will be back to speak with you. Hopefully with good news about an alliance.”

      We saw her to the surface and Ysduil gave the bird woman a warm hug. “We look forward to seeing you again, Crelora. Come visit anytime you like, after we’ve returned.”

      “I look forward to it. Ah, I almost forgot, be wary. The monsters in the Dreadlands are acting strangely. Recently, I saw a trillon and a genosh resting within reach of each other. Those monsters are solitary and aggressive. I have never seen them refrain from attacking anything near, except for when they are mating with their own kind.”

      “What’s a genosh?” I asked.

      “A monster as big as the trillon, but with the body of a horse and a humanoid torso, with arms,” Glasha said. “They are covered with quills, like a porcupine, and their head is more similar to that animal. They can launch some of their spines and attack from a distance, but most are used for impaling enemies up close.”

      “Yes,” Crelora said. “Be careful. I don’t know what is causing these things, but the Dreadlands are dangerous enough without irregular behavior.”

      I waved at the woman as she prepared to take off. “Thank you. We’ll be as careful as we can be.”

      As the harpae lifted into the sky and headed toward the south, I wheeled on Glasha.

      “Okay, I need to know what your problem with Crelora is. She’s an important emissary and, from what I’ve seen, a good person. What is it with all the hostility?”

      Glasha had the decency to look abashed. “It’s a long story.”

      “Then start talking because we’re not doing anything else until you’ve told it.”

      The green warrior fingered her hilt, not like she wanted to use it, but just in a fidgeting manner. “Maybe it’s not that long a story.”

      “Out with it.”

      “There was a harpae roost near my village. When I was young, the miserable…I mean, they were not the best of neighbors. After our men were taken, they became bolder, since they were still at full strength and we were…reduced. They carried away some of our possessions, caused damage, stole our hunters’ kills, and even attacked us. It had been getting worse when I first came to know of it. Being as young as I was—I had barely ten years at that point—I’d been oblivious.

      “On one of their raids, my friend Mazoga got caught up in the battle. It was a matter of being in the wrong place at the wrong time. She was killed, for no other reason that those shrews wanted to take some meat drying on a rack in the village. Within a year, things got so bad that Shagar ordered an attack on their roost.

      “We first set an ambush for a group of them who came to raid a bounty of food. We killed all but one of them. That last one we injured but allowed her to fly free. I myself killed one of their number, but it wasn’t enough for me. I was too young to be allowed to go with the warriors who trailed the injured harpae back to their roost. We hadn’t known exactly where it was.

      “My tribe’s warriors attacked and slaughtered the entire roost, leaving no one alive. Even those injured who had given up and might recover were put to the sword or axe. Still, for me it wasn’t enough. Mazoga was my best friend. My only friend. She was a fine warrior and a better person. Killing every last one of those mangy birds would not suffice to grant me peace. It is a testament to my willpower that I only spat accusations at Crelora, while my very soul cried out for her blood.”

      Well, damn. I’d never heard Glasha speak so many words at one time.

      “I’m sorry, Glasha,” I said. “I really am. You have to know, though, that those harpae were not Crelora’s roost, and they were definitely not Crelora herself. Just like those gnosta we talked to earlier couldn’t be blamed for anything Midra does, or vice versa, you logically can’t blame Crelora for things in your past. Those tribes are separated by a hundred miles of Dreadlands and almost two decades of time. You see that, don’t you?”

      “I do. My mind knows, but my heart will not rest. I will try to be more civil, but know that it will be difficult.”

      “I understand. I know you’re a good person. Keep trying. Maybe you’ll get to the point where you actually like the woman.”

      The dunim chuckled.

      “What’s so funny?”

      “She does have a fine pair of tits. That’s in her favor.”

      I pulled the green woman into a hug, laughing. “It is definitely a desirable trait.” I leaned in close and whispered into her ear. “But I prefer yours. They feel and taste so damn good.”
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      In the morning, my companions and I, weighted down with packs filled with everything we thought we might need, said goodbye to our friends in Odonasia.

      “We’ll be heading west,” I told them. “We will have better luck in the more sparsely populated section of Tenos, without the large armies of the Sodality running around. Besides, DD says the most credible rumor she’s come across about the princess was that she was in that part of the world. If I was running for my life from the Sodality, I would go west, too.”

      Nysea gave me a dubious look.

      “Fine. If I was smart, that’s what I’d do.” I’d led them into the Dreadlands, after all.

      The bunny priestess cracked a smile. “I’m going to miss you. Come back soon, and be safe.”

      I saluted like I’d seen all the soldiers do, fist to chest.

      “Oh, come here.” She pulled me into a hug and gave me a kiss that went on my list of things I’d miss while gone.

      There were hugs and kisses all around. I was sorry to see that Eydra wasn’t around, but she’d been so busy ramping up our ability to smelt and forge metals, she was probably sleeping in her smithy after working all night.

      When we arrived at Erynth’s cave, the stunning redhead was there to greet us at her entryway. “What trouble have you brought me this time?” she asked, but she said it with a smile.

      “Not much,” I said. “We do have a favor to ask, though.”

      “Of course you do. Before we get into that, though, let me tell you where I took your lizard-cat.”

      “Uh, if you don’t mind, I’d rather not know. Were you able to set her free safely somewhere? She didn’t try to follow you back?”

      “I took her to a nice place and no, she didn’t follow me.”

      “That’s good. I really appreciate it, Erynth. I hope she’s happy in her new home.”

      “I’ll let you know if I run across her again in my travels. Now, what is this favor?”

      I really hated to ask the dragonkin. We’d already been such a nuisance to her. It’s not like we had a choice, though. “We need to go to Chiodh’s caves again. We have things to do on the western side of the Dreadlands.”

      The dragon woman’s yellow eyes pinned me in place. “What kind of mischief are you headed into now?”

      “Just going to pick a fight with some Sodality types,” I said, grinning at her. “We’re also going to find a princess.”

      “A princess.”

      “Yep. Princess Evina Isameine.”

      “Isameine? Like the rulers of the whole world Isameine?”

      “The same.”

      “I thought they were all dead.”

      “We believe there is one left. She escaped as a child when Imorith and her henchwomen killed the rest of the family.”

      “Hmmm. That would be an interesting turn of events. That could give your fledgling resistance some serious respect.”

      “Exactly. Thus, our mission.”

      “Very well. Are you comfortable enough with the route to use the tunnels yourselves?”

      I glanced at Ysduil, Glasha, and DD. “Uh, maybe? We’ve been through a few times now, but I’m not certain…”

      “I’ll take you. I can’t refuse when you pout so cutely.”

      “I don’t pout,” I said, pouting.

      “You’re even cute when you don’t pout,” the dragonkin said. “Lucky for you, things have been quiet around here. Will we be keeping a fast pace?”

      “Yes, please. The sooner we can get this done, the better. Oh, and I heard something you might be interested in from our new friend. One of the harpae.” I explained what Crelora had seen and Erynth listened with interest.

      “I will add that to the things I myself have seen. Something is happening. Maybe when you get back, I will engage your services for something other than what I have asked for in the past. You will have an opportunity to aid me in my search for a reason for all this madness.”

      “Definitely. I’ll do whatever you need me to. I owe you at least a couple of favors by now.”

      The dragonkin growled at me playfully and rubbed a claw down my cheek. I really need to pay her back sometime soon.

      The trip took four days. After a short stop to visit Shagar, stay the night at the dunim village, and get a few more supplies, we headed out toward the edge of the Dreadlands. Midra glanced often toward the place she’d known as her only home before Odonasia, a melancholy expression on her face.

      “We’ll make a home that really feels like one soon,” I told her. “One we can all share and be proud of.”

      She nodded.

      Midra wasn’t the only one distracted by memories, though. As we headed for the edge of the Dreadlands, timing it so that we’d reach the clearer terrain as it became dark, I thought of what was ahead of us. We’d be aiming for the fortress, since it was an easy point of reference, but it wasn’t so much the stone walls and burned remnants of buildings that had my thoughts in a chokehold.

      Neallirah, the ruined city the fortress was named after. What the hell was that length-warping black tunnel Glasha and I had tried to explore? How did it stretch on for so far when the hill under which it rested didn’t extend enough to hold it? Was it an illusion?

      More importantly, did I actually come through that tunnel to get to this world?

      I tried to keep up with the chatter as we traveled. The Dreadlands had been so strange and scary when I’d first crossed the area we went through now. With Glasha and Midra to guide us, and with the experience I had in the Dreadlands as a whole, it didn’t seem so scary anymore. If anything, the edges of the wild country were kind of…relaxing compared to where Odonasia was.

      No strong monsters attacked us. The only large creatures we saw were quite happy to keep their distance, no doubt sensing our power, if not noting the number of us. I wondered if that thing I did with my power, ramping up violent intent and projecting it, would work on more powerful monsters. I’d already proven it worked on groups of lesser—but still dangerous—beasts. Could I put it on like a jacket, keep it there constantly to prevent anything from challenging us? It was something to think about. To experiment with.

      As we crouched at the edge of the Dreadlands, hidden by the vegetation, I narrowed my eyes and focused as best I could on the light cast by braziers and torches at the fortress. I could barely make out figures moving occasionally, flitting through the illumination, finishing up some task before settling in for the night. It was early still, barely an hour after darkness fell.

      “There don’t seem to be many people there,” DD said. “I see some piles of building materials. It doesn’t look like rebuilding it is a real priority. They haven’t even replaced the gates, which I would have thought would be the first thing they’d do.”

      I couldn’t see as far as the elf, but what she said didn’t surprise me. “Maybe they figure there’s no need for their mysterious attackers to strike again.”

      “My dress is gone,” Ysduil said. I looked over at her in confusion. “It’s gone. I can’t tell if the words we wrote on the wall are still there. Probably not. Do you think they burned it? The dress, I mean.”

      Oh. Her dress. The dress. The torn and blood-soaked priestess dress Ysduil had taken off and left on the rack for the Sodality to find. “I’m sure they did. Probably with some ritual meant to help them find us or something. They definitely wouldn’t want information of something like that floating around. It’s embarrassing enough that their fortress was attacked.”

      I considered my foxgirl. She still refused to wear commoner’s clothing. Her pristine white dress reflected the moonlight more than I liked, but I understood her stubbornness. That dress, her service to Odona, was very important to her.

      “We should burn all their supplies,” Glasha said. “From the looks of it, we could probably kill all their workers and the few guards they have.”

      I thought about it for a minute, but then shook my head. “No. We don’t know how many there are. We’d have to observe them for a while. Plus, if we do that, they’d know we were near. They’d probably figure it was your tribe and they would bring an army in to attack them, without a clear sign it was the sisters again. It’s better if we moved farther west before we start causing trouble. Our whole reason for this is to draw attention even farther away from the sisters and our allies. Including your tribe. Also, the fortress is too far away from towns for it to be big news. I doubt anyone even knows what we did. We need to make a statement others will see and hear about.”

      Glasha grunted, but didn’t argue. She wasn’t so bloodthirsty that she’d go against common sense for some violence.

      Just to make sure, I added, “Besides, there will be more than enough mayhem once we get started. All we need is a little patience.” I grinned at her and her white teeth flashed in the moonlight.

      Though the moon gave us plenty of light to navigate by, there was no way someone at the fortress would see us pass half a mile away in the darkness. We kept a leisurely pace past the fortress, heading northeast.

      Once we were well past the damaged fortress, the land spread out before us, rolling hills with few trees to block our view. I still didn’t have a good idea of just how large the continent was, or even if the main body of land was the only continent on Tenos. I’d assumed it was, but had never asked.

      “If I remember correctly,” DD said, “there’s an area of rockier hills just west of the swamp. That puts them northwest of us. We can find a sheltered place to sleep the rest of the night and start off in the morning.”

      “Sounds good to me,” I said. “Once we’re away from the fortress, we can move freely in the daytime. It’ll be weird to do that after so long.”

      “You’ll need to wear that cloak, though,” the scout said. “Any time there is a chance anyone could see us—which means any time at all—you need to put the hood up.”

      “I know.” Glasha had given me a cloak she had stored away in her home when we passed through her village. Since I was only about an inch taller than her, it fit perfectly. The presence of a man without a Sodality uniform or handler would definitely bring the wrong kind of attention. “Ysduil, you have to wear yours, too.”

      The fox girl frowned at me but nodded. Her dress would be like a beacon. She’d agreed to bring other clothes as well. Before we were done, she was going to have to stow away her dress. In the meantime, she would cover her dress with her cloak. She understood, though she wasn’t all too happy about it.

      I had a feeling there would be many things we’d not be happy about before our trip was over.
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      As we walked down a narrow road, I wished it was daylight already. The moonlight was fine to move around by, but didn’t let me see much of the terrain we passed through.

      “Have you traveled a lot in this part of the world?” I asked DD.

      “I’ve traveled a lot everywhere.” Her smile reflected a joy I’d seen before in other people: wanderlust. “I’ve been acting as a scout, tracker, and messenger for a decade. It helps that elves are not regarded with as much suspicion as other races. As if we can’t be dedicated to Odona like any other.” She chuckled at the thought.

      “So, you are always on the move, never in one place?”

      “Up until now, pretty much. I would spend some time with different groups, but there’s always a need for communication between the splintered handfuls of sisters. I’ve never known anything else. The older sisters have told me how it used to be, with temples full of priestesses and them traveling freely to visit other temples. All that changed when the Sodality took over.”

      “That sounds like a rough life, and a lonely one.”

      She cocked her head at me. “Lonesome, maybe. Not truly lonely. I don’t mind being by myself, but it is nice to be around friends. When we get settled—truly settled—it will be different for me than anything I’ve known. To stay in one place, to have a home to come back to, it’s exciting. As exciting as exploring new places.”

      “So what can we expect over here on the western side of things? I’ve never been here, obviously, and Glasha and Amelie said they haven’t either.”

      “I have not left the Dreadlands,” Midra said, “except when we attacked the fortress. This is the farthest I have gone outside before.”

      DD smiled at the gnoll woman. “Oh, look, now you’ve gone even farther. Oops, now you’ve gone farther. See, with every step you’ve done something new. That’s the excitement I was talking about. To answer your question, though, Adam, things are different here in Western Tenos, compared to Eastern Tenos. I know you didn’t travel much there, either, but there are larger cities on that side of the world, and more of them. Here, the villages and towns are spread out farther and there are only a few communities that could be called cities. It’s the reason this is a good choice. Being too close to cities with Sodality presence—and troops—would not be a favorable situation for what we plan.”

      “Agreed. What do we have planned? I know there’s not a set list of places to go, but what are we going to do, generally?”

      The scout shifted the bow across her chest and scanned the land in front of us. “First, we’ll get some rest, like we talked about. Then we’ll head either due west or maybe slightly northwest. The closest town is Willowbrook. When it’s daylight and I can pick out a few landmarks, we’ll head that way. I’m hoping to get some information there that will point us to where we need to go.

      “I think we should focus on information about the princess. Then, as we work toward finding her, we should be able to pick out some opportunities to antagonize the Sodality.”

      I hadn’t really thought about how we’d find the princess, assuming that DD knew what to do. She’d told me some of the information she’d picked up and I trusted her to guide us. “I’m assuming you and at least a few of the others will go into town while I wait somewhere else?”

      “That would be best. Even with your cloak tight around you and your hood up, it’ll be too easy for people to recognize that you’re a man. Sorry.”

      I shrugged. “No problem. I figured I wouldn’t be visiting any of the cities. One of these days, maybe, but for now, I need to hide myself. Once we have a direction, what kinds of trouble do you think we can make for the Sodality?”

      “Supply depots,” Glasha said. “We need to destroy supplies, either in stockpiles or by attacking and burning caravans.”

      “Oooh, good one,” DD said.

      “Structures,” Ysduil said, joining the game. “The Sodality keeps a series of buildings for messengers or traveling operatives to resupply or to stay in as shelter instead of camping. Patrol cabins.”

      “Operatives?” I asked. “What kind of operatives?”

      “Different types. Sometimes they have survey parties, assassins, enforcers, tax collectors, things like that. Mostly, though, I think the Searchers use them. The Searchers are a separate division from the rest of the Sodality forces. Their job is to hunt down khresha. At least, it was. In the last couple of years especially, they have been at the forefront of hunting down priestesses of Odona. Some of those who took me were Searchers.”

      “Oh, we definitely need to do something to hurt them,” Midra said. “If we can make it rougher for them to travel, some of your sisters might be able to stay away from them.”

      “I agree,” I said. “Those are all good ideas.”

      We walked silently for a moment, the list of suggestions apparently exhausted.

      “Captives.”

      It was Amelie who’d said it. I turned toward her and she shifted her eyes to the ground.

      “If the Sodality is taking people for their army like they did with my family, we should rescue them.”

      “God, that’s a great idea, Amelie,” I told her. “Maybe we can even find your mother and sister, though I wouldn’t expect that the Sodality brought them all the way over here. If we help anyone we find being mistreated by the Sodality, we do two things at once: help people and hurt the Sodality.”

      The bunny girl swung her eyes up to meet mine and gave me a shy smile.

      In a surprisingly short time, DD led us from the road, around a hillock, to a small stand of sycamore trees. With the trees and the hillock blocking any view of—or from—the road, it was ideal. Especially considering that we’d eaten a couple of hours before and so didn’t need a fire. The temperature, while not as warm as the Dreadlands, was still comfortable enough to sleep with only our bedrolls and blankets.

      I took the first watch and Midra took the second. Before I knew it, Amelie was waking me with a kiss. It was a pleasant surprise, but I immediately noted the mastermind. Glasha sat on a stone some distance away watching what would happen. She probably prodded the bunny girl into action. I rewarded her for her bravery with a longer kiss, then worked on bringing Ysduil into the land of the waking.

      “Ah, good,” DD said. “I recognize the group of hills over there, and that large one all by itself farther over to the west. We were on the road I thought we’d taken. We can follow it to Willowbrook. I’d been afraid we got turned around in the dark. It would have been bad to go south by accident.”

      “What’s wrong with south?” I asked.

      “Honor Reach.”

      By the reaction of the other women, that didn’t sound like a good thing. Glasha’s eyes darted in that direction as she fingered the hilt of her sword. Ysduil’s eyes widened at the name.

      “And that is…?” I said.

      “It’s a large city with a heavy Sodality presence. By that I mean Sodality functionaries and soldiers. Some cities or towns are more devout in the Sodality’s teachings than others, but in this case, I’m only talking about the presence of officials. Walking into Honor Reach would be risking capture.”

      “What about Willowbrook?”

      “It’s a small town, not important enough for the Sodality to station an official or soldiers in. It’s our best bet for finding information nearby.”

      While we ate a light breakfast, I let my eyes wander over the terrain. We’d just reached the western part of Tenos, and I wanted to see what this new part of the world was like.

      I was…unimpressed.

      It reminded me of the area around Sharton’s Hollow, where we first met Amelie. Rolling hills—though rockier than Amelie’s home—with scattered bushes and a few trees. Hell, it could have been any one of a hundred different places I’d seen in my own world. So much for exciting exploration. It was pretty enough, just not exotic or magical.

      We hit the road in under an hour and headed toward the northwest. The path didn’t look a whole lot different than it had in the dark: a hard-packed dirt road that wound lazily between the hills.

      I had my cloak on, of course, but left the hood down. Ysduil wore hers cinched over her dress in case we met any other travelers.

      We didn’t for the first three hours. I was getting tired of seeing the same terrain, as rustic and pretty as it was, but suddenly stopped and blinked, then leaned forward. As if the few inches I leaned would make a damn bit of difference.

      DD and Ysduil, who had been chatting alongside me, stopped after a couple more steps. Once they looked toward where I had been fixated, they started moving for the side of the road.

      “Everyone, off the road,” my foxgirl said. “Hopefully they didn’t see us.”

      The softly rolling hills, bare of large trees, wouldn’t help us. Nothing but scrubby bushes and fields of long grass around us, but it would have to do. Following the women, I crouch-ran for a few minutes until we were well away from the road. Then I dropped onto my belly like my companions did.

      I ended up in between DD and Ysduil, looking up Glasha’s skirt as she lay in front of me. There were worse things I could have been staring at, that was for sure, but it was no time to ogle. If the group we’d seen had spotted us, it would be pretty suspicious that we’d ducked off the side of the road.

      “Why didn’t we just put our hoods up and walk by them?” I asked. “Wasn’t that the plan?”

      Ysduil twisted to face me while lying in the grass. “I caught a glimpse of color. It could have been a Sodality uniform, with one of their insignias, but I think I caught a swatch of royal blue as well. I thought it would be better to be safe and get out of sight than to run into Sodality forces.”

      “Good call,” I said. “Your eyesight is so much better than mine.” She smiled at me but didn’t say anything.

      A tense twenty-five minutes or so later, voices reached me from the road. I couldn’t tell what they were saying, but it sounded like normal conversation. Maybe they hadn’t seen us.

      Ysduil slithered closer to the road and carefully raised her head up to take a look. I thought maybe her ears would be visible above the grass, but no reaction came from those on the road. They passed by, their conversation never pausing for a minute. When the foxgirl crawled back to us, she had a conflicted look on her face.

      She said one word that changed the mood in our little group from tense to laser-focused.

      “Searchers.”
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      Shit.

      I took a breath. “Are you sure?”

      “Yes. They wear a distinctive robe, royal blue. When they’re worn open, you can see either normal Sodality armor or thick clothing colored the same brown and black of the Sodality armor.

      “There are two of them, and three soldiers. Both the Searchers have armor underneath. They’re obviously the combat-oriented type. There are scholars and other types, but of these, one carries a bow and arming sword and the other a long sword. Fighters. Two of the soldiers are tacanem with short swords and the other is a very large human sotin with a shield and sword.”

      I took a good look to make sure no one had replaced my sexy, happy foxgirl with a hardened veteran.

      “What?”

      “Impressive that you got all that from a few glances without being detected.”

      A smile lit up her face. Ah, there she is. “I have had some practice. Unfortunately.”

      “Well, they didn’t see you, so we’re good to wait here for a few minutes and then continue. Unless…”

      “We need to kill them,” Glasha said. “When you see Searchers, the right answer is always to kill them.”

      “She’s right,” DD said. “They are responsible for so many deaths of sisters, I can’t begin to count them. Without them hunting down Odona’s children, there will be far fewer found, even if all the armies are looking for them. They are also looking for you. Do you want to leave a dangerous enemy alive when you can eliminate them?”

      What they said made sense. “You’re right. Our goal is to find the princess and to cause trouble for the Sodality. This falls squarely into the second thing. With five against six of us, it shouldn’t be a problem. How do you suggest we do this?”

      After a quick discussion, we went into action. We poked our heads out of the grass at the road to make sure none of the five were looking back. If they did, we could still take them, I was sure, but better if we could surprise them.

      The Sodality group wasn’t keeping a fast pace. We ghosted onto the road and hurried after them as quickly as we could while making as little noise as possible, catching up within a few minutes. Once I, and all the women except DD, settled back into the grass, the blonde elf nocked an arrow and brought her bow up. She was only twenty or thirty yards from the last member of the Sodality party.

      DD drew back her bow as she raised it, took aim, inhaled, then exhaled, holding perfectly still for a moment. She released the arrow with a twang of the string that seemed much too loud. I watched the second-to-the-last figure, the Searcher with the bow, as an arrow suddenly appeared at the base of her skull. It didn’t punch all the way through, but it got damn close. As the elf in the blue robes fell, I knew she was already dead.

      The other four turned and drew their weapons. Well, three of them did, anyway. The other Searcher barked an order, and the man set his shield on his arm and drew his sword. With another command, he charged toward DD, a step or two behind the dog beastkin soldiers.

      The Searcher, another elf, was no dummy. She didn’t run at DD, but instead squatted down to pick up her fallen comrade’s bow and one of the arrows that had spilled out of her quiver.

      I shifted my eyes to DD, standing as cool as could be in the middle of the road with three warriors charging her. I blinked when I realized she already had an arrow nocked and drawn. She loosed it and I swung my head as fast as I could toward the Searcher.

      At the distance they were apart, the Searcher managed to duck out of the way of the arrow and fit her own to her bow’s string. She raised the weapon smoothly, drawing the string back as she did so, and took aim at DD. The blonde priestess calmly brought another of her own arrows out and took one step to the side.

      What the fuck are you doing? I screamed in my mind. You’re going to get skewered. I feared for a moment that maybe DD was counting on her elven reflexes to dodge the arrow like the elf Searcher did. But then realization struck me when the Searcher moved back and forth and spat out a curse.

      DD had accounted for the sotin between her and the Searcher and she had stepped precisely on the other side so the burly man blocked the Searcher’s shot.

      While keeping an eye on her foe to make sure she was covered, DD let fly with her arrow. It struck one of the dog beastkin in the shoulder but was deflected by the pauldron, leaving a nasty gash but not sticking in the flesh. With the others closing in, DD—still as calm as if she was sitting by a tranquil pond—tossed her bow to the ground a few feet away and drew her sword.

      The other dog beastkin grinned, no doubt thinking how they would slaughter the lone elf, no matter how good she was with her weapon.

      With the sotin close enough to DD, the Searcher finally locked onto her target. She made a slight adjustment in her aim and I watched the calm settle on her as her fingers began to loosen.

      A spear shot out from nowhere and struck the archer midthigh, the sharp point punching into her. A curse from the grass nearby indicated that Midra was not happy with her aim, but it did the trick. The Searcher released the arrow as she fell to the side, the shaft flying off into the air far from any of the combatants.

      The gnoll woman appeared out of the grass where she’d slunk over during the commotion, drawing her sword as she went. The Searcher dropped the bow and drew her long sword, though her stance was by no means stable.

      The grinning dog beastkin, oblivious to the archer’s plight, was almost within range to swing her weapon at DD, but the smile dropped off her face when Ysduil burst from the grass, her staff already blurring, and Amelie arrived a moment later, heading toward DD to stand with the elf.

      Ysduil made short work of the now non-smiling dog girl, slamming her staff into her opponent’s arm. The sword dropped from the soldier’s hand. The long wooden pole spun and the other side struck the soldier in the head. The dog beastkin’s limbs all went limp and she face-planted into the hard dirt of the road.

      In the meantime, the other dog girl was heading straight for disaster, where the odds were two against one. She never made it there, though. Glasha emerged from her own area in the grass and swung down powerfully with her large sword, literally disarming the soldier by taking the arm off at the elbow. Yet another sword dropped to the ground, this one with a hand and half an arm still attached to it. A spin and an absolutely beautifully executed horizontal slash and a head with floppy dog ears spun away from the body it had been attached to.

      Amelie, standing with her sticks at the ready, frowned and let out an “Awwww.”

      The sotin was still en route to DD and Amelie, though a few steps behind where the others were. I still wasn’t sure about the extent of the whole “training” thing with sotin, so I took a chance. I flew through the air and body slammed the man, hoping that when his handlers were all dead, he might become compliant, or at least stop moving. Like a remote-controlled toy when the controller was destroyed or ran out of power.

      Not so much.

      As I rolled away from the impact, I glanced over at Midra, who ran the Searcher through with her sword. The woman had been no challenge to her with her damaged leg keeping her from using her footwork.

      The sotin rolled to his feet, his shield and sword still gripped in his hands. He lunged at me, not hesitating in the slightest. Well, so much for that theory. I felt bad about killing these guys. It wasn’t their fault they’d been brainwashed. Then again, I wasn’t going to let him kill me, either.

      I stumbled a little when I rolled to my feet, that damn cloak nearly tripping me up. Pain in the ass. As if the constant fear of my opponent grabbing hold of it to pull me off balance wasn’t bad enough. I needed practice to fight effectively with what amounted to a thick and heavy sheet draped over my body, let alone if I had to fight with the hood up.

      I evaded a couple of slashes, watching to gauge the man’s speed. Even without using my powers to speed up, he was no match for me. On his third strike, I battered his blade aside, to my right, while stepping to my left. His momentum carried him past me and I rammed the point of my sword into his unprotected right side.

      He didn’t make a sound or even grimace as I pivoted, spun, and put some extra strength into a downward diagonal slash that opened up his armor and his back. Pivoting again on my left foot, I circled his body to his shield side, twisted the hilt in my hands to cut upward, and lopped off a good chunk of skin on his upper arm and shoulder. The shield immediately dropped, his arm damaged severely enough to make it useless.

      I spun off to the side and centered myself, waiting to see if he would drop. He slashed at me a few more times, each swing getting slower as massive blood loss and internal damage dragged him down. He finally fell to the ground and stopped moving, his face never changing and no sound ever emerging from his mouth. Eerie.

      I was happy I hadn’t gotten completely tangled up in my cloak. I decided that I needed to adjust my footwork, widening my motions so the clothing wouldn’t affect my technique as much. I’d be wearing it all the time for the foreseeable future, so I had to adapt.

      Glasha ran her sword through the soldier Ysduil had probably already killed with her staff, but my fierce green warrior was all about making sure things were dead.

      “Anyone hurt?” I asked, cleaning my sword on the headless dog beastkin’s clothing.

      Amelie gave me a pouty look. “Glasha stole my enemy.”
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      “Glasha, don’t go stealing Amelie’s enemies unless she’s in danger,” I said in a mock scolding tone. The green woman smirked at me. Well, I’d tried.

      We checked over the bodies for anything of value. Ysduil took the bow and arrows; it would be to our advantage to have more than one ranged weapon. Midra’s spear was nice, but used from a distance, it could be utilized only one time. We also took what coin they had and some food from their packs.

      At Ysduil’s insistence, we cut off two amulet-like disks sewn into the Searchers’ robes.

      “Some Searchers are clandestine,” DD explained. “They don’t wear the robes or the armor because they try to infiltrate and gather information through trickery. If they need to get Sodality support, they use the disks to prove who they are. They could come in handy, especially for me. A large percentage of the Searchers are elves, as far as we know. Like these two.” She kicked the corpse of one of the Searchers.

      We left the bodies right where they were. Our purpose was to get some attention by attacking the Sodality, after all. This was a good start.

      We continued down the road. We didn’t see any other travelers.

      “Did you see DD?” I said an hour or so later. “So calm and cool. I mean, she just stood there when an archer was aiming at her and then when three soldiers charged.”

      “She’s very sexy,” Ysduil said.

      I turned to the foxgirl, walking alongside the elf. She had an excited, expectant look on her face. I shook my head. How the hell was I supposed to respond to that diplomatically?

      “She is. Definitely.” What the hell. It was the truth. Also, it made both the cute blonde elf and the smoking hot foxgirl, who also happened to be my wife, happy.

      “Okay,” DD said when she stopped us a few hours later. “I think it’s time I let you all know what makes me think we can find the princess. I’ve told Adam some of this, but not all. The only one I’ve told is Nysea. She asked me to keep it secret because one slip of the tongue could ruin our edge in the search.

      “Sometime around a year ago, a woman traveling alone was confronted and killed by bandits. One of the bandits recognized the traveler as Sveita Vaslona, one of the Isameine family’s advisers. She had been assumed to be dead along with the rest of the family. The bandit who recognized her had been a driver for the royal family, before leaving to ‘freelance.’ Thus, she wasn’t there when the Sodality slaughtered everyone in the castle.

      “I have found a few mentions of this bandit living in the southern part of Western Tenos. Unless it’s in Honor Reach, I believe she can be found in Willowbrook or in Duskenweald. My main reason for going into Willowbrook is to seek information on where to find her. If we can get more details about where Sveita was when she was killed, we might be able to narrow down where to look for the princess.

      “I haven’t heard anything specific tying Sveita to the princess herself, but it’s too much of a coincidence that an adviser for the royal family and a princess have both been rumored to be alive as recently as a year ago. If the rumors are true, it would seem to indicate that they were together, perhaps even with others.

      “Willowbrook is just over that hill and down the road a little. Rumors, news, anything at all that can help, that’s what I’m looking for.”

      “I’ll go with you,” Ysduil said.

      “No, you won’t. I don’t know for sure, but I’m guessing the Sodality has figured out your part in this a long time ago. You escaped with Adam, killing some Sodality guards in the process. They also saw you in the battle of Hollow Wood. They are probably on the lookout for you, even if they don’t know it’s your dress we left at the fortress.

      “It’s obvious that Adam isn’t going, either. Amelie—unfortunately, obsil are rarer in this part of the world, so you’ll stick out in peoples’ minds. That means you can’t go, either. Some of the rarer beastkin and even a fair number of monster tribe members are common here. I guess they feel more comfortable being on the other side of the Dreadlands from the Sodality’s capital. Glasha and Midra can come with me, if they want.”

      Ysduil pointed at the green women. “But she—”

      “I know,” DD said. “She was at Hollow Wood also, but so were a lot of people. Without anything else tying her to Adam and the sisters, she could be just another dunim, if an exceptionally beautiful one.”

      Glasha stood stone still, her cheeks flushing but no words coming out of her.

      We found an abandoned farm nearby, searching the area at DD’s suggestion. Apparently, there were more than a few family farms that had degenerated into overgrown, choked fields and abandoned, dilapidated buildings.

      “I guess we’ll wait for you here,” I told DD. “Be careful. Don’t take any chances.”

      The impish smile she gave me reminded me of Ysduil and I remembered the two of them had been mischief on wheels together when they were young. Some things didn’t change.

      As half our party left, my foxgirl and bunny girl followed me into the expansive living room of a farmhouse I was pretty sure wasn’t going to fall down on top of us. Abandoned didn’t necessarily mean rickety.

      “So, what do you want to do?”

      Ysduil got that look. It was both innocent, with her orange-red eyes wide and the ghost of a smile on her pretty lips, and wicked, with a glint of naughty intentions in her eyes.

      “It’s getting late in the day, and I haven’t done my sacred duty to Odona yet.”

      I liked where this was going, but a glance at Amelie told me she wasn’t as sure. Would the bunny girl like watching me help Ysduil with her daily ritual?

      “I thought it might be a good idea to use this opportunity for something I’ve been meaning to do,” Ysduil continued.

      I nodded at her, already stiffening.

      “Amelie, will you help me to fulfill my duty? I know Adam has had you, but I’ve waited so long. I want you, and I want Adam to watch as I have you, and you have me.”

      Amelie’s face lit up and she clapped. Actually clapped. “Yes, yes! I want you, too. I told Adam. If it’s okay with him, then yes, I would love that.”

      Both women turned their sexiest looks on me. How could I deny them?

      “Uh, sure.” It wasn’t what I’d thought it would be, but that was fine. Ysduil would probably still be horny afterwards and I could take sloppy seconds. “I’ll wait for you in the other room?” I took my time turning to leave. As I’d hoped, Ysduil grabbed my arm.

      “No, no, silly. We meant that we would help each other with our daily ritual—even though Amelie isn’t required to do it each day yet—but we want you to stay and watch. Maybe join us?”

      Amelie’s nodding was so vigorous that her ears slapped her face and the back of her head.

      “Oh. Well, yeah, if you want me to.” I tried to play it cool, but the instant lump in my pants put the lie to my words.

      “We do. We really do.”

      Ysduil gave the room an inquisitive eye. After a moment, she nodded, then slinked over to me and gave me a slow, sensuous kiss, her lips lingering on mine before her tongue slowly, tentatively inched its way into my mouth to tease my own.

      I reached around her to plant my hand on her tight ass, but she ended the kiss and pulled back. “Help me set up our bedrolls to make a nice, comfy platform for…your show?”

      I’d gone from wake up, Mr. Dick to full-raging hard-on in the few seconds my foxy wife had been kissing me. I nodded like a rube, willing to do anything she asked.

      Once we swept a section of the floor clean with an old broom lying on its side in the corner of the room, we put down the bedrolls. Not only Ysduil’s and mine, but Amelie’s and the other ones in the packs our companions had left with us. When we were done, there was a nice, clean patchwork that was twice as big as a king-sized bed. It was no padded mattress, but it was inviting.

      “Pick a spot, my love.” Ysduil gave the wicked smile that always started my blood flowing like a volcanic eruption. “I can’t wait to perform for you.”

      Amelie stood a few feet away from the foxgirl, flushed and eyes wide. I thought she might actually do her frozen bunny impression, but instead she breathed in and out at a faster than normal rate, running her eyes over Ysduil’s exquisite body. With each breath, those magical obsil tits rose and fell and even as I watched, the nubs of her nipples pressed against the thin cloth covering them and grew.

      “Amelie, honey-bunny,” Ysduil said. “What do you think? Would you like to help me fulfill my duty and give Adam something he can dream of when we’re not around?”

      Amelie was so fixated on Ysduil’s body, she didn’t even do her trademark nodding and ear-bouncing. She didn’t answer right away and I looked into her big eyes for some clue as to what she was thinking. Her next words left no doubt, soft as they were.

      “Fuck me.”

      “Of course,” Ysduil said, moving closer to the bunny girl. “I’ve been wanting to for so long.”

      When she was within reach, my foxgirl reached a hand up to caress Amelie’s cheek. The bunny girl sighed, melting at the touch. With her other hand, Ysduil playfully tugged at Amelie’s ear, eliciting a happy gasp. Then the priestess leaned in and touched her lips, softly, tenderly, and briefly, to Amelie’s. When she leaned back, the bunny girl licked her lips, staring into Ysduil’s eyes.

      “We have as much time as we want,” my wife whispered, barely loud enough for me to hear. “Let’s take advantage of it.”

      I don’t know if my eyes were wider or if Amelie’s were, but when the obsil’s closed halfway and a soft moan escaped her, all I could think of was how Ysduil, with only a brief touching of lips and a few whispered words, had enchanted both me and the bunny girl.

      My cock cried out for more—and right away!—but the swirling, pleasurable warmth in my body wanted to keep me on the edge of ecstasy Ysduil had created so effortlessly.

      Then Amelie put her hands on both sides of the foxgirl’s face and pulled her into a kiss that was just as tender as the one before, though deeper. Their heads tilted at the ideal angle and I marveled at how perfectly their lips fit together. As they shifted, both women making little sounds of pleasure, their movements became more urgent. In the gaps between them as they kissed, their tongues entwined, dancing with each other even as their hands caressed each other’s faces.

      Amelie sucked up Ysduil’s tongue and the foxgirl made a questioning noise that turned into a satisfied humming as she lifted her chin to let the bunny girl carry out her favorite kissing maneuver. I almost felt the tugging on my own tongue, something I could never get enough of when kissing Amelie.

      When the obsil’s hands moved to glide up Ysduil’s side toward her chest, I knew things were well and truly on.
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      Amelie, so shy and sweet and quiet in most situations, didn’t show any of those traits when she was turned on. Her hands scrabbled to pull Ysduil’s dress up so she could access the foxgirl’s treasures. Rather than slipping her hands up under the dress and working toward my favorite spots, Amelie brought the dress up, broke her kiss for the split second it took for the cloth to pass over Ysduil’s head and off completely, then lunged back in with fervor, kissing and sucking her tongue as if there was never a break.

      Ysduil writhed and let out little moans that, frankly, made me want to attack the both of them on the spot. She rubbed her body against Amelie’s, her thighs spreading out on either side of the bunny girl’s leg and rubbing up and down, her mouth never leaving Amelie’s all-too-kissable lips.

      “Yeah-yeah-yeah,” the obsil said, huffing out breaths and finally settling her hands on two locations: Ysduil’s ass and one of her firm breasts. The foxgirl let out a shuddering moan and reached up under Amelie’s dress to stroke her cotton tail and grab a handful of bunny girl’s fine posterior.

      The two groped and stroked and kissed until Amelie pulled her mouth away and moved it to the priestess’s chest, flicking a nipple before latching on and sucking it into her mouth.

      “Yes,” Ysduil cried. “Show me what you want me to do to you. Do you want me to play with your exquisite tits?”

      “Uh-huhn,” Amelie said with her mouth full of the foxgirl’s breast.

      Ysduil’s hands moved to Amelie’s dress. The way the thing fit her, it looked like it would spill her breasts out of the cloth at any time anyway, but she didn’t pull it down right away. Instead, she moved her finger in circles around the prominent bumps in the cloth.

      “Uhnnn.” The bunny girl still hadn’t opened her mouth to release Ysduil, but she didn’t let that stop her from moaning.

      My foxgirl threw her head back, her eyes rolling as Amelie’s finger slipped inside the priestess’s slit, tickling her lips. Her hands stopped their delicate work and grabbed at Amelie’s tits and squeezed. When she released them a few seconds later, fingerprints showed up above the dress and then slowly faded.

      My naked wife tugged at Amelie’s dress, fully exposing the bunny girl’s impressive breasts. She tugged it downward, sliding it over Amelie’s hips and down to the ground. The bunny girl kicked her dress to the side but kept working on Ysduil’s chest and between her legs.

      “Ooooh. No fair,” Ysduil panted. “You still have panties on. Oh!”

      I wasn’t sure, but I thought maybe Amelie had bitten Ysduil’s nipple.

      “You’re a naughty girl, honey-bunny.”

      Amelie hummed happily, then took one of Ysduil’s hands and brought it to her panties. The foxgirl didn’t need any further instruction and slipped her hand into them, curling her fingers up to massage the bunny girl’s lips.

      That sent Amelie into a frenzy. She pushed Ysduil lower onto the makeshift bed, switching from the reddened breast she was working on to the other one, perked and waiting.

      The consummate professional, Ysduil took the opportunity to whisk the bunny girl’s panties off, tossing them to the side. With the skill of a gold-medal wrestler, she twisted her body and in two seconds flat was on top of Amelie, with the other woman still sucking on her breast.

      “There’s only one thing to do with naughty girls,” Ysduil said, slapping the side of Amelie’s ass. “Or maybe two.” She pulled away so her breast came out of the bunny girl’s mouth with a popping sound. Then she dove in to lick Amelie’s slit from bottom to top.

      “Yes. Yeah-yeah-yeah-yeah.” Amelie’s hands went to her own breasts, bouncing from her gyrations, the nipples visibly hard and sticking straight up. As she kneaded them and pulled on her nipples, Ysduil settled herself between the obsil’s legs. Amelie pulled one breast up and stretched her neck to suck on her own nipple for a few seconds. I nearly lost control.

      From where I sat and watched, I could see Amelie’s mouth open in ecstasy, her eyes lidded, and her hands working hard to squeeze her tits into liquid. Ysduil’s sexy back, the line between the muscles screaming out for my tongue to travel the entire distance up to her upper back, twitched as she moved her head to find the perfect angle for her tongue to do its work. Even closer to me, the little dimples I loved so much, the ones just between her ass and her lower back, taunted me. Her tail lashed, but didn’t interfere with the heavenly sight of the most perfect butt ever created. Firm, round, and opened enough as she frogged that I got an ideal view of her glistening slit. I licked my lips.

      She’d shaved again.

      Amelie squirmed as the foxgirl did things I couldn’t see with her head in the way. Whatever they were, they were definitely working.

      “Huh-huh-huh-huh…ooooh. Yeah. Yeah. Yeah-yeah-yeah.”

      I debated for a moment. I wasn’t sure how much the women wanted me to take part. But this was one of those situations where it would be better to apologize than ask permission. My dick was already aching and it wasn’t going to get any easier to sit idly by.

      First, I went around to the other side of the couple, at Amelie’s head. I positioned myself so I was lined up with both women, but pointing the opposite direction. On my hands and knees, I crawled up so my face was on top of Amelie’s, but upside down. I lowered myself and kissed her.

      The bunny girl had been preoccupied with what Ysduil was doing—and what she was doing to herself—with her eyes closed. When my lips met hers, she grunted a questioning sound, but it turned from surprise into a moan when she realized it was me.

      I put my hand on either side of her face and kissed her square on, without angling to the side. Her tongue came out to greet mine and I reveled in how smooth it felt when kissing upside down like that. I ran mine along the underside of hers and let out some noises of pleasure myself.

      I lifted up long enough to say, “Damn, you’re both so fucking sexy” before going in for another kiss, my hand joining hers in playing with one of her breasts.

      Amelie moaned into my mouth and Ysduil’s hand came up to mine, displacing Amelie’s. My fingers entwined with my wife’s and she hummed into the bunny girl’s pussy.

      I hovered like that, kissing my bunny girl upside down, playing with her tits, and holding hands with Ysduil as the foxgirl brought Amelie closer and closer to orgasm. The pressure in my dick was so strong that I was rubbing it against the side of the bedrolls to relieve a little tension, lying down flat on my stomach.

      When I was able to snatch it in my lips, I sucked on Amelie’s tongue. Her body started bucking like she was going to come. I gave her tongue one last suck and raised onto all fours.

      “No,” the bunny girl said, but sank into a loud moan when I stroked her ear and brought it to my mouth to kiss it. I nipped at it and she almost lost it, squirming and thrashing while she moaned into my ear.

      “Sorry,” I told her. “But you’ll like what I’m going to try.”

      I circled to where I’d been before, behind Ysduil and her perfect ass as she ate Amelie’s pussy. She’d been such a trooper, pleasuring the bunny girl without getting anything for herself.

      It was about time that changed.

      I patted her on her ass. She stopped licking and shouted out at me. “Harder. Spank me like the naughty little whore I am.”

      I wasn’t fond of her calling herself that, but I smacked her ass hard, leaving it reddened. Then I petted it as she went back to her work.

      “Such a good girl,” I said. “Such a fucking sexy, gorgeous, hardworking girl.” I slipped a finger up to the base of her tail and trailed it down to press on her hole. She shuddered and moaned, but kept up with getting Amelie off.

      I didn’t need any more conversation. I got on all fours again and licked her enticingly wet pussy.

      “Oooooh. Adam. Yes, like that. Lick me while I lick our honey-bunny. Make us come together.”

      That was my goal, but I didn’t need to tell her that. Much better to show her.

      I played with her clit as I tasted her freely flowing juices. The tangy, sweet citrus flavor of her never failed to double whatever feelings of pleasure I’d had, and this time it was no different. She wiggled her pretty ass as I sank my face into her and tickled her with my tongue.

      We got into a rhythm, all three of us. Ysduil rammed herself back into my face, I plunged my tongue into her pussy, and Amelie moved with Ysduil’s own licking and sucking.

      “Yeah-yeah-yeah-yeah.”

      “Ooooh. Yes. Uh-uh-uh-uh-uh.”

      Our pace quickened as the women got even more heated up. I brought a hand up and squeezed the base of my foxgirl’s tail. That did it.

      “Ooooooooooh,” she moaned into Amelie’s crotch as her body twitched and shuddered, pouring her nectar all over my tongue and mouth. At the same time Amelie screamed out.

      “Yessssss. Oh, yes.”

      From the way the bunny girl tensed, she was full into a powerful orgasm as well. Ysduil lapped up liquid and Amelie’s legs went rigid on either side of the foxgirl. Must’ve been a really good one.

      As their movements slowed and happy, satisfied moans came from both women, I finished licking up Ysduil’s pussy and settled back on my haunches.

      “How was that?” I asked.

      “Mmmmm,” Ysduil said. “Soooooooo good.”

      “Amelie?”

      She stroked Ysduil’s hair. “Everything I dreamed of.”

      “That’s great. But we’re not finished yet.”

      Both women sighed contentedly as Ysduil wriggled her body to rub against mine.
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      Ysduil turned to give me a kiss. “What do you have in mind, my love?” She licked her lips. “Goddess, I taste good.”

      “You do. I think it’s about time for Amelie to find that out, too.”

      Amelie shifted her amber eyes from watching the nipple she was pinching between her thumb and forefinger to me. “Yes.”

      “You like that idea?”

      “Uh-huhn. I told you how much I wanted Ysduil to have sex with me. I asked and asked but she told me she wanted you to have me first.”

      “I know. I remember.”

      “I loved it when you took me,” she said. “But I want her, too.” Suddenly, the shy girl was back, her face flushing with more than exertion, even if it was incongruous with how she was fawning over her own breast at the moment. “Is that okay?”

      I crawled toward her and kissed the nipple she was pinching and then moved up to kiss her softly on the lips. “That’s perfect. I’m glad we all get along so well together. It’s not only okay, it’s super sexy.”

      “That tongue thing,” Ysduil said, stroking Amelie’s leg. “The sucking. I love that. I have done it before, have had it done to me before, but you do it better than anyone else I’ve ever met. You are already on everyone’s list as a possible partner, but with a skill like that, you’ll never have to do your daily ritual alone.”

      “I enjoy doing that with you, and with Adam of course. I don’t think I want to have a lot of partners for my ritual, though. I’m happy with our little family or doing it myself. I don’t need more than that.”

      Ysduil gave me a sly look, then turned back to the bunny girl. “That’s fine. Just so you know that you can have your pick, if you wanted to.”

      “I want you two. And maybe Glasha. Erynth is very sexy, too, but so is Nysea…”

      I laughed, but of the three of us, I hadn’t had an orgasm yet. I wanted to get back to it. “You don’t have to make any firm plans right now. All that matters in this moment is that I am with two of the sexiest women in the world and I want them to come at least one more time before we’re done. What do you say?”

      Both women looked at my tented pants.

      “I say Amelie and I should make sure you come, too. Soon.”

      The bunny girl gave her signature floppy-eared nod. “Like right now.”

      They both tackled me. Ysduil tried to cover my face with kisses, but Amelie started pulling my shirt off, foiling the foxgirl. They looked at each other with frowns, then leaned in to each other. Ysduil stuck her tongue out to let Amelie suck on it, and the obsil did. Any iota of my dick relaxing during our bantering fled while I watched them start to grope each other again.

      “So fucking sexy.” A thought occurred to me. “Do you do tribbing here?”

      They broke their kiss and turned their heads to me.

      “Do what?” Amelie asked.

      “Tribbing. It’s basically rubbing your pussies together. A popular way women do it on my world is to do a scissor kind of thing, with one of your legs over and one under, matching up your crotches.” Using the index finger and middle finger of both hands, I demonstrated by smashing the space in between the fingers with the other hand.

      “We have several different methods of rubbing on our partners,” Ysduil said, “but I have never seen that one. Do you…want us to try it?”

      I thought about it for a moment. “I do, but maybe not right now. We should try to set aside some time when we get back home and compare notes. I’d love to see some of your techniques, but maybe some of what I know will be new to you also. It’ll probably take a while, but it’ll be well worth it.”

      “I’m always up for new methods of pleasure and experimenting with a beautiful woman like our honey-bunny.”

      That started another kiss that raised the temperature in the room. When Ysduil broke away, panting slightly, she continued as if there hadn’t been a break. “What do you want, Adam?”

      “First, a little bit of what you’re having. Then, I’ve got an idea you might like.”

      After being thoroughly kissed by both women, I shared my plan.

      “Amelie, lie down on your back.” She did so immediately, her magical tits defying gravity and her closely shorn honey-colored hair glistening between her legs. I fought the urge to climb on top of her. What I had planned was better, though, in the long run. But I couldn’t help but to lean over her from the side and kiss her some more.

      Or to have a little suck on the aforementioned erect nipples.

      I had Ysduil straddle Amelie’s face, her chest to me as I kneeled by Amelie’s feet. Before I could say anything, the bunny girl grabbed on both side of Ysduil’s hips and pulled herself into the foxgirl’s crotch, licking all the way up the length of her slit.

      “Oooooh,” Ysduil said. “I think I like this plan.”

      “Mmmadtooo.”

      “Then you’ll like this,” I said. “While Amelie tastes you, I want you to return the favor.”

      “Nothing for you?” she asked.

      “Watching you really turns me on, but don’t worry. I’ll join in when I’m ready.”

      “Mmmm.” She leaned forward and assumed the sixty-nine position, toying with Amelie’s pussy before putting her mouth into the bunny girl’s crotch.

      Amelie was already at work and, if the moans from Ysduil were an indication, doing a good job. As soon as Ysduil hit her stride, it was like the two were competing for the loudest and sexiest sounds. When the foxgirl added her fingers on Amelie’s clit, the reaction was enough for me to declare Ysduil the winner. If it had been a competition.

      I watched for a little while, the ecstasy coming from the two filtering over to me. There’s something extremely sexy about watching two women—especially two goddesses like these two—satisfying each other. The curves and the lines of their bodies, the partially hidden assets as they squirmed together and moved to get the best angle to pleasure the other, could provide several hours’ entertainment.

      But I wasn’t there to be entertained. I was there to take part.

      I lifted Ysduil’s head up and gave her a long, sloppy kiss, licking around her mouth to taste the sweet vanilla and rose of Amelie’s juices. They tasted so good, I took several long licks of Amelie’s slit myself, closing my eyes and savoring the flavor.

      I shared some of the new liquid on my lips with Ysduil and fondled the foxgirl’s breasts as her body swayed with the movement of her cunnilingus. The moans and hums into my mouth heated my body up and it screamed out to put my dick into any one of the convenient holes.

      When a soft, delicate hand found its way down into my pants, my lower half went weak.

      “Unh.”

      “Do you want to come out and play?” my sexy wife sang before latching onto my neck and biting me.

      “Yes.”

      Her hands made quick work of removing my pants and my underwear, leaving me as naked at the two of them. She wrapped a hand around my shaft and tugged. Instead of risking what could be a very painful tug-of-war, I walked forward on my knees.

      Which put my dick at the perfect height for what she intended.

      Ysduil flicked out her tongue to lap up the drizzle of pre-cum leaking out of me, pausing only for a few seconds to moan and roll her eyes as Amelie hit a good spot.

      My foxgirl didn’t do anything fancy—she didn’t need to. I was already on the edge and she knew my body well enough to realize it. She licked around my head as she squeezed my shaft, looking right into my eyes. It was hard to keep mine open completely with what she was doing, but she was having problems, too. Amelie’s ministrations were making Ysduil’s eyes flutter from half-lidded to closed much like mine were.

      She put my head up to her lips and did something she hadn’t done to me before. She took only the very tip and sucked on it. Lightly. A tremor ran through me and my dick twitched violently.

      “Oh my God, Ysduil.”

      She hummed and repeated the action. She spent the next few minutes gyrating that amazing body of hers, panting and moaning as Amelie took care of her while she gradually worked her way down my shaft. Her twisting motion as she pressed her lips on my frenulum gave me another scare, but I tightened my muscles and rode through it.

      “You’re getting me so close,” I told her.

      “I’m…uh…on the edge, too,” she tossed back. “You could make me come with just a little attention to those zones you talked about.”

      I smiled as I moaned. I would definitely like to make her come, but I didn’t want to neglect Amelie. Before I said anything, Ysduil continued.

      “Amelie is being such a good girl. Will you do her for me? Make her come?”

      The thought almost finished me. “Yes,” I panted and grabbed both of Ysduil’s ears and tugged them to pull her away from me.

      “Oooooh. Oh-oh-OH!”

      The foxgirl’s body shuddered and thrashed, and Amelie’s breathing changed its pitch, like she was fighting through liquid.

      I kissed Ysduil, then pushed her gently so she was sitting up straight on Amelie’s face. I moved up, but realized I needed a prop. Grabbing a couple of the packs, I rammed them under Amelie’s ass to raise her up a little, then fingered her pussy.

      “Do you want me, Amelie? Do you want me to fuck you?”

      “Yes. Fuck me now. I’m so horny with Yssy’s delicious pussy on my face.”

      I put my head at the front of the bunny girl’s lips and rubbed it around.

      “Yeah-yeah-yeah.”

      I watched as the tip of my dick split her glistening lips apart and entered her, then shifted to see Ysduil watching me with slitted eyes. Amelie had grabbed her and pulled her down to bury her tongue into Ysduil’s wet slit.

      I took my time, teasing the bunny girl with a slow entry. Once I started to thrust into her, she sped up the rate she was licking and sucking on Ysduil. The foxgirl, meanwhile, played with Amelie’s tits as she ground her hips into the bunny girl’s face.

      The ache in my cock was almost enough to overpower the sheer pleasure I was feeling. Each stolen look gave me a snapshot that could be a fantasy all by itself. Ysduil, back arched with her tits thrust out in front of her, her mouth in a wide O as she rode Amelie’s tongue. The bunny girl, with her big breasts being serviced by the foxgirl’s hands, moaning as I tickled inside her canal with my dick. The sweat-slicked bodies writhing together.

      Added to that, the scents of the two women merged. It was a complex bouquet of sweet and tangy and salty, with a sharper aroma added in. The smell of sex.

      Wet skin slushed over more wet skin. Flesh slapped on flesh as I tried to drill through the sexy bunny girl’s body. Pants and moans from three people merged into a song of lust and pleasure. This was what Ysduil lived for, the sole purpose of the goddess she worshipped.

      Maybe she had something there.

      The beauty of all three of us, moving in different planes of motion, yet still progressively increasing our own pleasure and that of the other two, almost overwhelmed me. I turned my mind off and felt, smelled, heard, and tasted the culmination of our efforts.

      Like lightning from a clear sky, Amelie screamed into Ysduil’s crotch as her internal muscles clamped down on me. The vibrations of her voice pushed Ysduil over the edge, too, though my hand tweaking her nipples might have helped. My foxgirl’s voice was not obstructed like Amelie’s.

      “Oh-oh-oh-oh. Auuuugggghhh.”

      The cascade took me up with a final crash into Amelie, like the wave that finally breaks the cliff. The pressure inside my dick blew out of its opening, surging cum rocketing into Amelie. I plunged five more times, and Amelie screamed again.

      My orgasm fed Amelie’s and passed on to Ysduil, building to a powerful shared climax until the three of us were left quivering and panting, covered with sweat.

      Amelie licked the foxgirl clean. “I love you, Yssy,” she whispered.

      “I love you, too, Amy.” The name caused me to wince, reminding me of my ex-fiancée, but the feeling passed quickly.

      “Adam?” Amelie said.

      “Yes, honey?”

      “Do you love me?” The tentative, quiet tone almost broke my heart.

      “I do, Amelie. I love you. And I love you, too, Ysduil.”

      I never liked saying that right after sex, too aware that people did it all the time when caught up in sex endorphins. It was true, though. I loved all three of my girls, and I wasn’t ashamed to say it.

      Amelie sniffled. “I love you, too.”

      We rolled into more comfortable positions and slept for a time, our slick skin melded to each other’s.
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      We had plenty of time for a little nap and to put everything back to how it was. That included rolling up the bedrolls of the other women and putting their packs back where they belonged. When DD, Midra, and Glasha returned, they found us sitting on our bedrolls, chatting.

      Glasha scrutinized each of us, starting with Ysduil. The foxgirl smiled and waved at the dunim. Next, she looked at me. I looked back at her, wondering what she was looking for. When Glasha’s crystal blue eyes latched onto Amelie, though, she barked a laugh and shook her head.

      I wasn’t sure what that meant, but Midra started sniffing and soon got an inscrutable look on her face. I guessed at that point the jig was up. Even DD seemed to know what had gone down because she winked at Ysduil, every inch the priestess of Odona as much as the skilled scout I’d found her to be.

      “You…passed the time pleasantly?” she asked. “Satisfied any requirements that might have needed completion?”

      “Okay, okay,” I said. “You found us out. What news have you got?”

      The cute, impish elf chuckled. “We got a little more food with some of the money the Searchers so generously donated to our cause. Aside from that, we didn’t find Sveita Vaslona.”

      I frowned at the news.

      “We found out where we might be able to find her, though.”

      My frown didn’t budge. “Please tell me it’s not on the other side of the Dreadlands.”

      “No. It’s actually the closest town to Willowbrook. Apparently, her family’s caravan business is based out of Duskenweald. She lives there, so it looks like we got lucky. It won’t take us more than a couple of days to get there.”

      “That is good news. You weren’t able to find any horses for us?”

      “Too expensive,” Glasha said. “They’re in demand everywhere. We don’t even have enough money for one.”

      “Let alone enough so we can all ride, even doubled up,” DD said. “I’m afraid it’s going to be our feet and our good, strong legs for this trip. Just as well. We’d attract too much attention with a bunch of horses.”

      I had expected as much, but I’d hoped we could score some kind of mount. Traveling all over the place was time-consuming to begin with, but walking the whole way? Damn, this mission was going to take a long time. At least we had our little attacks and vandalism to keep it from getting too boring.

      We stayed the night in the farmhouse, with Ysduil, Amelie, and me taking the three watches on account of the others having to hoof it back and forth to Willowbrook. In the morning, we headed out again, cutting across some long-abandoned fields to catch the road on the other side.

      About the time I was cursing our choice in taking the shortcut, I caught sight a piece of the road up ahead. Bashing through nettles and briars had effectively soured my mood despite the nice weather and the fact that I’d had sex with my two hot companions less than twenty-four hours before.

      Movement at the corner of my vision tickled my danger sense.

      “Down,” I said, dropping below the level of the hedge grasses and weeds surrounding us. In a strange kind of déjà vu sort of thing, I raised my head enough to see figures moving on the road. Coming toward us. We were far enough off the road that they’d never see us, so I figured we’d hunker down and wait them out.

      That was before DD and Ysduil decided to take a look.

      The blonde elf dropped back down. “Sodality troops.”

      “What?” I said. “How could you tell that?”

      DD swept some of her pixie-cut hair away from her ear and tilted her head toward me. Tilted her pointed elven ear toward me.

      “Yeah, yeah. Showoff.”

      She grinned far too widely at me. Fucking elf eyes, foxgirl ears, and gnoll noses. I sighed. Better they were on my side than the Sodality’s. Of course, they had beastkin, too. Whatever.

      “So?” Ysduil asked. “I guess we should ambush them, yeah?”

      Glasha answered immediately, a feral smile on her face. “Of course.”

      With two bows now, and more room to maneuver, I didn’t see that it would be a problem. There was no one else in sight and no farms or anything nearby. At least, no occupied farms. We could make it to the road in minutes and wait for the patrol to walk right into our trap.

      “Six?” I confirmed.

      DD nodded. “Yep. Two sotin and the rest women.”

      “Is that strange? I thought they used more sotin for grunt tasks.”

      “It depends. In areas like this, where there aren’t many troops, there are more women. Maybe they don’t want primarily male patrols because they need people who can think on their feet. These are probably from the outpost southwest of Duskenweald.”

      As the patrol got closer, DD and Ysduil gave us the rundown.

      “The sotin are shonet, big ones, with a sword and a two-handed mace. Two pesin, one with a short sword and the other with double daggers on her waist and a spear in her hand. A human with a crossbow and sword, riding a horse. One tacanem with a sword and a dagger on her belt.”

      Shonet were boar-people, I reminded myself, and pesin were the rat folk—bigger than the nytis and with the scaly tails. Tacanem were the ubiquitous dog beastkin.

      When the patrol got close, Ysduil and DD did their thing. The foxgirl’s arrows took the woman with the crossbow in the eye. If she hadn’t already been dead, the fall off her horse would have broken her neck anyway. DD’s arrow drilled into the upper chest of the sotin with the sword because he’d moved at the last minute. Both women nocked and loosed again. This time DD’s arrow went through the throat of the same sotin, ending him, while Ysduil’s punched into the rat beastkin’s chest exactly where the heart was. She sent another arrow into the leg of the dog beastkin with the sword.

      The remaining soldiers spotted us more quickly than I’d expected and charged, aiming to get to us before we took them all down with arrows. I blurred at the big boar beastkin sotin with the two-handed mace.

      The man was obviously strong, and faster than he had any right to be with that heavy weapon. Of course, he wasn’t as fast as I was, even without my magic muscle juice. Feeling no pressure, since we outnumbered the remaining soldiers six to three, I took my time, learning the man’s technique. If training was standard for sotin, getting used to it now could help me in the future. Instead of technique, though—which, to be honest, consisted only of swinging that heavy weapon and trying to crush me—I noticed something else.

      In the man’s eyes, or rather, behind them, something was going on. It wasn’t cleverness or scheming. I got the feeling he was thinking, bashing at the mental walls that kept him prisoner. Trying to do what he wanted to do rather than what he was trained to do.

      Then again, I could have been full of shit.

      I danced around his attacks, striking out to deliver a few small cuts, but eventually feinted, drawing his weapon where I wanted it, then lunged and ran him through the heart with my sword. All that, and I didn’t trip over my cloak once.

      I caught a bit of Glasha charging at full speed while I was fighting, cutting down the injured dog beastkin. When she got near the rat beastkin with the daggers, the little shit took off running.

      Ysduil, not having—or needing—to move earlier to fight anyone, shot an arrow through the beastkin’s back.

      Standing in the midst of yet another six corpses, I couldn’t help but notice we were in the middle of a road, visible for quite a way, and surrounded by lots of places where someone could be hiding and watching us. I drew my cloak closer around me and put my hood up farther. The prickle of someone watching me settled in the middle of my back, an itch I couldn’t hope to reach to scratch. I wasn’t sure whether to believe the feeling or not.

      “Let’s see what they’ve got with them, take it, and get the hell out of here,” I said. “It’s bad enough being seen on the road, but at the scene of the crime? I don’t like it.”

      We grabbed some more coins, a few more snacks, and were heading toward the west at a fast pace in a handful of minutes. The one horse wasn’t worth taking. It wouldn’t give the whole party speed and it would be easily spotted, probably even recognized as a Sodality horse.

      “You said you wanted to make a statement,” Glasha said. “We’ve made one.”

      “You’re right. Two attacks so close, that’ll bring some attention.”

      DD stopped in the middle of the road. “Oh.”

      “What?” I asked.

      “I just remembered. I think there’s one of the patrol cabins and a supply shed between here and Duskenweald. The lack of supplies from that patrol reminded me. We can probably find more stuff there.”

      “Can we stay the night there?”

      “Ooh, I don’t know if that would be a great idea. Chances are good that the patrol we just met is the only one in this area, but I’d hate to be trapped there if news about this one gets out or if some other patrol going the other way stops by.”

      “I guess you’re right. I was trying to think ahead. When we get to town, you’ll be going again and I’ll need to hide out somewhere again. A patrol cabin sounds more comfortable than a hedge somewhere. Lacking a convenient farmhouse.”

      “I’ll lead you there, if I can find it, and then we can decide. I’m not even sure we’ll reach it today. I don’t know this area as well as some others. Spending time near Sodality patrols and their supplies isn’t something that’s high on my list as a dangerous fugitive.”

      I chuckled. “Dangerous fugitive. You have a vagina and you’re not afraid to use it.”

      “Don’t you forget it.”

      That shut me up. It also made Ysduil giggle, along with her friend.
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      We had stretched our traveling for the day into the darkness of night and finally reached the point where we’d need to stop.

      “That’s probably enough, DD,” I said. “We’re not going to find it poking around in the dark.”

      “I know, but this stretch of forest looks familiar. I could swear that patrol cabin is close.”

      I was about to demand that we stop, but she spoke first.

      “Oh. Hold on.” We’d been using narrow paths, not much more than animal trails, for a couple of hours, since DD got the idea in her head that she could find the patrol cabin. At the moment, she stood at the junction of our path and a more worn trail stretching off into the darkness. “I think this is it. Just a few more minutes, Adam, and if we don’t find it, we can go off-trail to make camp for the night. Okay?”

      “Sure, but we can’t keep chasing your hope all night long. A few more minutes.”

      “That’s all we’ll need.”

      True to her word, we soon reached a small clearing with a single log cabin. It wasn’t much, but it was in good repair—from what I could see—and it did look inviting.

      “That’s it?” I asked.

      “Yep. From the trail, I’d say it gets frequent use. I’ll bet the patrol we saw earlier was here last night.”

      “How far is this from their outpost?”

      “A day, maybe a day and a half. Not too far, but enough that they need a supply drop unless they carry their supplies with them as they travel.”

      “Hmmmm.” I scanned the little clearing, bright enough to see by the moon’s light after having acclimated to it. “What are the chances that a patrol would come here during the night like this?”

      “Honestly, from what I know of their operations, I doubt it’ll get visitors tonight. I’ve found that the patrols don’t generally push their pace and travel at night unless they’re forced to.”

      “I guess we can chance it. We are a fair distance from the road. Watch will stay outside to give us a chance to respond if someone shows up.”

      “Of course.”

      Forcing the door was no problem and we found enough food to last us for a week within. We also found several beds, which were a welcome feature. Midra took first watch; the rest of us took to the beds and got the most comfortable sleep we’d had in a while.

      In the morning, as the sky lightened with dawn, we gathered our gear then lit the cabin on fire. We only waited long enough to make sure the fire wouldn’t spread and headed out on a fresh path.

      “It won’t catch the entire forest aflame, will it?” I looked back over my shoulder.

      DD didn’t seem too concerned. “With no wind, the clearing should be wide enough to prevent that.”

      “I hope so. Our goal is to save the world from the Sodality, not to burn it down.”

      “It should be fine.”

      Glasha glanced at the flaming structure. “It worries me not.”

      I was still uncomfortable about it, but it was already done. Even if we turned back, what could we do if it lit some of the surrounding trees on fire?

      As DD led us back toward the road, we saw several groups of travelers, including a group of soldiers, padding down the road. Whether someone had seen the smoke of the cabin or something else, something was going on.

      “Is this because we’re close to Duskenweald?” I asked, only to find DD biting her bottom lip.

      “No. We’re miles away yet. I don’t know what it is.”

      “Would news of the bodies have reached here by now?” Ysduil asked. “We haven’t been traveling fast. Maybe messengers on horses?”

      Oh, right. We couldn’t get horses and they weren’t all that common with the patrols, but it didn’t mean the Sodality wouldn’t use them for messengers. What my foxgirl said was as likely as any other scenario.

      “We’d better go wide and come back to Duskenweald from the south or the west,” the elf said. “We’ll be less likely to rouse suspicion that way.”

      We followed her through a series of other trails. A web of them crisscrossed the forest, and if DD wasn’t familiar with them, at least her instincts served us well. She kept us close enough to see the road from time to time, but we stayed hidden as we added miles to our trip we hadn’t thought we’d need.

      The day felt like one long and tiring game of hide-and-seek. DD led us along faint game trails. Sounds from the road reached us through the trees, ferns, grass, and bushes. The noises split and combined and seemed sometimes to be coming from ahead of us rather than to the side or behind. It didn’t do my frayed nerves any favors.

      When it neared nighttime, and it was clear we weren’t going to make it all the way around and back to Duskenweald, DD stopped us for a little huddle.

      “Okay, so there are a lot more people around than there should be on these roads. If it’s not about the bodies and the burned-down cabin, something else major is going on. Whatever the cause, we’ll need to head away from the road and the town to find a place to camp.”

      “You’re the expert,” I said. “You do what you think is right. Unless anyone has any other suggestions?”

      “I agree with her,” Glasha said.

      No one else spoke, so I gestured for the elf to show us where to go. Within minutes, she’d found a narrow path leading away from where the road was the last time I’d seen it. Darkness settled on us, but we could see well enough to follow DD, whose eyes were better than mine anyway, especially in the dark.

      Crashing sounds much too close to us, accompanied by voices, hurried us along even at the risk of making noise of our own. We outpaced whoever was making the racket, but another sound took its place. At first it was just a dull buzz, but it grew until I finally recognized it.

      “Is that a waterfall?” I asked.

      DD shook her head. “River. Fast current in this area.”

      Sure enough, the path curved to run parallel with an open swath of dark, swift liquid. Its roar drowned out any whispers we generated. Rather than to try to shout over it—something that would have been incalculably stupid—we strode on silently in single file behind our guide.

      We broke out of the single track we were on into a wider area beside the river, and movement caught my eye. A familiar tingling jolted me.

      “Shit,” I hissed, drawing my sword to defend myself.

      Shadowy figures shuffled around, most of them drawing weapons as well. Even straining, I barely heard the ring of a blade on its scabbard or the sliding of feet only a few paces from me.

      The rush of the river drowned out the small noises around us. Pale moonlight and starlight multiplied the shadows and turned everything into silhouettes. My companions brought weapons to bear and we paused, none of us quite sure who we’d run into. A woman’s voice rang out.

      “The cloak. Priestess.”

      Everything turned chaotic instantly. Multiple shadowy forms surged forward, swinging blades that flashed dully in the dim light. Whoever these people were, it was clear they were not going to stop until our entire group was dead. Or they were. I chose the second option.

      Turning a sword away as it came for me, I counterattacked and was rewarded with a pained grunt. Steel clashing with steel, the sickly sounds of slicing flesh, and the occasional thump of wood meeting flesh or other weapons rang out. I could see well enough to recognize my friends, so my overriding goal was to kill whatever wasn’t them. The dark armor and clothing could have been Sodality uniforms. It probably was, but I couldn’t be sure because black and brown looked like most any other dark color in the pale moonlight.

      The fight was over surprisingly fast. I’d cut down two enemies and more bodies lay on the ground. I looked around for my companions.

      “Everyone here? Anyone hurt? Say your names for me so I know you’re here.”

      “Ysduil,” my foxgirl said. “They didn’t touch me.”

      “Glasha. No injuries.”

      “DD. I’m fine.”

      “Midra. All’s good. I got a small cut, but it’s barely bleeding.”

      I waited for a moment. “Amelie?”

      “I’m here.”

      “Are you hurt?”

      “No. I beat one of them up, though.”

      I breathed out in relief. “Good girl.” Looking around the area, I counted the bodies. “Okay. We got all six.”

      “There were seven,” DD said.

      “What?”

      “Seven. There were seven of them. I counted when we first encountered them.”

      I walked around the area, counting each body again and looking for another.

      “Damn it. There are only six. Are you sure there were seven?”

      “Positive.”

      “Fuck, fuck, fuck. We need to find the other one. Did you see well enough to know who we’re after?”

      “A female rat beastkin in soft Sodality leathers. A scout. Not good news. She can scurry through brush like none of us can.”

      I tapped the side of my head like that would shake a good idea loose. “Midra! You have a good sense of smell. Can you…you know, sniff her out?”

      “Psht.”

      “Uh, is that a yes?”

      “It’s kind of a racist thing to say. Are you prejudiced against gnosta or are you insensitive to everyone?”

      That stopped me cold. It totally sounded like something I’d hear in my world. “I, uh…”

      The gnoll woman barked a laugh. “I’m just fucking with you. I don’t take offense, but just so you know, some people would think that was racist as fuck. I have a better sense of smell than humans or elves, but I’m not a dog, just a beastkin that has some canine qualities. We can’t track people by smell like a hound can.”

      “Oh. Sorry.” I was too embarrassed even to call her down for joking like that in the middle of a crisis. “DD? Anything?”

      “Sorry. There’s no way we can track a rat beastkin in the dark. Even if we could, there’s no way we’d catch up to her.”

      “Right. Well, we can’t stay here. That scout knows exactly where we are. Looks like we’re not getting much sleep tonight.”
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      A new urgency hurried us away from the site of the battle. We crossed the river at a ford DD found for us, sloshed upstream along the shore, walked upriver on a game trail, entered the river again only to emerge on the same side half a mile upriver, then moved away from the waterway. I didn’t know which direction we went, nor did I have any idea where we were in relation to the town we were trying to reach. I, and everyone else, put our full trust in the elven priestess who was one of the top scouts among the entirety of the sisters.

      We kept a moderate pace, but one fast enough that we talked little. There was one thing I had to address, though, so I paced alongside Ysduil to get it over with.

      “I’m afraid the time has come. You’re going to have to change out of your dress.”

      “What?” she said. “Why?”

      “Did you hear what the Sodality soldier said? She drew attention to your cloak and your dress. Now the rat beastkin knows you’re with us. We’re more than just a nuisance who killed a few of their troops. They know a priestess is with us. She may not have seen who we were, but they know about the dress. I’m sorry, but we knew you’d eventually have to change clothes.”

      My foxgirl went silent. Even the footsteps of the others were softer, as if they were all waiting, listening for what she’d say. After a full minute of silence, she nodded. “I’ll change when we stop.”

      I took her hand and kissed it. “Thank you. I know how much it means to you, but the situation we’re in right now, your dress could get all of us spotted and killed. We’ll make it so that you’ll never have to hide it again, but that time is not right now.”

      “I know.”

      As promised, at our next rest, she changed into a tight pair of pants and an even tighter long-sleeved shirt. Luckily, she covered that with a sturdy tunic. Otherwise, I’d be afraid that her painted-on clothes would attract almost as much attention as her white dress. I wasn’t sure how provocatively people dressed in the towns and cities, but I found it hard to believe anyone would outshine my sexy wife in those clothes.

      We took a two-hour break to nap, then groggily continued on. My tension started to ease a little bit as the morning sun climbed its way up from the horizon.

      “Where are we?” I asked.

      DD glanced around, though I wasn’t sure what she was looking for in the trees and undergrowth surrounding the trail. “I put us west by southwest of Duskenweald. I’ll find a path that takes us a little more north and then we’ll head back to the east to go to the town.”

      “Is that wise? Won’t the Sodality be looking for us?”

      “They’ll be looking for six of us, including a priestess in a cloak.” She gestured toward Ysduil, who had bundled her cloak up and stuffed it in her pack soon after the sun came up. “Only two or three of us will go into town. Even if Ysduil is one of us, that’s a pretty slim connection to who they’re looking for. The town’s big enough that strangers are common.”

      “Okay, if you say—” That familiar and unwelcome tingling rattled me and I grabbed my sword hilt. I scanned the trees around us, but saw nothing that would have tripped my magic alarm like that.

      My body moved without my provocation or permission. I twisted like Neo dodging a bullet, and when I straightened, I had an arrow in my hand.

      “There!” Ysduil loosed an arrow into the trees. A grunt and a crash into the brush was all I needed to know about the fate of the hidden archer.

      The rest of us dove into the brush, taking cover in case there were more archers. An arrow skittered off the ground near where I’d been before.

      A tense moment where nothing happened and no one moved found me huddled in the bushes, not sure where my friends were. My breathing rate had increased but was now going back down. Still, I wasn’t sure what to do.

      Another arrow shot through the high plants and thunked into a tree. Ysduil immediately popped up and shot one of her own arrows where the other had come from. Of course, that was probably what the ambushers had planned on. I was up in an instant, gathering my power into my hands. Before even seeing anything coming, I came up alongside my foxgirl and blasted out a large ball of power in front of us. Three arrows scattered. All of them had been on a trajectory to strike Ysduil.

      That was fucking it. Try to kill my wife? I blurred while throwing out another plug of force. Moans erupted from the bushes as four figures were thrown off their feet. Before one of them even lifted her head, an arrow appeared in her eye.

      I turned to find Ysduil a few paces behind me, nocking another arrow as she ran to join me.

      Noises swirled around me. The twang of bows, grunts of pain, the slushing sound of an arrow hitting soft flesh, and finally steel meeting steel. I still wasn’t sure how many Sodality soldiers were ambushing us—the ones I’d blown down were in the familiar armor—but one thing was for damn sure: we needed to get an accurate count and kill all these motherfuckers this time.

      A premonition hit me and I whirled, drawing my sword as my body turned. Another blade pinged from my other side just as an arrow punched through the throat of a dunim sotin who had been swinging his sword at me.

      I bent both knees and squatted while I finished my turn, slashing out with my blade. With my strength and the momentum of my spin, I cut deeply into another sotin, this one a dog beastkin. I must have hit something important because he dropped to the ground like his legs had suddenly gone dead.

      “Account for them all,” I yelled out and heard at least two female gasps. Shit, I’d just announced to them that the khresha who was public enemy number one fought in their midst. Well, no going back now.

      A huge sotin came at me with a poleaxe, slashing so wildly I wasn’t sure if he hadn’t somehow gone berserk. No arrows had zipped by in the last half minute, so I hoped that meant all the archers were taken care of. I scanned my surroundings while evading the axe on instinct. Or by magical spidey-sense. Ysduil wielded her staff as if the bow had magically transformed into it, and Amelie, of all people, was nearby and fighting with more soldiers.

      I focused on my opponent as a woman with a long sword joined the melee from my left side. The man used rudimentary attacks, meant to keep me at a distance with his longer weapon. The movements were slow and easily avoided—if it weren’t for the much faster sword trying to catch me when I moved.

      New tactic. I’d have to take down that swordswoman. I lunged in with a feint at the man as his current attack passed me, before he could try to get me with a backswing. I counted on his training at least making him react to my ploy, even if he wouldn’t flinch for fear of pain. It worked, and he jerked and twisted, putting himself off balance.

      That gave me time to raise my sword into an overhead block, angling my blade with the point down and the hilt in front of me and up above my head. Her strike tinged and skittered down my blade, giving me a fraction of a second to shift my hips, pivot on my left foot, and cut down at her diagonally from my right to left, striking her unguarded side.

      I gladly added a little magical oomph to the strike, cutting through her leather armor and into her torso. She, unlike the men, screamed out in pain. I shifted my right foot back to where it had been, torqued my hips, and twisted the hilt to bring the edge of the blade back upward, cutting into her throat and tearing it out with a spray of blood, ending her noise.

      Just in time, I spun, batting away the sotin’s axe and delivering a powerful front kick into his ugly face, since my legs were already in position. His nose flattened and sprayed blood on his face and my boot, but I didn’t pay attention to it. I’d already moved to his right side as he brought his poleaxe back at me again, this time with a speedy horizontal swing.

      At the last second, I ducked, did a tight little roll, and came up in a horizontal lunge to ram my sword point through his belly. Cursing my poor aim—I was trying for his heart but he was taller than I’d estimated—I tore my sword out of him, pivoted to the side, and brought my blade down in a perfectly vertical strike that was so fast and powerful, I’d cleaved halfway down his skull before he could get his weapon back toward me. The strike he’d already started fizzled out and the shaft of the weapon bounced off my shoulder as the man fell to the ground.

      Glasha already had two dead soldiers at her feet, one sotin and a female rat beastkin that I hoped was our missing scout. Amelie had blood on her, but also on her sticks. I prayed it all belonged to the dog beastkin sotin at her feet. Ysduil had three corpses to her name, that I could see, stretching from where I’d last seen her almost to where Midra and DD, even as I looked, finished off a pair of squirrel beastkin wielding swords.

      Crashing in the brush ended up being a human woman making a run for it. Ysduil dropped her staff, dove into a beautiful shoulder roll on her left shoulder, protecting the quiver on the other side, and came up to her feet with the bow in her hands. Her deft fingers snatched an arrow from her back, nocked it, smoothly drew it back, and released. The thing was barely off the string before she had another arrow ready to go.

      It wasn’t necessary. Her first shot punched into the back of the woman’s knee and she went down hard, four or five paces from DD. The elf, barely breaking form as she finished her current opponent, charged and pinned the human to the ground with her sword.

      “Fourteen,” the elf said.

      “Count them,” I commanded, and searched the edges of the battle site. The vegetation was battered and smashed, showing clearly where everyone had been. As the women counted out verbally, I checked the perimeter for signs that we missed any. DD saw what I was doing and worked around the area in the opposite direction to help out. When we met on the other side of the wide circle we’d described, she gave me a thumbs-up.

      “Thanks for the help. No signs anyone got away?”

      “No. Once the count is done, though—”

      “Fourteen,” Ysduil announced.

      DD clenched both fists in front of her in celebration. “Okay, so let me do a more thorough job. I want to see where they came from. It should be pretty evident if anyone left in a hurry. The tracks will be more erratic and heading away from us.”

      “Great. Thank you so much. We’d never be able to do this without your skill and experience.”

      She winked at me. “I’m wonderful. Just ask anyone…as long as it’s me or Ysduil.” She turned and started scrutinizing the brush as I headed back to the others.

      “She is wonderful, you know,” Ysduil told me when I got to her.

      I chuckled and gave her a kiss on the cheek. “I know. So are you. I mean, what was all that about with the bow and the risking yourself and all that?”

      She gave me a delicate shrug. “Something needed to be done. I knew you wouldn’t let me get hurt.”

      I gave Glasha a hug and a kiss and the same treatment for Amelie. When Midra looked at me out of the corner of her eye, not meeting my gaze but definitely watching me, I put my arms out and she tentatively entered them. I wrapped them around her and rotated from side to side, causing the gnoll woman to laugh.

      “You did a great job, too. You girls are all so damn badass.”

      Midra’s ear twitched and she looked at me in confusion.

      “Ah, it means that you’re really tough and are awesome at combat. It’s a good thing.”

      “A very good thing,” Ysduil added.

      “A very good thing.”

      Midra’s smile told me she understood. I gave her a quick peck on the lips and squeezed her one more time, then released her.

      After we’d checked the bodies for coin, anything else useful—I found a knife I liked and took it for my own—or any kind of orders they might be carrying, we met up with DD, who had finished her survey.

      “No one left. We got them all.”

      I swept my eyes over the battle site and the women with me. Amelie had gotten a small cut, as had Midra. DD had a slight limp, telling us she’d turned her ankle a little bit but that it was only sore, not really damaged.

      “It’s good none escaped,” I said, “but this all begs the question: did that scout tell anyone else? We don’t even know if this one”—I pointed to the rat beastkin corpse nearby—“was the one who left last night. Can we take a chance that someone didn’t go to whatever outpost is closest to tell them about us?”

      “There are no certainties. I think that rat found these as she was fleeing us and convinced them to ambush us. I’m not sure how she’d know we would come through here, but circling around and going into town from another direction is hardly a great innovation. My biggest concern is that after she met up with them, they sent one of their own to report. That’s what I would have done, but who knows with this lot.”

      “Yeah, so we might be walking into a trap. Rather, whoever goes to town might be walking into a trap.”

      “Maybe. You’re in charge, Adam. It’s your call. My suggestion is that we carefully go to town to find Lisha Denrolian, our former driver and current bandit. Without her, I’m not sure we have anything to lead us to the princess.”

      “Or we may be risking our lives to go to town and still not find out anything,” Glasha said.

      “I would go do it, if I could,” I said. “Since I can’t, I’ll leave it up to you. DD, it’s basically your decision. If anyone goes, it’ll have to be you. Either alone or with others, it’s your life we’re talking about.”

      “Oh, I’m going,” the elf said. “I haven’t come this far, mined for rumors, and put all the pieces together to quit now. Elves are almost beyond reproach because so many have embraced the Sodality. Even if there is a report of us, they won’t immediately link it to me. I’m used to going where I shouldn’t be.”

      “Okay, there we go. Now, we just need to figure out who wants to go with you and what the rest of us will do while you’re gone.”
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      I bided my time for another half day as DD, Glasha, and Midra went into town. The reasons for the other half of the party being left behind was the same as with Willowbrook: the three going would be the least likely to draw suspicion. It seemed strange to me because I figured with two monster girls, the trio would draw eyes, but DD assured me they wouldn’t.

      As much as I hate to say it, Ysduil, Amelie, and I were so exhausted from fleeing, fighting, and not sleeping the night before, we curled up in a hollow in probably the biggest tree I’d ever seen and slept for most of the day. We didn’t even keep watch, which was probably not the best idea, but after DD led us to our little nap spot, she assured us that no one would pass by. There weren’t even any trails around. The elf only knew the place because she’d slept there before.

      When the girls got back, they were dragging their feet, looking like they’d drop on the spot. Glasha unslung the pack on her back and dropped to the ground, only a few seconds behind the other two.

      “Well?” I said, but Ysduil put a hand on my shoulder.

      “You three rest for a little while. I’m going to start a fire and make us some dinner and you are going to relax. After we eat, you can tell us what you found before you all go right to sleep. We’ll keep watch, don’t you worry.”

      “No,” DD said. “I need to tell—”

      Ysduil guided the elf to sit down. “Shush. You’re tired and haven’t slept for a long time. I want you to sit down and relax while I make dinner.”

      “Ysduil, you need to—”

      “I won’t hear it. Sit, or take a nap. When we’ve eaten dinner, there will be plenty of time for you—”

      “There’s a sister!” DD yelled. “They’ve captured one of our sisters, Ysduil. Sleep, food, relaxing, all of that can go right to the depths of the abyss. We need to save her.” She panted the last few words and continued to breathe heavily as Ysduil froze in front of her friend, blinking like she was trying to compute what the hell was happening.

      I slipped around the foxgirl and grabbed both of DD’s shoulders, turning her to face me.

      “Okay, DD. Okay. Calm down. Breathe. When you can breathe normally, you can tell us all about it. Come on, with me. Inhale. Good. Now exhale. Inhale. Exhale. Keep it up.” I pulled her into a loose hug and felt her body trembling as she forced herself into a steadier rhythm of breaths. I rubbed her back to soothe her.

      It didn’t take long for her to regain her composure. The blonde elf looked up at me and sighed. “Sorry. I usually don’t overreact like that. My fatigue, lack of sleep and food, the shock…”

      “No problem,” I said. “It’s a big deal. Now, new plan. Sit down, eat something quick while you tell us about it, and then we can make you the dinner Ysduil promised. Once we’ve heard everything, we’ll figure out what to do. Sound good?”

      DD nodded and started to answer verbally, but a flash of reddish hair and ears slammed into her and squeezed what little breath she’d gotten in out of her.

      “I’m so sorry,” Ysduil said.

      DD patted the foxgirl on the back. “I know. You were just trying to help me. Let’s do what Adam said and I’ll tell you all about it.”

      After a snack and something to drink, DD told us about her trip to Duskenweald.

      “Lisha Denrolian wasn’t hard to find. She lives in a large house at the edge of town, near the caravan yards of her family’s business. I heard she’d bankrolled the whole thing with her bandit loot. She keeps up the pretense that she’s a legitimate part of the business, but it’s clear to anyone who knows what to look for that she’s still a brigand.”

      “Dangerous,” Glasha said.

      “Yes,” DD agreed. “Definitely dangerous. She was friendly enough to us, though. Until I asked her about Sveita Vaslona, and if she really saw the woman’s body and could identify it as the former aide to the royal family. She said yes but wouldn’t give us any more information.

      “‘I’ve already been warned by the Sodality not to talk about it,’ she said. ‘I like being alive and not locked up in a dungeon, so I’m not going to talk about it.’

      “No matter how I pressed her, the woman wouldn’t budge. While I was trying to think of how I could convince her, she calmly changed the subject.

      “‘They have one of your sisters, you know,’ Lisha told me.

      “‘Pardon me? I’m an only child; I have no sisters,’ I responded.

      “‘Your other kind of sisters. Don’t even try to tell me you’re not one of Odona’s women. You’re obviously a priestess, though these two with you aren’t.’

      “I didn’t admit it, but she continued as if I had. ‘They caught her a day and a half back. She put up a fight, injuring two sotin and one of their minders. Killed another soldier besides that.’

      “Glasha asked if they killed her and Lisha told us no.

      “‘They took her back to the outpost, from what I hear. The commander there, an amustil named Enessar Fors, is afraid of making decisions. She’s a weaselly one. Instead of killing the priestess right away like she’s supposed to, word is that they’re going to take her tomorrow to Honor Reach, let a higher-ranked officer execute her on the spot.’

      “I asked a few more questions, about the outpost and commander and what road they’d take. Lisha was very forthcoming and even though it seemed like a trap, I accepted every bit of information she had for us.

      “Before we left, the bandit told us something else. ‘I’ve got no quarrel with you or your sisters. I think it’s a foul thing, them rounding you up and killing you just because you like to have a little lie-down once in a while. I’ve got nothing against doing so myself. Take my words as help or leave them here where you found them. It doesn’t matter to me. Sorry I can’t help with the other thing. My life is more important than helping someone else, and that’s the truth. Good luck. I hope you get your sister before it’s too late.’”

      DD filled us in on where the outpost was, to the southwest of Duskenweald, and where we might ambush the group escorting the priestess to Honor Reach.

      “We could go tonight, get close to the road they’ll use, and then get some sleep. When they pass us tomorrow, we can wipe them out and save our sister.”

      All five women turned their heads to me.

      “What are you looking at me for?” I said. “As far as I’m concerned, the only decision we need to make is how to let these three rest before we rescue the priestess. I say we let them sleep for a couple of hours, then go to where we need to go in the darkness, and sleep the rest of the night so we’ll be rested enough to take them apart. Is there a need to discuss it any more than that?”

      Ysduil and DD plowing into me, almost knocking me into the fire, was as definitive an answer as I could hope for.

      After DD, Glasha, and Midra got a couple hours of sleep, the elf priestess took us toward where she said we would be able to ambush the Sodality escort taking the captured priestess to be killed.

      “It’s damn lucky that commander is so afraid of taking any decisive action,” I said. “Otherwise, we’d be going to the outpost to kill every last one of them and burn it to the ground even more thoroughly than the Neallir Fortress.”

      “We can still do that, too,” Glasha said. “After rescuing the priestess.”

      “Huh. That’s a good point. First things first, though. The rescue.”

      We didn’t have to keep a fast pace. There was plenty of time to get where we needed to go and get almost a full night’s sleep. If the escort didn’t leave until daylight, we could get up at dawn and have at least a couple of hours to prepare and scope things out in the light before they got to us.

      I joined DD at the front of the group.

      “So, how were things in the town? I haven’t been to a town yet in this world that wasn’t burned to the ground or mostly vacant.”

      She gave me a surprised look. “Oh. I guess I should have expected that, with you being a man and all. I’d really like to take you into a town or even a city sometime, but that’s probably not going to happen until we’ve won. It’s too dangerous.

      “As far as Duskenweald goes, it’s the same as it was the other times I visited. People trying to live their lives as best they can with no men. None that can think, anyway. We did try to listen for news, though.”

      “Yeah? What kind of news? More on the princess?”

      “Of course I always listen for that, but I didn’t hear anything this time. One thing I did hear, though, was that some new bandit or extremist is on the loose. She has been killing Sodality soldiers nearby, even burning down a patrol cabin.”

      I smiled at the elf. “You don’t say. Damn shame, that is.”

      I loved the sound of DD’s laugh. Despite all she’d seen in her life, it was light and joyful and made me feel good when I heard it. “It really is. Poor Sodality soldiers. They even have a name for this outlaw. Can you guess what it is?”

      “Not in the least. I have no idea.”

      “The Cloak.”

      “The Cloak.”

      “Yep. Simple, elegant, and as far as any witnesses exist, accurate.”

      I stopped, grabbing the elf’s arm. “Wait. Witnesses?”

      “Yes. Apparently there are at least two people who saw this Cloak, one who saw an actual Sodality soldier being killed. We didn’t have time to track the witnesses down, even if we’d wanted to. From what I could gather, though, the lighting wasn’t good, the distance wasn’t ideal, and the witnesses were more concerned about running for their lives than sticking around.”

      I breathed out in relief. “I take it the companions of the Cloak weren’t seen clearly.”

      “That’s what it sounds like.”

      I turned toward Ysduil, who was behind me, chatting with Amelie and Glasha. Midra, to my side and one step back, hopped out of my line of sight with a muttered apology. “Did you hear that, Yssy? You’re a famous outlaw called the Cloak.”

      “Uh, no,” Glasha said.

      “What do you mean?”

      “The rumors we heard, they were all very specific on one point. The Cloak always had her hood up.”

      “But Yssy doesn’t wear her…oh fuck.”

      Glasha barked a laugh, but it was thankfully subdued compared to her normal boisterous sound. “That’s right. Congratulations, Cloak. You’re not only famous, but you’re a girl.”

      DD chuckled. “I’m just glad you’ve been keeping the hood up or we’d be in real trouble. Right now, they’re likening you to the mysterious bandit K who does most her work in the eastern side of the world.”

      “There’s a bandit named K? That’s it? Just K?”

      “That’s it.”

      “She’s very famous,” Ysduil said. “She doesn’t specifically work against the Sodality. She’s more just in it for herself, so it’s like everyone is her enemy. Or her victim. Whichever way you want to look at it.”

      “She kills a lot of people?”

      Ysduil shook her head. “No. She kills when she has to, but it’s mainly about robbing people and stealing things. It doesn’t seem like she enjoys killing. There are stories…she’s a master thief and an expert warrior. She also appears differently each time. No one knows what she really looks like, or even what color her hair and skin are. It’s likely she’s human, but she’s been seen with dozens of different appearances. She could be anybody. It also seems like she has a lot of minions, a true bandit lord.”

      “Hmmm.” I scratched my neck. “That sounds like someone I might want to meet.”

      “What?”

      “Can you imagine how she could help us if she was on our side against the Sodality? With her own army and the skills she possesses?”

      “Oooh. I see your point. Maybe we can find her.”

      “One missing person quest at a time. Let’s focus on the princess first. Maybe we’ll get to the bandit princess later.”

      Conversation flagged for a few minutes. I was busy thinking about this bandit and how useful she’d be. Midra and DD were conversing softly.

      “Tell him,” the gnoll woman said.

      “Tell me what?”

      I couldn’t tell if DD flushed, because of the darkness, but the way she turned her head away from me, I gave it good odds.

      “Some of the people in town asked if there was going to be a bounty put out for the Cloak, like there is for K. We didn’t hear anything official. Even if we did, it probably wouldn’t matter because if they find out it’s you, they won’t even care about this Cloak nonsense. You’re worth more to them than any bandit.”

      “The other thing,” Midra said.

      “Oh, fine. I may have mentioned to Lisha—”

      “—and others,” Glasha chimed in.

      “—and others, that we’d heard a rumor about a resistance movement. One that called themselves ‘the Echo of Yequn,’ or something like that.”

      I snorted. “Okay. What did she say?”

      “She hadn’t heard of it, but she asked a few questions. She seemed interested. I may have…repeated the information a few other times. Things that I heard from someone who had heard it from someone else, mind you.”

      I peered into the elf’s face in the darkness. She wouldn’t meet my eyes. “Tell it all to me. What else?”

      “I may have done the same thing in Willowbrook.”

      “Okay. Well, I guess that’s a good thing. As long as trouble doesn’t come back to find us, we can definitely use a little notoriety. No indication as to where this resistance might be?”

      “Definitely not. Somewhere in the east, from what I heard.”

      “Just be careful with that. We don’t want to bring attention to our little group here, even if we could use a mention of those in Odonasia.”

      “One more tiny thing, something I think you’ll appreciate.”

      “What is it?”

      “Before we left, I actually had two people I talked to tell the news to me, having gotten it from someone else. Both of them said people were already starting to call the resistance ‘Yequnites.’”

      This time, it was my turn to try to keep from laughing too loud.
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      “Hey baby, get up.”

      I shook Ysduil gently as the sun barely broke the horizon. I’d had the last watch of the night and I knew she would take a little longer to rouse herself. She mumbled something incoherent and tightened her hold on the blanket draped over her.

      Once everyone was up, including a groggy but smiling foxgirl, we made our way back to the road we’d been on the night before.

      “This is the one they’ll be coming down,” DD said. “It meets one of the main roads a mile or so east, but this area is ideal because there’s little traffic on it.”

      We found a straight section of the road in between two curves, with trees, some bushes, and a couple little hills. The road cut through part of one of the hills, leaving a steep embankment on one side. After planning out our ambush, we got into loose position and took turns watching the road from about a quarter mile to the west.

      Midra was on watch when the escort came into view. She took the little bypass trail that wasn’t visible from the road and rushed to give us the news.

      “Okay. They’re here. Ten of them, four of them sotin. As Lisha told us, they have a rolling cage being pulled by an ox. The soldiers are on foot.”

      She described the soldiers with greater accuracy than I could have done. The four sotin were a boar beastkin with a shield and sword, two dunim with large swords, and a bear beastkin with two hammers Midra said we’d have to see to believe. I wondered what a bear beastkin looked like—but I’d find out soon enough.

      The six women were two dog beastkin, both with arming swords and one with a bow as well; a cat beastkin with a crossbow and two short swords; two rat beastkin, both with short swords and one with a bow; and a squirrel beastkin with an arming sword. We would have our hands full.

      Once we got in position, it was only a matter of minutes until the creak of armor, the grinding of the axle on the wheeled cage, and the occasional grunt from the ox or one of the soldiers announced their arrival. They walked in loose ranks as they came around a bend.

      I scanned the whole party but focused on the bear beastkin. He had hairy arms; not like an animal, but more like a hairy man. Midra hadn’t been kidding about his hammers. They were pretty close in dimension to Mjolnir in the Avengers films, as unrealistic and impractical as that seemed to be. The bear held one and wore the other in his belt. If the hammer heads were solid, the man had monstrous strength.

      The others were as Midra described. My palms went clammy and my fingers twitched. We had surprise on our side, but they had numbers, as well as apparent ability, judging how the soldiers moved and manipulated their weapons with such familiarity. I hoped our plan worked out.

      Suddenly, the dog beastkin with the bow fell to the side. It wasn’t a fainting kind of fall, but more like toppling over as if the body realized it wasn’t alive and just went slack. The arrow coming out of her eye probably had something to do with it. Almost at the same time, the rat beastkin with a bow also fell, this one with a hissing, gurgling noise as she tried to pull the arrow from her throat.

      Two down and two more arrows went toward the catgirl, but she had a fraction of a second’s warning, and that was enough. She rolled and ducked, darting behind the big boar beastkin holding the shield. Ysduil and DD shot another arrow each to try to take out the crossbow-wielder, but the shield didn’t allow it. The two priestesses had to go back to cover when the cat released a bolt, reloaded the crossbow in an amazingly quick time, and launched the second as well. I didn’t hear anyone grunt. I hoped they hadn’t been struck.

      The bear and boar sotin stayed put at the wagon, which had stopped moving, the ox standing in the middle of the road contentedly without anyone leading it. The cat beastkin stayed with the boar. The rest of the soldiers—those still alive, anyway—charged toward Ysduil and DD, weapons in hand.

      When the group was halfway to my foxgirl and the elf, Glasha and I charged out of the bushes. Only a few paces to the wagon, and we were in the fight.

      Glasha slashed at the cat, but the other woman was wickedly fast. She used the crossbow to block the strike and, while she didn’t get bitten by the blade, Glasha’s sword chopped into the wood and cut the string, rendering the weapon useless for ranged attacks.

      Tossing the unusable stock at my dunim girl, the cat gracefully rolled backward and came to her feet, both her short swords in her hands.

      I had other things to occupy me, though. Namely, two hulking sotin. A bear and a boar. It almost sounded like the start of a song. Or a joke.

      It occurred to me that my abilities included things other than making me faster or stronger. I dove into my mind and repeated what I’d done when we were in the eastern Dreadlands. My teeth gritted, I poured out a strong feeling of power, fear, and killing intent. Just like I had with the wild beasts and with the frelst tribe.

      The result was underwhelming.

      The sotin nearest me didn’t react at all. Not even the twitch of an eyelash. The cat woman fighting Glasha glanced toward me, almost like I’d said something rude to her, but it didn’t affect her flowing movements. None of the others seemed to be too put out, either. If anything, only my companions and the sister in the cage showed any indication they felt what I was doing. The priestess pressed herself against the bars on the other side of the cage while Ysduil’s and DD’s heads snapped toward me, more surprised than afraid.

      I’d have to try to figure it out later, but apparently that power was only effective at incapacitating less powerful or weaker-minded enemies. It looked like I’d have to do things the old-fashioned way.

      I cut at the bear, who was already swinging his comically large hammers at me. Though his speed was impressive with as much as those things must have weighed, he wasn’t nearly as fast as I was. I feinted toward my left, then juked right. The hammer whizzed by me, so close it ruffled my cloak. I’d gotten more used to fighting with the unwieldy clothing and didn’t fear getting tripped up so much, but the near miss reminded me it still flapped around me.

      The hood still annoyed me, but especially after being noticed in the other fights, I needed to keep it on, even with the hit to my peripheral vision.

      I lashed out and cut into the bear’s hairy arm as the hammer passed beside me. The tug on the blade told me that he either had really thick skin, or his hair was coarse enough to mitigate the strike somewhat. Wonderful.

      The bear pulled away, at least not beyond feeling pain, even if his face didn’t show any reaction. That put him within range of another attack from my blade, this time on his left leg.

      My senses screamed at me and I jerked to my right just in time to avoid the sword of the boar sotin whistling past me. I threw out a sloppy counterattack, which was met by the shield. My blade scraped impotently down its length.

      Two paces from the cage, I flicked my eyes to the woman in a tattered white dress within it.

      “Hang tight. We’ll get you out of there in a minute.”

      Out of the corner of my eye, I watched her mouth drop open. Shit, I probably shouldn’t have spoken. Now we definitely had to make sure to kill all these soldiers. I hoped to hell that if anyone was watching from afar, they couldn’t hear me over the noise of the battle.

      Speed was my best friend as I danced around, avoiding the sword and shield while trying to get at the bear and his hammers. I got in a few hits with minor cuts, but at least the damn monstrosity was bleeding. Too bad the sotin couldn’t think enough to get enraged.

      At every opportunity, I maneuvered to keep the bear between me and the shield guy. I might have been able to take on both if I burned some magical energy for strength and more speed, but I wasn’t sure how much I’d need later.

      Then my opportunity came. I pivoted as the bear slammed downward with both hammers to try to crush me to pulp. Slippery bastard that I was, I slithered away and around him and slashed into his hamstring, dropping him to a knee. I kept my sword moving, cutting into his shoulders and back, then rammed the point downward into the back of his neck. The blade went down into his chest and a bit of it poked out of his belly.

      I had to jump away, leaving my sword in his body to get away from the blade of the boar sotin coming at me. I wrenched one of the hammers out of the nearly dead bear’s grip and swung it toward the boar. The damn thing was heavy. I surged magic to my muscles and I used two hands to throw it toward the boar. He got his shield up, but the distraction was enough. I ripped my sword free and leaped away.

      The hammer clanged against the shield and left a small dent, but the boar reset his shield and charged at me, sword swinging.

      I glimpsed bits and pieces of what Glasha was doing, since she was so close to me, but had no idea how the other women were doing. The cat evaded my sexy green warrior with her incredible agility. No evidence of damage on Glasha, but I didn’t see any blood on the cat soldier, either.

      Just as I braced to receive the current charge from the boar sotin, Glasha grunted in frustration and her eyes lit up like they were on fire. She came down off her toes, squared off against the cat, and launched a massive flurry of blows. The other woman struggled to fend them off, even though she had two swords to Glasha’s one. I stole one last glance as Glasha battered down one of the swords and laid down a deep gash on the cat’s arm. The sword fell from her hand.

      Then I was doing my best to avoid being bashed with a shield while still parrying the boar’s blade. The man was skilled. Could I take him if he were able to think on his feet? Hell, could I take him in his current condition?

      From every angle and with every combination I came up with, my sword failed to slip past the blade and shield. We ranged back and forth, each trying to wear down the other, but it wasn’t happening.

      I angrily blew out a breath, some spittle and sweat going with it. I needed to take advantage of the fact this motherfucker couldn’t think, or I needed to supercharge my muscles with magic. I need an edge.

      An edge.

      I twisted, narrowly avoiding a vertical slash that swished into a horizontal direction. The sword clanged off mine and I pivoted and stepped back to get some space. For a fraction of a second, I took my left hand off my hilt, snatched the knife out of the sheath at my belt, and tossed it. Between the bars and into the cage.

      The blade clattered to the floor, almost striking the priestess’s feet. I caught the look on her face as I turned to counterattack the boar. Her expression said, What the fuck do you think this will do? I can’t saw through steel bars or the steel lock.

      I let loose with four strikes, adding some speed to my limbs. But the man’s technique was so perfect, there simply weren’t any openings to exploit. He was better than me. Better trained, better equipped, and better focused without all the extraneous thoughts in his head.

      So I ran.

      It was probably humorous, the way I darted around the cage like we were kids playing tag. I circled it, keeping the wagon between him and me. Any other opponent—at least one who could think—would have gotten frustrated. He only kept chasing me, face as neutral as always.

      Eventually, he caught up enough that I shuffled away from the wagon to face him like a real fighter. He lashed out at me with his sword, his shield flowing with his body to cover any openings. I parried, counterattacked, even lunged in to tie up his sword briefly before he could shove me back with his shield.

      In that moment, I rejoiced as my ploy paid off.

      The sister rammed my knife into the boar sotin’s back, the blade going in to the hilt.

      The man glanced back to see what had happened, and that was all the opening I needed. I slashed his throat from the side, cutting more than halfway through it, unfortunately spraying the sister’s white dress with his blood. His head flopped enough that his eyes reached mine, then his body lost the ability to stay upright and he leaned over and slid down the side of the cage’s wagon.

      I nodded to the sister. “Uh, sorry about that, but thanks for the help.”
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      I turned to check on my girls and found that they were down to the last of the soldiers, the other dunim sotin, with the two-handed sword. Glasha rolled the catgirl she’d killed and gave a little kick. I could tell she was dead from where I stood. Living people don’t have canyons carved in their chest and back like that.

      The others were gathered around the dunim, three or four sword lengths away. All except Amelie, who stood within the range of the man’s weapon, her bloody sticks up and a look of defiance on her face. She jerked, feinting at him. Taunting him. The ball of nerves in my throat loosened a little bit. I was sure the other women wouldn’t let her get hurt.

      Would they?

      My sweet, shy bunny girl hopped around, expertly using both sticks to parry the sword as the green brute tried to cut her in two. The way she flowed and used the much thinner—and wooden—weapons to redirect the hard swings of the man had me nodding at her, rooting her on.

      The dunim already had several cuts on his arms, one that I could see on his face, and bloody streaks on his right leg. Amelie lunged in, parried a hurried strike, and flitted to the side. Midra stepped forward and rammed her spear into the back of the man’s leg. He went to a knee and Ysduil was there, battering his blade down, striking it perfectly on the flat so as not to damage her weapon. At the same time, DD lunged in and drove her blade through his chest.

      The man surged as if to fight some more, but Midra let her spear remain in his leg and grabbed his hair, tilted his head back and sawed her sword across his throat at the exact same time Amelie struck down hard with both sticks onto his forearm. Bone cracked and the sword dropped from his shaking, limp hand.

      Within a few seconds, the dunim was face down on the hard-packed dirt of the road, a rapidly expanding pool of blood underneath him.

      The women looked around and their gazes finally found me. Ysduil gave me a huge smile and waved at me like she spotted me on the other side of a park and, entertainingly, Amelie did the exact same thing. She paused for half a second to put both sticks in one hand, then waved like she was trying to shake her hand right off her wrist.

      I laughed and blew my girls a kiss. Then I turned back to the priestess.

      “Sorry again. Just checking to make sure everything was done. Let me get you out of here and we can do some introductions.”

      I picked up the hammer I’d thrown at the boar beastkin—it wasn’t any lighter now that I was ready for it—and with one swing, smashed the lock on the cage open. I opened the door and offered my hand to the sister, noting her wide eyes.

      Yeah, there would be some explaining to do.

      I’d barely helped her to the ground when a flash of yellow zipped by me and stopped just short of tackling the woman. While DD greeted her, I looked the recently imprisoned priestess over.

      She was a petite thing, maybe five-foot-two or -three, with reddish auburn hair not unlike Ysduil’s. Her furry ears were rounded and her tail was not nearly as puffy as my foxgirl, but that wasn’t the strangest thing. She had white and black stripes in her hair, going from front to back, like racing stripes. Or like a chipmunk’s coat. After blinking several times, I realized that’s what it was. I’d seen riston before, but they’d all been squirrel types. This woman was a chipmunk beastkin and I had to say, it was a good look.

      Though she looked to be in her forties, she was, as most often was the case with the sisters, in great shape and cute as a button. Not gorgeous, maybe not even extremely pretty, but very cute with her slender, petite body.

      “Aewen,” DD said, hugging the sister. “Thank Odona we heard about your capture and about the commander’s aversion to making decisions. It’s good to see you.”

      “Delmia Dewsheen. Goddess, it’s wonderful to see you, too.” She smiled as she clasped DD’s hands, but her eyes were locked on me. The blonde elf noticed.

      “Aewen Insen, this is Adam Townsend, our friend, protector, and leader…and something more for some.” She winked at Ysduil, who smiled. “He is khresha, not from our world. He…well, there’s a lot to tell you. First let me introduce you to the others.”

      DD went through the names and Aewen greeted everyone. She thought she’d seen Ysduil before, and she was thrilled to greet the new initiate obsil, but I cut the conversations short for the moment.

      “There’s a lot to talk about,” I said, “but for now, we need to leave this area and decide what we’re going to do. Namely, do we go and attack the outpost or do we get as far away from here as we can?”

      A quick search of the bodies yielded some more coins, more arrows, and weapons for Aewen. She handed back my knife after cleaning it on the boar sotin’s clothes. She wore a wry smile when she did it.

      We decided it was best not to go after the outpost for the simple reason that we’d caused such a ruckus in the area already, there was too much of a risk that they’d be on alert and have more soldiers than we could take care of. Besides, we’d made a big enough statement for the moment.

      “Aewen, your service for the last couple of decades has been with Gesin Wenet,” DD said.

      The chipmunk beastkin’s face dropped. “Yes.”

      “Where is she?”

      “I…don’t know.”

      Before she could continue, Ysduil interrupted. “Adam, Gesin Wenet is the Grand Priestess of Odona. She is our leader.”

      I knew I’d heard that name before, but now I understood. Aewen was some kind of assistant or aide to the Grand Priestess.

      “Sorry, Aewen. I just wanted him to understand.”

      The sister nodded. “Like I said, I don’t know where she is. We were running—always running—going from one safe haven to another when she sensed something. Or smelled it, or heard it. In any case, she told me we had to split up. I argued, but there is no arguing with Gesin. I told her I would lead whoever was after us away and she could hide in the wilderness around Dunametha. She allowed it, her face sad at the prospect.

      “I hadn’t realized how fine an actor she was until I was miles away and had never seen our pursuers. She had known that the hunter already had her scent and that I wouldn’t be followed. I tried to backtrack, to find where I’d come from and where she was, but I got lost. A day later I was captured by a patrol.

      “They beat me, bound me, and forced me to march. They tried to prevent me from doing my daily ritual, throwing water on me or striking me when I attempted it. But they couldn’t continue that at all times. I managed to fulfill my obligation at least once per day, even if briefly.”

      “Could you not have sought pleasure in your mind to fulfill your requirement?” Ysduil asked. “Odona would accept such service.”

      “I could have, but suffering for my goddess in such a way as I did brought me more pleasure. Aside from those minor difficulties, my priority was to listen for anything that might be of use. One name came up several times in their conversation. Nemaea.”

      DD gasped and Ysduil put her hand in front of her mouth.

      “Nemaea Shartuk?” DD asked.

      “I know of no other named Nemaea.”

      “Goddess damn it.”

      “What?” I asked.

      Ysduil answered me. “Nemaea Shartuk is a rare panther beastkin, the Sodality’s finest assassin. If she was after Gesin…”

      “No,” Aewen said. “Do not say it. Do you forget that Gesin herself is also a panther? Or that she had significant magic before the Sodality ruined that too? Do not count that woman out. She is resourceful and as stubborn as they come. If she believed a blade could not cut her, it wouldn’t be able to.”

      I listened to the women talking with no need to insert myself into their conversation, but when they next started talking about what we were going to do, I had to jump in.

      “We ran into a dead end with trying to find the princess. We can still cause problems for the Sodality, gain a little notoriety for the Cloak and the resistance. But we can do that anywhere. I think we need to head over to this Dunametha place and see if we can pick up the trail of your Grand Priestess. That’s as good a place as any to cause a ruckus for the Sodality.”

      DD and Ysduil immediately agreed, grateful for the suggestion. Aewen had other thoughts.

      “I will not go with you. I am older than you and have never taken to the more physical paths, such as combat. I don’t think I have it in me to do what you will do. I’ll slow you all down. If I didn’t have such a horrible sense of direction and memory for places, I might be of use, but that whole area looked the same to me. I could be standing right on top of the same stone in the ruins where we split up and not recognize it. I think I need to find other sisters and let them know what has happened.”

      We spent some time explaining our situation to Aewen and telling her about Odonasia. By the time we were finished, she had tears in her eyes.

      “More than a hundred of our sisters, in one place? Nysea, Adrisse, and Xanali among them?”

      “And Maressa,” Ysduil said.

      “Sweet Maressa. Oh, the goddess has provided light in these dark days. If it’s acceptable to you, I will find my way to them. I would dearly love to see more than a sister or two at a time after all these years.”

      “That’s your choice to make,” I said. “But if I may suggest something? If you go all the way around the Dreadlands, you’ll still have to go into it from the east. If, on the other hand, you can go through the edge on the western side and find Glasha’s tribe, you can tell their chief, Shagar, that we sent you and you can wait there for us. They are friends and allies and they respect the sisters. I’m sure Glasha can give you directions. It won’t be safe, but it will be the least dangerous path, and your shortest journey. When we get there, we will take you to the sisters by a much safer route.”

      In the end, Aewen agreed. With her new weapons, a pack taken from one of the Sodality soldiers, filled with food, and instructions on how to get to Glasha’s village, she was ready to go after we’d made camp and gotten a full night’s sleep. She’d also swapped out her dress for one of the soldiers’ clothes. One who had been killed with an arrow to the eye, so the blood stains were minimal.

      “Goddess bless you, sisters,” Aewen said, “and you as well, Adam. I pray you are successful in what you do and that I will see you all soon.”

      “Tell Shagar hello from us,” I said, giving the chipmunk sister a wide smile. “Let her know we’ve been causing some trouble and that we’re going to do our best to do even more.”

      We watched the sister go off toward the east.

      “She should be all right…right?” I felt a little guilty that we didn’t escort her to safety.

      DD laughed. “She’ll be fine. In regular clothes, traveling mostly in the dark when she’s near people, she’ll be chatting with Shagar in no time.” Her smile dimmed. “Her fate is up to her, now. We have other things to worry about. Like where our Grand Priestess is, and where the princess is after that.”

      Glasha grinned, showing all her impressive teeth. “And how many more Sodality scum we can remove from the numbers of the living.”
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      Our little group headed north, taking a wide arc around Duskenweald so we didn’t run into any of the many patrols that had swarmed the area. Someone had found the remains of the Sodality escort—and probably the ambushers—and was searching for their killers. I hoped they would turn their attention more toward us than the one sister trying to make her way east.

      “She’ll be fine,” Ysduil told me as I glanced toward where the sun was rising on the second day out. “She’s spent years on the run, many of them with Gesin.”

      “I know, but she was eventually caught.”

      She kissed the side of my face. “You’ll see. When we get back to Glasha’s village, she’ll be waiting for us.”

      My wife was probably right. I pushed my concern down deeper into my mind, but it wasn’t going to go away. Not completely.

      The lands north of Duskenweald were wild and uninhabited. A few times, we passed by a dilapidated farmhouse or outpost that had fallen to disrepair years before, but we rarely saw any people. Two patrols, making their way along the road we took, appeared as we traveled, but we were cautious and spotted them before they did us. We hid and waited for them to pass.

      “Shouldn’t we be attacking them?” Glasha asked as we waited out the second group.

      “Not yet,” I told her. “We’ll still cause some problems, but if we take them out now, they’ll know which way we’re going. I think we need to be more selective in what we do, wait until after we try to find Gesin Wenet before calling attention to ourselves again.”

      The green woman took my response stoically. I knew she craved combat—even if only because of her extreme hatred for the Sodality—but she wasn’t a mindless berserker. She understood my reasons and accepted them.

      Three days outside of Duskenweald, we emerged from a forested area and came upon a surprising view.

      We stood less than half a mile from the lip of a crater several miles across. The road wound around it, parts of it coming within a few hundred yards of the edge. My eyes darted across the landscape, barren of vegetation all around and inside the massive depression. Barren, that is, aside from a few hardy, twisted, and dark bushes spreading low on the even darker ground.

      “What the hell is this?” I asked as we got close to the edge so I could get a better look down into the dark basin. “The dirt is black, like it’s been burned.”

      “Do you remember the Scar that we passed through on the other side of the Dreadlands?” Ysduil asked. “The large swath of land that looked similar?”

      “Yeah. It had the weird plants, too. Is that what this is, another site of a battle?”

      “Yes.”

      “Are you sure this world doesn’t have nuclear weapons?”

      “I don’t know what those are.”

      “They’re weapons that do extreme damage, like a barrel of burning oil dropped off a castle wall, but millions of times more destructive. They leave a…residue, one that lasts for hundreds of years. It makes anyone going into the area sick and can change their offspring into mutated, monstrous things.”

      DD stepped up alongside me. “This was the site of a great magical battle, much like the Scar was. Both were during the largest magical war ever fought on Tenos, as far as we know.”

      “Who won?”

      “We’re not sure. So much information has been lost. All we know is that the war involved two main combatants, fighting for the very existence of the world. Rumor, legends, and old tales say it was the classic battle of light versus dark. What little information we have is contradictory and much of it is obviously modified or embellished.

      “It was hundreds of years ago, maybe thousands, and the only consistent detail was that some of the magic used was not of this world. It was from a dark realm, and the magical power utilized to protect this world and defeat the enemy drained much from Tenos itself. If any of that is to be believed. Even at our height, we could not use such power, the type that could cause this.”

      I considered what she said as I looked out over a kingdom-sized hole in the ground where the very dirt had been scorched. One thing kept repeating in my mind. I finally shared it with the women.

      “What happens if another enemy like that comes?”

      “Then we’d better hope some ally just as powerful can be found to help us,” Glasha said. “Or our entire world will look like that.” She threw a rock into the crater and it disappeared in the vastness of the shadows.

      We started moving again, following the road and keeping an eye out for anyone—or anything—else. Though the view was unobstructed for miles, something inside me told me that there weren’t any monsters or predatory beasts. It was like the land had been scoured of everything and didn’t want living creatures within it. It seemed silly to think about the actual ground having an opinion, but I felt like most living things would heed the sensation. At the very least, there wasn’t any food there, so it wasn’t surprising that we didn’t see any movement.

      As we left the Crater and those thoughts behind, I focused on where we were headed.

      “What is this Dunametha you were talking about?”

      “It was the capital of the Isameine Empire,” Ysduil said. “A grand city surrounding the castle where the Isameine rulers lived. The lands of the city reached out to where we are now, to the Crater itself.

      “When Imorith Sartyne and the Sodality attacked the Isameines, they not only hunted down and killed the entire bloodline—except Evina, we hope—but their plan was comprehensive. The deaths were assassinations, years in the planning and executed nearly simultaneously. In conjunction with that, though, in the confusion of losing the rulers, the Aycrishi Sodality fielded an army that no one knew they had. Working from within the city, and without, they destroyed Dunametha completely. It’s now in ruins, but not due to the ravages of time, as many ruins are, but from the burning and the sacking that occurred. The Sodality wanted ‘no reminders of the oppression of the former rulers,’ to quote the Sodality itself.”

      “You’ll see it for yourself soon,” DD said. “We’ll get to the outskirts late tomorrow.”

      “What will we do when we get there?” I asked.

      “We’ll search for signs of Gesin Wenet and hope that Odona blesses us with extraordinary luck.”

      Odona, it seemed, did not bless us.

      “How the hell are we supposed to find the tracks of one woman in a place this big?” I asked after more than two hours of searching the ground.

      I’d been told that the city was big, but once we moved toward the center, away from the broken and deteriorating walls and structures that looked like they may have been homes, the scale of the whole thing threatened to fry my brain. I mean, cities are big. But having to walk through one rather than drive through it put things in perspective.

      True, I’d only seen towns and villages in this world from the outside, for the most part, but Dunametha shifted my entire understanding of what a city was like in Tenos. Were the other cities—real, living, present cities—this humongous?

      “I’m doing my best to do so,” DD said and I had to rewind back to what I’d said to connect her response to my outburst. “All we can do is try.”

      We tried for another few hours, but it was a worthless endeavor. If Aewen had told us what type of building she’d been near or given us other landmarks in the ruined city visible when the two priestesses split up, that would’ve helped. She hadn’t, however, apologizing multiple times about her horrible sense of direction and memory for such things.

      In the end, we simply walked through crumbling or crumbled buildings as I tried to get a sense of what everything was. When we got to the palace, the walls and the heavier construction were evident, even in what little stone and wood was left. Grass covered much of the ground, with other plants growing up in what might have been the inside of a house or the middle of a road.

      I had to hand it to the Sodality, they’d done a complete job of it. Towers that DD told me had been more than a hundred feet high were barely the height of a garden wall now, the insides a jumble of large stones and dirt from which vegetation sprang.

      One thing I didn’t see was any kind of ash or burn marks, except on a few of the stone blocks. With the mildew, lichen, and discoloration on most everything, some of it may have been hidden. Most, I thought, was simply gone, blown away by the wind, washed away by the rain, or incorporated—even buried—by the topsoil that had been blown all over everything over two decades.

      From one hill surrounded mostly by a low wall, I spotted smoke to the northeast. I didn’t realize until I’d climbed the hill that it had been the site of a large tower. The wall encircling it made up the sides of the tower, and the hill I stood on, no doubt, was made up of a tumble of large stone blocks that dirt had filled in and covered over the years.

      “What’s that over there?” I pointed at the smoke. It came from a space between two huge boulders that looked suspiciously like they had been one massive chunk of stone at one time but split down the middle.

      DD was the only one of us who had been in the area before. “That’s Stonecleft. It’s a small town made up mostly of families that once lived here and didn’t want to move far away. They gathered together and built a community. The Sodality didn’t tell them they couldn’t.”

      “Do you think anyone there might know where Gesin Wenet is?”

      “I was thinking the same thing. We should go there next. I’m not sure we can do anything else here.”

      On the way out of the castle section of the city, we passed a subdivision with trees that were too regular in their spacing, almost like they were designed to be in rows.

      “Is that a garden or park of some kind?”

      The blonde elf smiled at me. “It is. Good eye. That’s the royal garden. I’ve heard from older sisters that it was beautiful. I wish I could have seen it. Now it’s just trees with a little organization in the midst of all these ruins and wild vegetation.”

      It struck me as she said it that I’d only been looking at the city from my very limited perspective. “This was someone’s home. They lived here, worked, played, loved here.”

      Ysduil sidled up to me and slipped under my arm. “Can you imagine, all the people and the trees and beautiful flowers?”

      “I can,” I said, thinking of the Southern California wildflowers in the spring, the redwoods, botanical gardens and parks I’d visited in several states, not to mention cities in different parts of the country. “Another thing the Sodality has to answer for.”

      As we got closer to Stonecleft, we looked around for a suitable place for me and whoever would be staying with me to hide. We navigated a turn in the road and almost ran into a small wagon in the middle of the path. A woman stood near it, a cat beastkin who had to be in her sixties. She fretted as she examined the wheel that had fallen off the cart. The bed was full of items in crates and sacks.

      Before we could react, she looked up and saw us. Clutching a hand to her chest, she let out a breath. “Goodness, you startled me. Too busy dwelling on my misfortune to hear you walking up on me.” She breathed in and out again. “Good afternoon.”

      We hadn’t expected anyone to be outside of town, at least no one close enough that I’d have to be worried about them seeing under my hood. I dodged around behind Glasha, pulling my hood lower over my face, and hoped the old woman didn’t notice me.

      “Good afternoon,” Ysduil said, walking up to the woman. With her normal clothes on, she didn’t have any fear of being recognized as a priestess. “Is that your cart?”

      “It is. The wheel has been loose, but it decided to take now as the time to come off completely. Bother.”

      “We can help you with it.”

      “Oh, my. Thank you, dear. I wouldn’t want to be a nuisance.”

      “It’s no problem. With all of us, we’ll have it fixed in no time.”

      “I appreciate it. Such kindness. That’s rare to find in these times.”

      Ysduil continued chatting with the woman while I circled around her wagon to stay mostly out of sight. The problem was a matter of lifting up one side of the cart, placing the wheel back on the axle, and securing the collar that would keep it from slipping off again. With my strength, it was an easy task for me to do the lifting as Glasha hefted the wheel in place. Midra and DD took care of the fine detail work and soon the cart was all ready to go.

      As DD and Midra went over to talk with the woman, she kept eyeing me. I wasn’t sure if it was because I had my cloak cinched and my hood up or if it was something else, but I got a sick feeling in my stomach that we might have to do something to keep her from letting anyone know she’d seen us. If the rumors of the Cloak had reached this far, it might mean trouble.

      “I don’t have much to reward you for your kindness, but if you’ll follow me to my home, I can make us some tea. It’s close. I have some cakes I made earlier, too, if you would like to rest your feet. You look like you’ve had a long road. I can answer any questions you might have about Stonecleft, too. Tell you who to see if you need supplies or anything else.”

      Ysduil eyed me and I shook my head slightly within the hood. With her eyes, I was sure she’d see the motion.

      “We should probably head into town. Thank you for the offer, though.”

      The old women scrutinized me even more intensely than before. She looked like she was going to say something else, but looked down at her hands instead.

      I realized she’d seen something about me that could cause us trouble. I pulled Glasha aside and whispered to her what we needed to do. She nodded, cleared her throat, and stepped between me and the cat woman.

      “Actually, we could use some tea,” the green woman said. “Some cake sounds nice right now, too. Maybe we could accept her thanks?”

      Ysduil looked at me and I nodded. “It might be nice. Okay, we can take a short break, but we won’t bother you for long.”

      “Oh, it’s no bother, dear. I appreciate the company.”

      Glasha volunteered to pull the cart for the woman and Ysduil kept up her small talk. I skulked around behind the wagon, trying—and failing—to be inconspicuous.

      All I could think about was what might happen next. There could be an ambush, or the offer for tea and conversation might be genuine. The cat woman was obviously suspicious. If she pushed too hard, we might need to do something I didn’t want to think about, but the mission was too important to be squeamish.

      Were we going to have to kill the old woman?
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      The old cat woman, whose name was Vesina Terain, chatted amiably with Ysduil as we plodded to her home. I noticed that Ysduil hadn’t introduced anyone, even though she normally would have. She knew that it would cause problems if I didn’t introduce myself. I thanked whatever fate had given me such a smart wife.

      I knew the charade couldn’t last long. Once we were sitting around eating cakes and drinking tea, any normal person would expect my hood to come down. My stomach churned like someone was wringing it out, twisting and compressing it like a wet towel.

      When we reached a small home a few minutes later, Vesina turned to face Ysduil squarely.

      “I do appreciate your help and want to take tea and cakes with you, but before we do so, I want to let you know something. I don’t know why you have a sotin with you, though you at least, and possibly your elf friend there are wanted by the Sodality. I don’t judge and I am no Sodality rat, so you can be assured this information will not be passed on to any other.

      “I’m an old woman and know that if you were the kind of folk to do dirty deeds, you would not have helped to begin with. Or you would have killed me to shut me up by now. I might be wrong—it’s happened before—and you still might be planning to do me harm. I’ve lived long enough, and if that’s my fate, it will be what it will be. I just want you to know that I feel like you are good at heart and in my mind, you’re the right kind of folk to relax and drink some tea with. I’ll not pry, nor will I betray your secret.

      “Now, what’ll it be? Tea and cakes?”

      Ysduil answered by wrapping the old woman in a hug. “We would love to share some tea with you.”

      A small part of me stayed wary, but it was a very small part. The woman knew I was a man, that at least Ysduil was a priestess, yet instead of making some excuse and reporting us to the town, she let us follow her to her home, where she had no chance against us if we wanted to do her harm. I followed the others inside, after picking up the parcels she had in her wagon.

      When I stepped into the small home, my eyes immediately went to framed pictures hanging all over. Some were paintings, though obviously not from professional artists, and some were sketches. The most interesting things were what looked like children’s scribbling or attempts at crafts. Carved wooden figures, painted rocks, feathers arranged in simple designs—perhaps this world’s version of macaroni art.

      Ysduil, of course, immediately melted, flitting around and looking at everything, cooing at it all.

      “Are these drawings and paintings of your children? Is this their handiwork? It’s all so beautiful.”

      Vesina laughed, her eyes sparkling. “I’ll answer all your questions once I’ve put the kettle on. Look around as you like and relax. I’ll be back in a moment. We’ll need water for tea.”

      I’d already been outed, so I decided I might as well be polite. “I’ll get the water for you. Where’s the well?”

      The old woman stopped in her tracks, her face going slack as her head turned slowly toward me. Then she burst into tears. “Gods. Not a sotin, but a khresha. How?”

      “We’ll explain,” I said, pulling my hood down so she could meet my eyes. “We’ll need water for tea first, right?” I gave her a sly smile and she blinked at me, then gave me a chuckle.

      “Right, right. Kettle’s over there by the fireplace and the well’s out back. Thank you.”

      “My pleasure.” I grabbed the kettle and noted there was enough wood to start the fire, but I’d scope out the wood pile and bring some of that in, too, after I’d gotten the water. The room was completely silent until I went out the back door. Just before it closed all the way, an explosion of sound erupted. I shook my head. For all that I’d worried I was going to have to kill the old woman, it seemed like I may actually grow to like her. She was a feisty one, with balls of steel, the way she told us the truth and wouldn’t back down.

      After getting the water and firewood and Vesina making us tea and bringing out the cakes, we introduced everyone and explained to her what I was and where I was from. The most damaging information already out, we shared with her that there were a lot of sisters with us and that we were planning on doing something about the Sodality. She seemed thrilled about it. With Ysduil fidgeting nervously, it finally came time for the old woman to answer her questions. The first one was not what I thought to hear from her.

      “How did you know? About Adam and about me and DD?”

      “Well, part of that helps to answer the other questions you had. You see, I used to be a nursemaid. Taking care of children was my profession, and I loved it. I also learned quickly to be perceptive. Children, before they learn exactly what lying is and that it is wrong, try to get away with things. And afterward, too. Their explanations, excuses, and tales sometimes have to be picked apart, as do the things they do, the way they act. Little gestures or expressions, even the way someone holds themselves, can tell us a lot about a person.

      “I recognized Adam as a man immediately. With the cloak, his general shape could have been male or female, but the way he stands and moves is undeniably male. I thought him a sotin. Either that you were Sodality agents—maybe Searchers—using stealth in whatever work you did, or you were outcasts or deserters who had taken a sotin with you when you fled.

      “Then I saw how you reacted with each other, especially you, Ysduil, and Adam. That was no platonic relationship with a sotin. Your sincerity and genuine kindness tipped me off, too. That and the way you and DD hold yourselves. Provocative, but understated. Sensuous, but controlled. Most wouldn’t notice, but I have long been a student of people. I had to be, to become a better nursemaid and mentor to the young ones in my care.”

      “That’s…remarkable,” Midra said. “My mother would love to talk to you.”

      “Thank you, my dear. You haven’t spoken much, but I can tell you are as smart as they come as well. I’m sure your mother is proud of you.”

      “Wait,” Amelie said. “You learned all these things so you could take care of children. The children that made this art. The ones in the paintings and sketches?”

      “That’s right.”

      “How many were there?”

      The old woman laughed. “Many, but not all at one time. They differed in age, but every one was a prince or princess.”

      “Oooh,” Ysduil said. “That’s sweet. Adam called me his queen before, and his princess.”

      “I’m sure he did. I speak literally, though. I am a retired nursemaid to the Isameine family. The children I taught and looked after were actual princesses and princes.”

      “Vesina,” Glasha said. “When did you retire?”

      “Actually, it wasn’t so much that I retired as much as I had retirement forced upon me. It would be about twenty years ago now.”

      I shook my head to try to dispel its spinning. “When the Sodality…uh, attacked?”

      Vesina stared down into her teacup and sighed. “Yes. I was visiting my sister, so I wasn’t there when the Sodality came and did what they did. I had said goodbye to the children before I left, but it wasn’t supposed to be the last goodbye.”

      “You took care of Evina?”

      The old woman’s head snapped up. “Yes. Sweet, sweet Evina. She was the youngest. To think that…”

      “I’m sorry,” I said. “I didn’t mean to bring up bad memories. It’s just that, well, that’s one of the reasons we’re on this side of the world. The main reason. We’re trying to find Evina. There are rumors that she’s still alive.”

      “I wish it were so, but no, she’s not. She was killed with the rest of them.”

      I traded looks with DD. “Did you know Sveita Vaslona?”

      “Sveita? Of course. She was one of the family’s advisers. A kind woman, loyal, and smarter than anyone else I’ve ever known.”

      “She was killed last year,” DD said. “We spoke with a bandit who saw her body after some of the other bandits had killed her. Lisha Denrolian recognized her from when she used to be a caravan guard in Dunametha.”

      “L-last year?”

      “Yes.”

      “How is that…where has she been all this time?”

      “We think she’s been with Evina. Keeping her safe. It’s one of many clues I’ve collected over the last few years.”

      The cat woman’s face grew pale. “If that’s true, and if there is information like that out there, the Sodality could hear it, too.”

      “Yes,” I said.

      “They could be after her again.”

      “Yes. That’s why we want to find her first. Can you tell us any information that might help us find her? Anything at all? Maybe something she told you when she was young that might indicate where she’d go?”

      “No. She was a small child. We had no meaningful conversations. Her sister, now, she was in her teens and as bright a child as you’ve ever met. She read constantly and was obsessed with writing in her diaries.”

      Ysduil sat up straight in her chair. “Diaries?”

      “Oh, yes. She filled up a book every month or two. She loved to sit in the garden and scratch away with her pen. Too bad the castle burned down. There might be something in one of those diaries that could help.”

      I thought back about my childhood and how I loved my secret stashes. I’m sure kids were the same everywhere. “Did she ever hide any of her diaries? You know, to keep anyone else from reading them?”

      Vesina’s mouth formed a sly smile. “She did, but I found most of them. She hid them in cabinets and behind bookshelves, even one little cubby where she’d hollowed out the space under a paving stone in a storeroom. I knew she had other places, but never found them. I’m sure they burned up when the castle went down.”

      “What about the garden? Would she have hidden any there?”

      “Perhaps.”

      “And if she did,” I said, “would they have burned down?”

      “From what I understand, much of the garden was spared from fire since there were no structures there to put to the torch.”

      I scanned the eyes of my companions. Would it be worth the effort?

      “What do you say, girls? Wanna visit the castle garden again, see if we can find some clues?”
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      I blew out a breath as I searched yet another space with overgrown bushes and what looked to have been a bench with a small table built into the side of it. “If you were a teenage girl, where would you hide a diary in a large garden so no one else could read it?” I barked a laugh.

      “Why are you laughing?” Amelie asked me, giving me a dubious look.

      “I realized after I said it that everyone here—except me—has been a teenage girl. I don’t know if you have ever had a diary, but I couldn’t have chosen my companions for this search any better.”

      Ysduil put her hands on her hips and gave me one of her not-serious glares. “Oh, that’s why we’re good companions?”

      I laughed harder. “Sure. That and because you’re all beautiful and sexy and can fight like banshees and know all kinds of stuff so you can tell me, the ignorant one, all about the world.”

      The foxgirl’s mouth twitched three times before she couldn’t hold it anymore and a smile broke through. She took a step toward me and Glasha caught her arm.

      “You can kiss him later. Let’s find that book so we can get out of here.”

      “But he’s so…so him, standing there with that smirk on his face.”

      The green woman took a good look at me, then shook her head. “He is, but if you kissed him then I would have to as well. Then Amelie would need a turn. Before you know it, two hours would pass and none of us would have any clothes on.”

      My eyes went wide at Glasha’s words. She’d said things like that when we were alone before, but in front of others? Never. At least not until recently. Especially since two of those others were not part of our little family. Yet.

      The stunning dunim blinked and shook for a moment, coming to a realization that she’d said what she did. She cleared her throat. “Let’s get back to work.”

      Ysduil giggled and kissed Glasha repeatedly on her face before the warrior shooed her away. Those darker green cheeks were adorable, I had to say. But I didn’t.

      The palace garden—or rather, one of the palace gardens—was as large as many parks I’d seen. According to Vesina, and what DD knew, the one we were in was the one favored by the royal family. It had been set aside almost exclusively for them, as opposed to the other gardens where access wasn’t so restricted.

      We’d been at it for hours with little to show for our effort. A few bits of jewelry buried over time; furniture in different stages of deterioration; scraps of clothing that were, frankly, a little disturbing; and assorted toys or other items made their way into a pile in a flat, clear area we’d found. No books of any kind, so far.

      “If it wasn’t hidden well so that dirt and water couldn’t get in, no book would have survived for twenty years,” Midra pointed out. I hadn’t seen any books in the gnosta village, but that didn’t mean she’d never had one or seen one. I wondered if she could read. For that matter, I wondered how common reading was in general.

      Still, what she said was true. “I could see a book disintegrating over a couple of decades if it was mistreated. But there should still be something of it left, right?” The few books I’d seen on this world were bound in heavy leather, with fairly thick, vellum-like paper.

      “Yes,” DD confirmed. “I’m thinking that the hiding place would take rain into account, though. Even short term, a book exposed to the elements would be ruined. I’m sure the princess would have protected it somehow if it was out here. We just have to figure out how she thought.”

      “Inside some of the stone benches?” Ysduil asked.

      Benches in the garden were built of stacked stones topped by larger flat stone. I assumed that they’d had some kind of padding or cloth to cushion them. Maybe even wood, though that could have rotted away.

      “Maybe,” I said. “We can take some of them apart, see if there are holes in them. What about trees with holes?”

      DD shook her head. “Doubtful. They would be obvious, probably found by the gardeners, if not ruined by rodents or other animals wanting to make a home. The trees also possibly would have grown over anything inside of them over that amount of time.”

      “Looks like the benches it is, then.”

      Another hour of using some large stones to break up the mortar on the benches yielded us exactly zero books.

      “Damn it!” I threw down the rock I’d been using as a hammer. A dull, echoing thud sounded as it bounced away.

      I paused, meeting eyes with Ysduil, then DD, both of whom were within a few feet of me.

      “Did you hear that?”

      Both women dropped to their knees and started tearing at the grass and dirt where my rock had struck. I joined them, using my knife to cut away some of the vegetation until we found flagstones beneath a layer of dirt and plant life. I tapped the stone with the hilt of my dagger and a hollow thunk rewarded my effort.

      In a few minutes we’d cleared the space above the stone. I found the edges and slid my knife under them to carefully pry the stone without breaking my knife. When we lifted it up, a hollow underneath it confirmed our guess. The space didn’t have any backfill or signs of animal tunneling, and the uniform, square shape indicated that it wasn’t unintentional.

      Unfortunately, there was nothing in it.

      “Awwww.” Ysduil swiped at her forehead with a dirty hand, leaving a brown streak.

      “But if there’s one of these, there may be more,” I said. “We’re talking about a teenage girl, so I doubt it would be a big paving stone like this. Maybe the same setup with a smaller stone, something not on the main path. That would make it difficult for her to put the book in and take it out. So…”

      “A stepping stone,” Glasha said. “One off the main path, maybe going to a pond or a lawn?”

      I nodded. “Good thinking. I agree. DD, do you know if there were things like that?”

      “I do. Follow me. I came through here several years ago. There was an old, dried-up stream and a bench. I think I saw evidence of a stone pathway.”

      As was so often the case since we’d been on our mission, we followed the elf scout. When we got there, the slight depression filled in with grass didn’t look anything like a stream, but who knew what it looked like twenty years before?

      “Help me,” she said, thunking the stone she carried down near a few fragments of wood that I guessed used to be a bench. On her third strike, the clunk of stone hitting stone sounded.

      Fifteen minutes later, we found not only several paving stones, but one that gave us a hollow sound when we hit it with another rock. After digging around it and pulling it up, contagious smiles broke out all around.

      “Yes!” I reached down into a little cubby hole, the sides just big enough for a normal book to fit. I looked down at the oiled leather for a moment before I realized it was a protective wrapping.

      I untied the treated leather carefully, almost reverently. If this was the book we were looking for, it was all that remained of one of the princesses of the Isameine family, a girl who had been murdered. For politics. Not just politics, but the opening salvo to the mess the world currently faced.

      When I peeled back the covering, I found two books stacked on top of each other without titles on the covers, thick enough that there had to be at least three hundred pages. I flipped through one and noted that it was completely filled, down to the last page, with precise, flowing script. The other was not even a quarter full.

      “Well?” Midra asked.

      I handed her the full book and turned to the first page in the partial book. “Check that one. We can find out together if this is what we’re looking for.”

      The gnoll woman accepted the book and skimmed the first few pages.

      “This is definitely a teenaged girl’s diary,” she said. I guess she did know how to read.

      We moved to one of the stone benches that was still intact as we went through the diaries. Ysduil and Glasha looked over my shoulder, while DD and Amelie read along with Midra. For a time, no one spoke. I finished skimming my partial book and broke the silence.

      “This is the diary of one of the princesses. I’m not sure if it’s the one Vesina told us about, but I don’t doubt that it is. Nothing stands out in it. What she did, what she felt, interactions with others. She mentions her little sister, Evina several times.” I chuckled. “Listen to this. ‘Evina pestered Vesina to tell her the story of the Beautiful Farmgirl again today! How many times must she hear the same tale? She has harassed mother constantly to hear it yet again. I used to like it but I swear to the gods, if Evy asks one more time, I’ll throw her in the pond.’ She mentioned that same story two other times, just in what’s here. Definitely sisters.”

      “I think it’s sweet,” Ysduil said. “I bet they would’ve grown to be the best of friends, even with their age gap. She clearly loved her sister, even if she did bluster.”

      “There are more accounts like that in this book,” Midra said. “Even when she complained about her sister, it seems like she cherished her.”

      “Did you find anything we can use?” I asked the dark-haired gnoll.

      “No. Maybe a closer read will tell us more, but the only thing that might be important was her thoughts on Evina, and mentioning Vesina.”

      “Yeah. I don’t know if anything will be helpful. I mean, Evina was only what, two years old at the time?”

      “Three,” DD said. “Barely, though.”

      “Okay, three. She seemed like an inquisitive child, but even that, let alone other characteristics, doesn’t really help us. She’d be in her twenties now. I’m not sure second-hand information on a small child is anything to make decisions on. If only she were the teenager writing in these diaries, that might help.”

      “We know she loved stories,” Amelie said. “At least the Tale of the Beautiful Farmgirl. It was my favorite story when I was little, too.”

      “Really?” I looked into Amelie’s amber eyes and tried to imagine her as a toddler. “You must have been the most adorable baby. I mean, look how adorable you are now as an adult.”

      The bunny girl blushed prettily.

      “Actually,” I continued. “Maybe you can help us. If you loved the story that much when you were a child, it would have had an effect on you. Maybe the same kind of effect it had on her. If we can isolate that, maybe we can figure out a little bit about her thinking process. Her decisions.”

      Glasha shook her head. “She wouldn’t have made decisions when she was fleeing. There would have been adults with her, telling her what to do.”

      “True, but only until she got older. Later on, she could have made decisions. She was a princess. I know it’s not a lot to go on, but if we can figure out who she is, maybe we can guess what she did.”

      “I always dreamed I was the beautiful farmgirl,” Amelie said. “Facing danger and going on adventures.”

      I smiled. “Of course. You are the beautiful farmgirl.”

      “I mean the one in the story.”

      “I know. So, we have to imagine what the adults would have done, then what she would have done when she got older. We can ask Vesina what Sveita would have decided, then we can try to extrapolate what Evina herself would do. That might give us a picture of what happened. Or at least a hint, right? Maybe Amelie can help us by telling us what she’d do.”

      Everyone looked at me like I’d gone crazy.

      “It’s all I could come up with. Any better ideas?”

      Glasha patted me on the shoulder. “We’ll take these back to Vesina and see what she says.”

      “Fine with me. Uh, so what is this story about, anyway. I mean, yeah, it’s about a beautiful farmgirl, but what else?”

      “You’ve never heard the Tale of the Beautiful Farmgirl?” Midra asked.

      I pointed at myself. “Khresha, remember? From another world.”

      She cackled. “Oh, that’s right. Sometimes I forget and just blame your ignorance or being struck on the head too many times.”

      “Hey.”

      “Come on,” DD said. “Let’s head back to Vesina’s house. I’ll tell you on the way.”
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      With the books back in their wrapping and placed inside my pack, we headed back to Vesina’s house. As promised, DD started to tell the farmgirl story.

      “There once was a beautiful farmgirl.”

      “What was her name?” Midra asked.

      “I don’t know. I thought you already knew this story.”

      “I do. I wasn’t sure if it’s the same as the one you know. The tale I heard doesn’t give her name, either.”

      “Then it’s the same. Can I continue?”

      “Of course.”

      The blonde elf cleared her throat and began again. “There was once a beautiful farmgirl, one who was honest and true. She was known—”

      “Why is the story called the Tale of the Beautiful Farmgirl? Why isn’t it called the Tale of the Beautiful, Honest, and True Farmgirl? Doesn’t that teach children to find more importance in someone’s looks, rather than what they are inside?”

      “Midra! I don’t know why they didn’t call it that. Perhaps because it’s too many words and it’s a children’s story. Yes, it can be misleading, but whining about it won’t change the name of the story, so can you please keep your mouth shut and let me tell the story?”

      The gnoll woman put up both hands. “Sure, sure. Sorry. I was only wondering. I’ve never had a chance to talk to others about it. I’ll be quiet.”

      “Thank you.” DD watched her for a moment, as if daring her to speak again, but then turned back to looking forward on the road. I caught Midra’s mouth forming into a smirk before she saw me watching and smoothed her features. She gave me a wink and I had to turn away before she made me laugh.

      “Now,” DD said. “Farmgirl. Beautiful, honest, true. Right. She was known for some miles as being the most beautiful—and worthy—young lady anyone had ever encountered. Happy living with her family in their modest home on a small farm, she never thought of living any other way than helping to run the farm.

      “A greedy king came to hear of her and swore to make her his own. He sent soldiers to the farm, bearing gifts for her parents and promising to give them land and titles. But the family was proud, and they loved their daughter, so they refused.

      “The king, who is also not named in the story—” She shot a look at Midra. “—became incensed at the refusal. Not only had she spurned his more than generous offer, but the impudence they showed in actually telling him no was too much for him to bear. He sent other soldiers, more than before, to take the girl by force.

      “When they got to the farm, however, they found it empty. The girl, her parents, her brother, and several other relatives had fled. With the soldiers on their trail, the family made their way east, passing the strange rock formation that had been a symbol of the kingdom for as long as anyone could remember. The afternoon sun struck the stone and cast a long shadow that looked like a king with his head bowed, in humility or despair. It had always been pointed to as a symbol of the king’s humanity and his caring heart. The girl found out just how false that symbol was for the current king.

      “North and east they traveled, facing danger from wild beasts, from highwaymen, always with the soldiers getting ever closer. When they reached a curious landmark, a cliff with striations and discolorations that gave the image of a wrinkled old man smiling, they realized they could go no further. A huge mountain range of sharp, teethlike crags loomed before them, marching all the way to the sea. To their right were hills and a great expanse of nothingness as far as they could see. No plants grew there and no animals thrived. Looking across the waste, they could see only death for themselves.

      “A dangerous, tangled forest bordered the waste, but the family wasn’t sure they could make it there before the soldiers caught up to them. Already, they had lost two of their number to beasts and bandits and they were fatigued from their flight.

      “As they tried to decide where to go, they caught a glimpse of their pursuers. The only way open to them was to hug the northern coastline and head to the west, hoping the soldiers would not see them. Two of the family, the girl’s uncle and a cousin, volunteered to distract the soldiers so the rest could escape. The farmgirl and those left with her made it free from the soldiers, but only temporarily. The king’s men almost caught them, but each time, another heroic family member would delay the soldiers so the others could flee.

      “The farmers were not warriors, but they were strong and fit and with a little forethought, the ones who volunteered to stay behind were able to surprise the soldiers, injuring and even killing a few of them before succumbing to their own injuries. The family carried on, smaller than before but still as dedicated to saving the girl.

      “West they traveled, into a land of lush vegetation, lakes, and a pervading mist that made it difficult to see more than a few feet in front of them. They saw few settlements, for few people wanted to live near such unnerving fog. Indeed, they were not normal mists, but strange and magical.

      “Even with the mists, the soldiers found them, and soon, the girl’s father, then mother, fell to the men’s weapons. Only the girl and her brother remained, with a handful of soldiers still following them.

      “The pair, knowing that they could not outrun their pursuers forever, used the mists and the skills they’d learned helping their father protect their livestock on the farm. When her brother was injured fighting with a soldier who surprised them, the farmgirl distracted the remaining soldiers and led them on a chase, losing them finally and returning to her last living relative.

      “With her brother wounded and little food left to them, the pair fell into despair, knowing they would soon die. She resolved to make the men kill her rather than to go back with them to the wicked king.

      “On what they both thought would be their last day, the girl climbed a massive oak tree, twisted and regal like the king of all trees. Her brother rested below her, weak from the blood he’d lost before she bandaged him, and the hunger he felt. As she climbed, the light increased, until she got so high up, she was looking out over the mists as they thinned in the late morning sun.

      “She looked around from her perch at the edge of a massive lake and was startled to see a mark of light gliding across the water. It looked like an arrow and inched forward as the mist receded farther over the lake and allowed the sun to shine more brightly. Glancing toward the east, she saw it was caused by a peculiarly shaped hole in the stone of a nearby crag.

      “After watching for more than half an hour, exulting in the bright sunshine after being so long in the mists, the girl realized that the arrow of light found something on the lake. For a few moments, the mists opened up to give her a glimpse of land. Stone and plants and trees, standing proudly within the water. An island.

      “She hurried down and told her brother of her find. ‘If we can find a way to the island, the soldiers will never find us. We will be free to bide our time in our hiding place without fearing the king.’

      “Her brother nodded weakly at her. She kissed him on the head and went about searching for a way to get across the water. For an hour she trudged along the shore, looking for a boat or wood she could use to make a raft. But she found nothing. She returned, afraid to be away from him for too long in case the soldiers found them again, and found him napping.

      “‘What will we do?’ she asked the sleeping boy. ‘Are we to die so worthlessly?’ She crumpled on the ground, weeping and digging her hands into the soft soil near the tree’s roots.

      “One hand sank into the dirt more than it should have and the girl started. After scraping more soil away, she found a space between the roots. Digging out more and more dirt, she found a void, one that might be big enough to hide them. She wriggled into the cavity and found not a small cave, but a tunnel.

      “She roused her brother and the two plunged into the darkness, their thoughts only of getting away from the men chasing them. After what seemed like hours, slogging through a tunnel without light, for fear of someone seeing a flame or them being overwhelmed by smoke, they emerged through a hole they had to widen by digging with their hands.

      “Filthy, injured, tired, and their hands and fingers raw and bloody, they beheld a sunlit glade with flowers and trees bearing fruit. Excited at their find, the girl picked some of the fruit and shared it with her brother, whom she sat some distance away on a soft bed of moss.

      “‘This is it. We are saved,’ she said, but flinched at the sound of scrabbling at the hole they’d come out of. Without a moment’s hesitation, she took her brother’s short sword, stalked around the side of the glade to the opening of the hole, and waited.

      “She didn’t have to wait long. Within moments, a hand, then another, then a matted head of hair appeared. Before the man could turn to see her, she rammed the point of her blade into the side of his neck. He gurgled a scream and his hands went slack.

      “Another man’s voice within the tunnel asked what was happening. When there was no answer, someone dragged the body out of the hole. Knowing she could not defeat a soldier who knew she was there, the girl ran to her brother, helped him up, and the two fled.

      “Only a few paces down a path they found, the farmgirl and her brother ran into two men with simple clothes who were picking fruit from the trees. They looked shocked at her appearance but showed no evil intent. When a bellow from behind her caused her to jump, one of the men moved between her and the sound.

      “‘Don’t worry,’ he said. ‘I don’t know what has happened, but no harm will come to you here.’

      “The other man with her stepped up to his companion. Noticing her sword, he asked politely, ‘May I perhaps borrow your blade temporarily?’ She nodded numbly and he took it from her slack grip.

      “When the soldier appeared, dirty and manic, he took one look at the men and hefted his blade. ‘You’ll not stand between my king and his prize.’

      “‘We do not know you and you are not welcome here in our home,’ the man with the girl’s sword said. ‘Begone and you shall continue to live.’

      “The soldier grinned and charged, swinging as if to cut the man in the simple clothes in two. He never made it close to the others. The man with the borrowed sword stepped to the side, dodging the strike, and thrust his sword deeply into the soldier’s belly. The soldier’s wide eyes fixed on the man, then on the beautiful farmgirl, and he slumped.

      “After the two men checked the tunnel for other soldiers—there were none—they returned the girl’s sword and picked up her injured brother, bringing the pair to a village of other people in simple clothing. They cleaned the brother’s wounds, applied healing ointments, and fed them both. After the farmgirl told them of her travels, they accepted them into their safe, hidden community, where she lived happily for the rest of her days.”
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      “Of course,” DD said, “the story is told in different ways. I’ve heard a version with much more detail, with sword fights and battles with monsters, and other specific things. I’ve also heard it in a much shorter version, for smaller children who might become bored with too much detail.”

      “That’s a great story,” I told her. “It’s no wonder Evina—and certain little bunny girls—loved it so much. Now if we can only figure out what that tells us about the princess, maybe it’ll give us a clue.”

      Ysduil patted me on the shoulder. “You let us know if you figure something out.”

      When we got back to Vesina’s house, she’d made some more cakes and had water in the kettle waiting to be put over the fire.

      “You knew we’d come back?” I asked her.

      “I thought you would. Did you find anything?”

      I showed her the diaries and had to catch her as her knees went weak.

      “You found them. You really found them.”

      “We did. Here, why don’t you sit down. Do you want to read them? We skimmed over them. The girl mentioned you a few times.”

      The old woman wiped at tears that suddenly leaked from her eyes. Ysduil, being Ysduil, hugged her, then helped Midra get the tea leaves and cups.

      After reading some in the diaries, Vesina turned to me. “Will any of this help you in your search?”

      I shrugged. “Honestly, I’m not sure. We have to read it more carefully. We also have questions for you, when you’re ready.”

      “What questions?”

      “You knew Sveita Vaslona.”

      “Yes.”

      “When Evina escaped, she would have been very young, so Sveita, or someone else with them, would have made the decisions. Do you know what she would have done, where they would have gone?”

      The cat woman’s eyes went unfocused and she moved her mouth, like she was chewing something. “I don’t know. It’s hard to even think what I would do in that situation. Assassins about, the whole family dying, an army closing in. The first thing would have been to get out of Dunametha. She knew of the Aycrishi Sodality, though few others did at that time. She said something once, weeks before the attack, about how ‘those crazy women are going to cause trouble,’ referring to Imorith Sartyne and her group of fanatics. They hadn’t done anything overt at that time, but Sveita was always astute in ferreting out trouble. Too bad she didn’t know what they were planning. She could have saved the king and queen, too. Along with others in the family.

      “But that’s not what you asked me. She would not have taken any men with her, once it was clear the Sodality was responsible. Too much attention. She’d have to take only women. The gods only know why it was only Evina. Some random stroke of luck that unfortunately did not include any of the other children. She would have fled from the city. In which direction, I don’t know. Probably wherever she found an opportunity to slip past the army.

      “They may have gone toward Eastern Tenos, not knowing that the Sodality would set up their new capital there. When it was clear the usurpers were more numerous than anyone would have guessed, they would probably have come back west, if they’d left to begin with. The Dreadlands were a place of not only danger but unrest between the monster tribes at that time, so I am sure they wouldn’t have gone there. All I can think of is that they took the opportunities as they found them and made what decisions they could, always running. Even Sveita wouldn’t have had a long-term plan, other than to keep Evina away from everyone for fear of them recognizing her. Menna are not rare, but those with Evina’s coloring are, and she would have been easily recognizable to anyone who had seen her. I’m afraid that is all I can contribute.”

      I put my hand on the old woman’s and gave her a smile. “That helps a lot. I’m sure everyone else knows, but what coloring are you talking about?”

      “Evina is remarkable in a number of ways. One is that she has reddish hair and fur. Darker colors, or mixed colors are more common, even in her own family. She…stands out.”

      “Nothing that a little dye couldn’t fix,” DD said. “I’ve dyed mine often enough so I wouldn’t be recognized.”

      I patted Vesina’s hand. “Thank you.” My smile had grown when she’d told us about Evina’s coloring, but not because she was a redhead.

      “Why are you smiling so widely?” the old woman asked me.

      “Because of how you said what you said. You didn’t tell us she was remarkable. You said she is remarkable.”

      A sob escaped her lips, but they still curved into a smile. “Could it be true? Could little Evy still be alive?”

      “We certainly plan on finding out. You’ll be one of the first ones to know. Her sister called her that, in the diaries. Evy.”

      “We all did. Such a cute little thing. Stubborn, willful, too energetic, but sweet and lovely.”

      “We’ll do our best. If you don’t mind, could we stay here tonight? With some careful reading of the diaries and any other questions we have for you, we can leave in the morning and try to find her. Maybe we’ll have a direction to go before then.”

      “You can stay as long as you want. Anything else I can do to help, you just ask.”

      “There is one other thing, now that I think of it. Do you know of Gesin Wenet?”

      “The leader of Odona’s priestesses? She’s a black panther type of menna, right?”

      “Yes, that’s her. Have you seen her lately? Some Sodality troops were hunting her, according to another priestess we met.”

      “No. I’m sorry. I’ve never actually seen her, but would remember one like her if I had. There were some Sodality soldiers in the area a month or two back. I’m not sure what they were looking for.”

      “Those were probably the ones. Any idea which way they went?”

      “No. I keep to myself here. I’m afraid I can’t be much help with that.”

      “It’s fine. You’ve already helped us more than you know.”

      We didn’t come up with any new information from the diaries, though it did give a sense of what it was like to be a princess in the last few weeks before everything in the world changed. From a teenaged girl’s point of view.

      We sat around the fire discussing what we’d do next while Vesina flitted around the small home, cleaning, arranging, and making sure everyone had enough tea and any snacks we might like.

      “Here’s my viewpoint,” I said. “We still need to cause trouble for the Sodality to draw their eyes to this part of the world, away from Odonasia. We can do that from anywhere, so that will be an opportunistic occurrence. We need to find the princess, but clues are a little short for that right now. We also should find Gesin Wenet, if possible. Finally, as we travel, DD should continue to spread the word about the Echo of Yequn to bring awareness to a resistance movement that’s building. So, what are we going to do next?”

      Ysduil wriggled at my side, nestling into me to get comfortable. “The only information we have about the Grand Priestess is from Aewen, but she doesn’t remember any useful details. All she knows is that Nemaea was after her.”

      “I’m sorry for butting into your conversation, but what did you say?” Vesina said. She’d stopped her cleaning and turned to Ysduil.

      “All we know about what happened to the Grand Priestess was that Nemaea Shartuk was after her.”

      “I’ve heard that name. Some of the Sodality soldiers mentioned it when they were in town. Who is she? Their commander?”

      “She’s probably in charge,” DD said. “But she’s famous as the Sodality’s greatest assassin. Her reputation says that if she was after Gesin Wenet, we might already be too late.”

      The old woman scratched her head. “Oh, that doesn’t make sense. The questions the Sodality was asking didn’t have anything to do with a priestess. They were asking about local geography. That’s as much as anyone would say. They were threatened with death if they told anyone what they were asked.”

      “That doesn’t make sense,” Midra said. “Aewen told us they were after her.”

      “No,” Glasha said. “She said that Nemaea was around. She found out the assassin was in the area from overhearing Sodality soldiers. She assumed Nemaea was after Gesin. What if the assassin was here for something else and it was a coincidence it was the same time as the sisters being here?”

      “I don’t think that matters at this point,” I said. “If Nemaea and Sodality troops were close, then Gesin would be too tempting a target, even if they didn’t come here specifically to hunt her. Even if we interviewed the townspeople to try to get a better picture of what she was doing here, it doesn’t change the fact that Aewen—and probably Gesin—thought Nemaea was here for them.”

      “If I may,” Vesina said. “This knowledge may help to at least narrow down where your Grand Priestess would have gone. Knowing an assassin was trailing her, she would want to escape. To the west is the Crater and its barren land, not a great place to hide. Also west is Paragonia, which is basically the Sodality headquarters for this part of the world. South there are a few towns, some Sodality outposts, and the stronghold of Honor Reach. Also, that other priestess, Aewen, said she went that way when they split up, so Gesin would not have gone the same direction.

      “To the north and west are inhospitable lands, possibly even where the two priestesses had fled from. Directly north is Dewfrost, which might be a good place to hide, if it weren’t for Gesin Wenet being a rare black panther beastkin. She would be identified quickly. It seems likely, then, that she would have gone east to escape.”

      I nodded along as the old woman explained. “That’s great thinking. There is still a lot of area to the east, but that narrows things down quite a bit. With no other clues to find the princess, maybe we should head east to see if we can find the Grand Priestess, causing trouble for the Sodality along the way.”

      DD perked up. “There are a few villages and towns, and some Sodality outposts. There should be plenty of opportunities for mischief.”

      “Okay, then. It sounds like we’re heading east. We’re bound to find opportunities for causing trouble, and maybe we can find Gesin before it’s too late. Having the leader of all the priestesses with us in Odonasia would improve morale a lot.”

      I felt better with some kind of plan, even if it was hanging on a single thread. If this world had a god of luck, I hoped he or she was paying attention and decided to throw a little our way. We’d need it to prevent us from wandering the world and hoping for some clue to fall into our laps.
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      “I went around the corner of the building, and almost ran into a bigger-than-life person in beautiful robes,” Ysduil said. “I looked up at her with blueberry paste all over my face and nearly fainted. It was Gesin Wenet herself. The Grand Priestess of all of Odona’s servants. I thought for sure I would be beaten or struck dead on the spot. I was only eight and she was so big.”

      We were walking the road from Stonecleft toward Tillerstown, having said our goodbyes to Vesina earlier that morning. I had asked about Gesin. What she looked like, what kind of person she was, anything that might help for me to take hold of the quest we’d given ourselves. Ysduil had answered with her story.

      “She was so beautiful, with her dark skin and the black fur on her ears and tail, with shiny black hair to match. Her eyes…they were like glowing lanterns and they radiated power. We all knew she had the use of magic, even orphans who had been taken in, like me. I had trouble breathing, wondering what she would do to me.

      “Then she—this was the leader of everyone, the most powerful person in the world as far as I was concerned—she leaned in and whispered to me. ‘You should clean your face and hands, little one, lest sister Senora, the baker, find evidence that you have stolen one of her pies.’ Then she handed me a beautiful silk handkerchief, winked at me, and continued walking.

      “I didn’t want to soil it at first, but when a shout reached me from the bakery, I did as Gesin suggested. Later, I tried to wash it, to remove the stains, but I couldn’t get them out. It took me nearly a month before I got the courage to return it to the Grand Priestess, carrying it around with me always until I chanced to see her again. She refused it, saying that mischievous girls like me would always need something to clean themselves with. She added that I should try to curb my tendencies and learn to be more circumspect.

      “‘There are times when we must do something that might be frowned upon, but do not let that turn you into a rulebreaker. That habit is frowned upon by Odona and we wouldn’t want to disappoint the goddess, now would we?’

      “I carried that handkerchief with me for years,” Ysduil said. “When the Sodality captured me, they took it.”

      The sadness in the foxgirl’s eyes felt like someone had tightened a vise around me. I pulled her into a one-armed hug as we walked.

      “She sounds like what a leader should be. Powerful, kind, and wise. She must have made a big impression on you.”

      Ysduil sighed. “She did. I wanted to do whatever I could to make her happy. I hadn’t quite taken hold of the concept of the goddess, but Gesin Wenet was the visible representation of everything that is Odona. For years, I fixated on her as the embodiment of the concepts in my worship. She was a mother, a father, a demi-god, and an entire family, all in one. I never got the chance to talk to her about it. Things started to get more dangerous and the sisters were broken up into smaller groups so the Sodality couldn’t find us.”

      “If she’s near, we’ll find her,” I said. “Then you can tell her all about it. I bet she’ll be honored that you kept her handkerchief all those years.”

      DD smiled at her friend. “You never told me about that. I saw you with that old, stained piece of cloth but never thought about asking you about it. I didn’t ever have much chance to talk to her, but those eyes—I agree totally. Like looking into the face of the goddess herself.”

      We moved onto other subjects and Ysduil’s normal smiling face returned. With less of a chance of running into Sodality patrols, we’d become more comfortable staying on the road even when others passed us. There weren’t many, mainly famers with wagons, but it was nice not to have to hide when anyone else appeared. I still had to wear my cloak cinched up and my hood covering my face, but it was a step in the right direction.

      We’d decided not to go into Stonecleft when we left Vesina’s house. With Tillerstown so close, DD would spread her rumors and look for news there. The Sodality troops that had been sniffing around were probably long gone, but it felt safer to pass by the town rather than to go where people had been questioned.

      Tillerstown still wasn’t yet in view when we noticed a woman and a dog on the road ahead. As she came closer, I saw that she was a dog beastkin. I wondered if being a beastkin gave her an affinity with the canine padding at her side. The whole thing seemed bizarre, for some reason.

      “Excuse me,” she said, stopping right in front of DD as the black-coated dog swept wide and started sniffing around at the side of the road. “Have you seen a young girl, possibly with a black dog like mine here?”

      “I’m sorry,” DD said. “We haven’t seen anyone for some time, and they were a pair of farmers.”

      The dog approached Ysduil and sniffed the air near her. The foxgirl put a hand out and the dog happily sniffed it, tail swishing through the air. “What a beautiful girl you are.” My foxy wife petted the canine on the head, going down onto a knee so she could coo at the dog.

      “Oh,” the woman said. “Thank you. I’ll keep looking.”

      “Is she very young?” Glasha asked. She must have been thinking what I was. I hadn’t seen any children since I got to this world. My understanding was that any who were born were kept in secure Sodality facilities so they could be raised—or trained—according to the Sodality strictures.

      “Pardon me,” the woman said. “I see her as a young girl, though she is twenty years old. My apologies for the confusion. I will always see my daughter as a young girl, no matter that she is already an adult. She went out looking for her dog and has been gone for more than a day.”

      Ysduil squeaked when the dog upset her balance, nearly dumping her on the ground. She hugged the dog to her and laughed. “That does sound serious. Is there danger she might have found?”

      “I’m so sorry,” the woman said. “Come, girl.”

      The canine looked at the woman, then back at Ysduil, her tail drooping.

      “It’s fine. She’s a good girl. I’m clumsy sometimes. You’re a good girl, aren’t you? Such a good girl.” Ysduil increased her petting, while still hugging the dog.

      The woman gave a nervous laugh. “It’s safe enough around town, but there are beasts in the surrounding forests. Sometimes wolves come close to the farms to go after the livestock. The ruins to the north sometimes have bandits living there, until they realize there’s not much to steal, and they move on.”

      I watched as everyone interacted. Amelie hung back with a downcast look on her face.

      “I apologize if I am being too presumptuous, but if you should see my daughter, would you ask her to come home? Leena will put herself in danger for her dog, but I would rather she give him up if it means her safety.”

      “We’ll certainly keep an eye out,” DD said.

      “Thank you so much. I knew you were good people. Anyone who acts like that with an old dog is very kind in my book.”

      “She’s not old,” Ysduil said in a tone of voice people reserved for talking to pets, getting a lick on the side of her face for letting her guard down. “She’s just wise and has valuable experience. Don’t you, girl?”

      The woman’s laugh was more natural this time. “Oh, where are my manners? I’m Gweyir and this is Fakir. She is a good girl. She’s also Riff’s mama. That’s my Leena’s dog. I know she’d run off after my daughter to find her, but she won’t leave my side. I’m hoping she’ll catch their scent and lead me to Leena. But I’ve taken enough of your time. Safe travels to you. Thank you for listening to my nattering.”

      Ysduil stood, giving the dog another few pets, and we said goodbye to Gweyir. They’d barely gotten out of sight when sniffles caught my attention.

      The bunny girl was dragging her feet, her bottom lip sticking out. Ysduil took her hand and kissed it.

      Ysduil looked into her eyes. “What is it?”

      Amelie shrugged.

      “It’s about the girl and her dog?”

      The bunny girl nodded.

      “It reminds you of your family again?”

      Another nod.

      “You want us to do more than just keep an eye out?”

      I almost let out a chuckle. The string of questions sounded an awful lot like what happened in every episode of that ancient TV show Lassie. Bark, bark. What’s that, Lassie? Timmy fell into the well?

      “What if she’s in trouble?” Amelie finally said. “Can we look for Leena and her dog?”

      I frowned, but hopefully the hood kept the others from seeing it. We had enough things we needed to get done. Going out of our way to search for a girl didn’t seem like a good use of our time. I looked at Amelie’s distraught face and recalled the problems she’d been having with feeling without roots, without a family. We’d been trying to convince her that we were her family, too, and that we were committed to helping her find her mother and sister, but it hadn’t sunk in all the way yet.

      I sighed. We didn’t have any strong leads on any of what we needed to accomplish at this point. If we were searching anyway, maybe we could add Leena and the dog to our list of things to watch for.

      “Sure,” I said. “We’ll look for her while we’re doing everything else. It sounds like the most dangerous thing that could have happened is that she strayed over by the ruins. If there are bandits there, they might take her captive or something. Let’s head there and see if we can find something. Maybe we’ll get lucky and Leena, Gesin, and the princess will be sitting and having tea with the bandits and we can get everything done at once. Does that sound good, Amelie?”

      The bunny girl shot like a rocket and slammed into me.

      I kissed her on the head. “Okay. We have a plan.”

      “What’s the plan?” DD asked.

      “Fine, we have the start of a plan. How about this: you go into Tillerstown to check things out. I’m sure Gweyir already looked around and asked people about her daughter there, so you can do like you have with all the other towns. See if you hear anything about Gesin, the princess, or anything else useful.”

      “That sounds right. We’re still in an area where some of the monster races are familiar, being so close to the Dreadlands, so I can take Glasha and Midra again. But what are you going to do, go find some secluded spot and have sex?”

      I traded looks with Ysduil and Amelie. Their too-innocent expressions told me they were thinking the same thing I was: exactly what DD had just suggested.

      “No, of course not,” I said. Now that I’d been called out on it, that’s not what we’d be doing, even if I had thought of doing it before she ruined it for us. “We’ll look around to the north. It looks like the road splits up there a little farther on, so we’ll take the branch that goes north and scout around, see if we can find anything about Leena or her dog. Meet us on the road a few miles north of town after you’re done?”

      The elf smirked at me. “Sure. Don’t go to the ruins, though, not without us.”

      “We won’t. Did Gweyir say how far they were?”

      “No, but if I remember correctly, they’re at least half a dozen miles, up on a hill or plateau. I’ve never been there, but I’ve heard of them. Be careful.”

      “You, too. Don’t let them find out what you are. I don’t think we’re up to challenging an entire town to save you.”

      Glasha scoffed, making a sound like a pissed off snake. “As if.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Five

          

        

      

    

    
      When the road forked a few minutes later, the branch going north looked even less used than I’d expected. In fact, it looked more like a hefty game trail when we got up close. Grasses and bushes not only crowded the edges, but grew up in the center of it. Instead of clearing it or tamping down the plants and removing rocks, people had gone around the obstructions, giving the path a winding, zigzag look.

      We were ready to split into the two groups when Glasha bellowed a laugh. I thought she might have played another joke on Midra, but the gnoll looked at the green woman with as much confusion as I did.

      “Glashaaaa?” I said, drawing the word out. “What’s so funny?”

      “I was thinking about it. That old woman, Gweyir, she said her dog was the mother of Leena’s dog, right?”

      I was afraid to go further into this conversation, but Amelie answered.

      “That’s right. Riff’s mama.”

      The green woman laughed again. When no one asked her about it, she told us anyway. “The dog’s name, the old one, is Fakir.” No, no. Please don’t let her say it. “Do you think Gweyir would mind if I called her dog ‘Mother Fakir?’” She cackled and, unfortunately, Midra joined her.

      I hitched up my pack. “We’ll see you later. Buh-bye.” I headed up the road to the north, leaving DD with the two chuckling monster girls. “Good luck, DD.”

      Amelie, Ysduil and I set off, waving to the elf priestess and her two giggling companions. The road had a gentle upward slope and we soon overlooked where the main road plunged right through a jumble of buildings. Tillerstown.

      “I miss being able to go into a village or town,” Ysduil said. “It’s been so long, even before I was captured and escaped. I wore my dress, as torn up as it was, so I had to avoid people. I’d like to sleep in a bed in an inn again.”

      I chuckled. “I haven’t spent much time in inns, but a hotel bed sounds nice right now.”

      “What’s a hotel?” Amelie asked.

      “It’s kind of like an inn, but a hundred times bigger. There are nice beds and air conditioning, mini bars and refrigerators, and coffee makers.”

      My foxgirl crinkled her forehead. “I don’t know what any of that is.”

      “Trust me, you probably don’t want me to explain everything. Then you’d miss going to towns even more.”

      The terrain we passed through would be called high desert back home. Plenty of bushes and trees dotted the landscape, but it wasn’t lush and I wouldn’t have called it a forest. Our view after gaining more height made it obvious why Tillerstown got its name. Encapsulating the many farms around the town center were proper forests, with a clear line of demarcation where trees had been cleared for fields long ago.

      Scanning the area, I turned to the girls. “I’m not really sure what we could find out here. It’s clear no one comes up here. I can see where we stomped down the grasses, and there’s no sign up ahead of us that anyone has passed recently. Walking around hoping some kind of clue will jump out at us seems a little ridiculous.”

      As if my words were prophetic, a frantic motion ahead of me caused me to jump. A rabbit, scared from its hiding place in the brush, shot off across the road and disappeared with a flash of dull brown.

      Both girls laughed at me. It seemed to be especially funny to Amelie, no doubt because it was one of her distant cousins.

      “Very funny,” I groused.

      When the ruins came into view, we stopped and sat on some rocks off the road. There was still quite a climb ahead, up to where bits of stone walls stuck up like broken teeth at the top of the hill. There were even some places where it looked like the buildings had been embedded in the side of the incline itself.

      I couldn’t decide if what I was looking at was a plateau or a wide hill. The top looked flat from where I sat, but it could have been either.

      “What are those ruins? Is it another city, like Dunametha, or was it a large fortification or fortress of some kind?”

      Amelie looked blankly at me, then transferred that look to Ysduil.

      “I don’t think anyone knows. It’s not like Dunametha in that these are much, much older. I’ve never heard anything about them. I don’t even know if they have a name. DD would know more than me. She’s traveled a lot more than I have, and with purpose. Most of my travels have been going from one hiding place to another, trying not to get caught. She’s actually gone places to spy or to deliver messages.”

      We decided the rocky area we were in would suffice for our meeting place and also a suitable campsite. After scouting out the immediate surroundings—and not finding any convenient clues jumping out at us—we set up a short distance from the road in a junction of two slab-like rocks that butted up against each other and sheltered us from the wind. More importantly, a huge boulder on the northeast side completely blocked any view of us from ruins on the hill. If bandits lived there, we probably didn’t want them to see the fire we’d make later.

      After setting up camp, Ysduil grabbed her bow and went out to hunt while Amelie and I took up our position on the rocks next to the road to wait for our friends.

      DD and the others joined us a few hours later, just as the sun was dipping down through the last bits of the western sky. When the three saw the two rabbits Ysduil had killed and dressed, they gave my foxgirl big smiles. I watched Amelie, but she didn’t seem to mind that the rest of us would be eating animals that shared the same ears and tails she had. I wasn’t sure I’d ever understand the whole beastkin thing.

      “We planted a few more rumors about the Echo of Yequn while we were there,” DD said, eating a piece of the rabbit Ysduil had prepared. “I don’t know what effect it’ll have, but people are talking about it.”

      “They’re also talking about some increased Sodality activity,” Midra added. “There are always patrols of the soldiers, but there have been more around lately.”

      I took a drink from my waterskin to wash down the meat and the vegetables we’d roasted over the fire. “So, explain this to me. The Sodality is in control of everything, right? Don’t they have their own people in charge everywhere, with soldiers or guards or whatever in all the towns and cities? Why are a few more Sodality soldiers something they even talk about?”

      “In the larger settlements in the south and in the east, it’s like you said,” Ysduil said. “In some areas, Sodality officials are almost like queens. Here in the west, it’s different in the smaller communities. The Sodality replaced some of the mayors or village heads, but in some, they left things essentially how they were.

      “The Sodality has always been more about keeping control of the men and using that leverage to force communities to do what they want by withholding their access to the men. They’re not as concerned with rebellion as long as they have procreation locked up tight, not to mention an entire army of mindless men. It’s one of the reasons they’re so frightened about you.

      “In Tillerstown, like many of the cities and towns in these lesser populated places, things are run as they always have, with only nudges from the Sodality if they need it. Those nudges become more powerful if necessary, but it rarely is. As long as nothing drastic happens, people continue to live as they have for the last twenty years.”

      “That’s right,” DD said. “So the citizens go on gossiping and doing what they always have. More soldiers than normal showing up is news, so they talk about it. We didn’t hear anything about Gesin, though we did hear a couple of comments about Leena being missing. As you thought, Gweyir has already asked around in town. But there is one more thing.

      “I heard comments about a black cat beastkin, one with dark skin. She was with some Sodality soldiers, but not the normal ones. These had special uniforms. Ones with blue accents.”

      “Searchers?” Ysduil asked.

      “Worse. Fists. The special warriors of the Searchers. Whoever it is they’re looking for, it doesn’t look good for that person.”

      “That’s good, right?” I said. “I mean, doesn’t that tell us that Gesin is alive and Nemaea is after her?”

      “I don’t think so. First, it’s been a few weeks since anyone has seen Nemaea. If she’s the cat beastkin they’re talking about at all. Second, they could be looking for someone else. We also heard some rumors about the Cloak, though how that news got here this fast, I don’t know.”

      “We got here,” Midra said. “We got caught up in other stuff and didn’t come straight here, and even when we did, we didn’t move at a fast pace.”

      “True. Two rumors I heard, in two different taverns, concern me, though. One is that the teller thinks the Cloak isn’t just some random bandit or murderer. She thought the Cloak might be part of a rebel group, fighting against the Sodality.”

      I shrugged. “Psht. That’s not too big a jump. I mean, all the deaths were Sodality patrols. Of course people will think that. In fact, we want them to, remember? If they think some of the sisters are doing it, like they believe it was them who attacked the fortress, they won’t go looking for them in the east.”

      “Yes, but then there’s the other thing I heard. This woman said she heard—third or fourth hand, mind you—that the Cloak is a big woman. She’s the size of a man. The one sharing her thought postulated that it’s some kind of hefty beastkin, bear or cow. How long do you think it’ll be before someone in the Sodality puts the two ideas together and realizes it’s you? Maybe they have already.”

      Ysduil gasped. “You mean?”

      DD nodded. “Adam, what if Nemaea is after you?”
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      The elf priestess’s words definitely gave me something to think about. Something I hadn’t expected.

      “That…could be bad,” I said. “It’ll certainly distract the Sodality from Odonasia, but if they flood this area with troops, we might have a problem.”

      “You think?” Midra asked. “If we’re afraid of an army coming for us in Odonasia, how will it be with just us six? But I’m more worried about that assassin. Soldiers are easy to evade. It’s her job to find people and make them disappear. Everything I’ve heard is that she’s good at her job.”

      “Damn.” I tapped the rock I was sitting on with a finger. “Well, no use worrying about it just yet. Nothing we can do will change anything. We’ll need to see what happens and what information we can get before we can react. Right now, we have a task for tomorrow. Let’s take care of that and go onto the next thing. It’ll all sort itself out.”

      That pretty much killed conversation for the evening. After Ysduil and DD did their daily ritual, Midra took up the first watch and the rest of us went to sleep. In the morning, we were up with the dawn and on our way to the ruins before the sun had cleared the horizon.

      As we ascended into the midst of the remnants of whatever the area had been, the scope of the thing made my eyes go wide. The large, flat top settled the question of whether it was just a flat hill or a proper plateau. And the ruins stretched out before us hadn’t been a simple fortress.

      There were way too many buildings for it not to be a city. I tried to imagine what it would have looked like by squinting at the walls, many of them still standing proudly at a height I hadn’t expected from looking up from downslope.

      Deteriorating stone blocks, still prominent and straight where they rested on the stone beneath them demonstrated expert workmanship. The corners where some of the walls of structures met were still at ninety-degree angles and the surfaces were perfectly flush, though made up of many different blocks. Windows, some partially collapsed, probably belonged to homes, large and well lit by the sun. There were even some structures with surviving roofs, though I wasn’t sure I would be brave enough to stand under them.

      “How old are these ruins supposed to be?” I asked.

      “Several hundred years, at least,” DD answered. “No one knows for sure. This was never a populous area, not in our recorded history. Granted, it’s generally believed that some past event destroyed historical documents. A thousand, two thousand, ten thousand years ago? We’re not sure, but especially in this part of the world, there is a disturbing lack of historical information, or even the stories one would expect there to be. Some of our oldest legends only stretch back maybe a millennium. If that.”

      “That seems strange. What could have erased even the oral stories of so many people?”

      We continued to search, DD looking for trails and the rest of us for any other clue we could find that could lead us to Gesin or the princess, or even to Leena or her dog.

      “You should have turned around and gone as soon as you saw the place was abandoned,” a voice said from a cluster of the better-preserved buildings. A deer beastkin woman stepped out, wearing rough clothes with a sword belted on either side of her hip. Six more women, carrying bows or crossbows, came into view as well. They weren’t the only ones present, either. I caught a few furtive movements in other places, more bandits waiting for the chance to attack.

      I raised my hands. “We don’t mean any harm. We’re just looking for a lost dog beastkin, and her dog. Regular dog, I mean.”

      Even the leader froze.

      I wanted to kick myself. Sometimes I forgot I was the only man who could speak freely on this world. And that with my voice, it kind of stuck out when I did talk.

      The woman drew her swords, but didn’t show she noticed the bow- and crossbow-wielders darting nervous looks at her. “What is this? You’re not Sodality handlers.”

      I shifted my hands to pull down my hood. At least two of the bandits sucked in a hurried breath. “We’re not. I’m khresha, not one of those mindless sotin. What I said is true. We’re looking for a lost girl, that’s all. We’ll leave and won’t bother you again.”

      The bandit leader laughed. “It’s our lucky day, girls. It looks like we’re going to get a little sport. I’ve never had a man, but I’ve thought about it. I don’t know if it’ll be better or worse that this one can think and speak without being ordered to, but we’ll have to see. Who’s with me?”

      Shouts from many more than the visible fighters sounded out and I saw Glasha out of the corner of my eye reach for her sword. I shook my head at her to keep her from creating the spark that might cause the whole situation to explode. Thankfully, she removed her hand and put it, along with the other one, up like I had mine.

      My mind raced, trying to figure out how we could get out of the situation without being hit by several arrows or quarrels. If I blurred, I could easily take out the leader and probably two or three of the archers, but then the others would shoot at me. Worse, they might shoot at my companions, none of whom could snatch arrows out of the air. Ysduil and Glasha could probably dodge or even intercept them with their weapons, but not more than one or two.

      I considered using one of my force blasts. If I gathered up all my energy, I could knock down maybe half those I could see, but there were still the ones in hiding, and even the visible ones were spread out too far for me to get to all of them. Again, I would put my girls at risk.

      Allow them to capture us and then use my powers later, in a more favorable position? That could work, but I wasn’t sure if they planned on capturing us or killing all but me, the one they would have “sport” with. I couldn’t risk it.

      There was one thing I could try, though. I focused my eyes on the leader, but wasn’t really looking at her. Instead, I was gathering my power inside, building it up to utilize it in a way I hadn’t had a lot of experience with. As we had our standoff, I finally felt ready.

      I poured my magic into a cloud of killing intent. Like I’d done with the kobolds. I repeated in my mind, you are nothing. I am all-powerful and will kill you at will. Turn and go away or you will die where you stand.

      Nearly all the women backed up a step, the leader even lowering her swords as she did so. They regarded me with slightly glazed eyes. The looks on their faces indicated feelings from terror to the assurance that they lived at my whim.

      It was working.

      Until it didn’t. As if I’d reached some kind of limit, I felt the power within me snap. The bandits blinked and shook their heads, their eyes regaining lucidity.

      “What the fuck was that?” the leader growled, her swords coming back up. “You may give us more fun than I thought. We won’t need your friends, though.”

      The creak of bows filled the silence and I thought I was going to have to blur and do the best I could to prevent my girls from being injured. Then Ysduil, in a clear, even tone, spoke.

      “We’re not afraid, Adam. Odona will see us through. Have faith.”

      “Hold!” The leader looked at Ysduil, her eyes narrowed. Bows creaked as tension on strings was released. The arrows were still nocked, but at least the archers weren’t holding the bows drawn. “What did you say? You there, vinem. What did you say?”

      Ysduil stood up straighter and threw out her chest. “I said Odona will see us through.”

      “Why would you say that? Why not Fortunata or Martinitus, to bring you luck or martial prowess?”

      Ysduil’s face lost some of its determination, replaced by slight confusion. “I don’t worship those gods.”

      “You worship the sex goddess?”

      “Odona is the goddess of fruitfulness and pleasure.” She gestured toward DD. “I and my companion are priestesses of Odona.”

      “I don’t believe you. You don’t look like a priestess.”

      “I…” Ysduil lost her composure completely.

      “The dress,” I said.

      “Ah, yes. Of course, I am not in my priestess garb. Let me show you. In my pack…”

      The leader waved with her sword. “Slowly.”

      My foxgirl carefully took off her pack, dug inside, and pulled out her neatly folded dress, holding it up for all to see.

      “You really are a priestess? You could have stolen that dress.”

      The look of abject horror on Ysduil’s face would have convinced me if I hadn’t known her, almost as much as the way she oozed sexuality should have proven it without even taking the dress out. “Who would steal from one of Odona’s priestesses except Sodality scum?”

      That seemed to be good enough for the bandit. Shockingly, she scabbarded her swords and waved at the other bandits. “Stand down, you bunch of cutthroats. No one is to harm any of these. Two priestesses of Odona. I don’t care who the rest are, they are not our enemies.” She turned to face Ysduil. “What’s your name, priestess? I’m Udhri Exen, and my mother was one of your sisters.”
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      I didn’t trust the bandit leader at first, but a miraculous change came over all the hardened bandits, like their worst enemies were suddenly replaced with friends. The tension in their faces and bodies relaxed, weapons were returned to scabbards or lowered, and a few smiles appeared. So did around twenty other women from various points around us. I’d totally underestimated how many there were. Relief that I didn’t push things washed over me.

      “Don’t worry,” Udhri said. “We’re thieves, robbers, and murderers, but every last one of us respects your order. More than a few of us have relatives who were in the priestesshood or who have ourselves been aided by the sisters. You’re safe with us. As safe as you can be in this fucked-up world.”

      “Thank you,” Ysduil said. “Is your mother…still a priestess?” I understood what she was asking. She was again being polite as possible.

      “Nah.” The bandit leader’s mouth went into a straight line. “She was cornered a few years back, along with two other sisters. She fought like a demon to give the others a chance to escape. It wasn’t Searchers, who are very good at capturing without killing. It was normal Sodality soldiers. She was too much for them to capture and after she’d killed several, they cut her down.” Udhri spat on the ground. “I talked to people later on who had witnessed it. The other two sisters were captured, then brought to the Summit and executed. Fucking animals.”

      “I’m so sorry. I was captured myself, held in the Neallir Fortress until Adam helped me escape.”

      “Ah, yes,” the bandit leader said. “Adam. How is it you freed him from the Sodality training? I didn’t think that was possible.”

      “It’s not, as far as we know.”

      “Then how…?”

      “I’m not from this world,” I told her. “When I said I’m a khresha, I was telling the truth. I was in that dungeon along with Ysduil, waiting for them to take me to the capital to train me. We escaped and killed some of the guards, fleeing into the Dreadlands.”

      “That sounds like a story I’d like to hear. Come on, we’ll build a fire and have some food. You can tell me all about it.”

      The bandits led us to their camp. It was clear they’d been there for a while. Supplies were stacked alongside some of the sturdier walls we’d seen. There wasn’t one of those sketchy roofs overhead, confirming my caution about them, but there was a network of internal walls from a large building without a roof. In some places, they’d erected supports for tarps, making the area look kind of like a bazaar or street market, only without the noise of merchants hawking their wares.

      We were soon seated around a fire, and Ysduil and I gave a basic summary of what had happened to us. I didn’t fear the information getting out. They probably could have killed us before, so we had nothing to lose.

      “So you’re the mysterious Cloak we’ve heard about?” Udhri asked.

      “Adam is, yes,” Ysduil answered. “We’re trying to cause trouble for the Sodality, to take the focus off Odonasia.”

      “You know, Udhri,” I said. “We could use some more fighters. Our goal isn’t just to keep the sisters safe, but to take down the Sodality for good.”

      “I hate the Sodality, but I like my fine ass more. We won’t be soldiers for anyone, even if I do agree with the point. We’re free folk, doing what we want, but we stay alive by not messing with the soldiers unless absolutely necessary. We’ll aid you personally, mostly by not killing you for stumbling onto us, but we’re not going to join you. Sorry.”

      I shrugged. “It’s fine. I didn’t think you would, but I had to ask. The time might come when there’s no being neutral, and everyone will have to take a side, but we’re not there yet.”

      Udhri traded looks with one of the other bandits, a large woman with massive breasts and what I thought were cow ears. A cow beastkin? Something inexplicable happened as their eyes met, a contest or disagreement of sorts. The cow woman finally shrugged and dropped her eyes.

      “Come with me,” Udhri said. “There’s something I want to show you.”

      Judging from the afternoon sun, the place she brought us was on the northern edge of the plateau. A mix of scrubland and smaller forests spread out below us, stretching out as far as we could see. Over to the east, a swath of green dominated the area, becoming richer and denser as it continued. I thought it might be the edge of the Dreadlands, but wasn’t too sure.

      “Down there,” Udhri said, pointing downslope to the north.

      I blinked and narrowed my eyes to focus, knowing that DD and Ysduil probably saw a lot more detail than I did.

      “Is that…someone’s camp?”

      “Sodality,” DD said. “Normal soldiers, not Searchers. I’d say maybe only ten of them?”

      Udhri nodded. “Good eyes. We’re not sure what they’re doing. They came around on that side of the plateau and have been there two days. Another joined them earlier today and I think it’s who they’ve been waiting for. I figure they’ll move out today or tomorrow. Probably tomorrow.”

      “Are you going to do anything about it?” I asked. “Ten would be no problem for you to handle with all the women you have.”

      “Nah. Even if it seems like it would be clean, we don’t even want them disappearing near where we camp. We don’t want the attention.”

      I considered the bandit leader. “Why are you showing them to us?”

      She barked a laugh. “You’re definitely not one of those mindless apes the Sodality has. You’ve got a brain. I’m showing you because I thought you might want the opportunity to do some damage yourselves. You said you wanted to cause trouble. Well, that down there is trouble. I only ask that you wait until they move far enough away from us that it doesn’t come back to bite us. Maybe even let one of them escape so they can report that the Cloak killed the whole group of them?”

      I scratched my chin. “I’m not sure that last part is something we can do. I can keep my hood up and my cloak on, not speaking, but they’ll recognize something of the rest of us that could cause us trouble later on. Can any of your bandits spread a rumor in town of seeing part of the fight and claiming it was the Cloak?”

      A slow smile crept onto Udhri’s face. “I think we might be able to manage that. That’s good thinking. Are you sure you don’t want to give up all this resistance stuff and become a bandit? You’ll never go to bed alone.”

      It was my turn to laugh. “That’s probably the wrong thing to use as a selling point. Besides Ysduil being my wife, I live with a hundred priestesses of Odona, along with many other women. I would never have to go to bed alone anyway. But no. Thanks for the offer, but I’m not going to let the Sodality continue to exist. They need to be wiped out.”

      “Just checking. You have a devious mind. I like that. Will you take the gift I’ve given you, then?”

      “We’ll definitely take it. We’ll follow them for a day or two and cause some more trouble for the Sodality. Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome. I’d love to kill every Sodality supporter I come across, but I wouldn’t live long if I did. This way, we both get what we want. Come on, let’s get some food. I take it you’re staying the night, so you can follow the soldiers tomorrow?”

      Ysduil took a final look at the camp and turned to the bandit leader. “We will. Thank you so much.”

      As we headed back toward the bandit camp, we passed through the shadow of a rock formation a little to the west of us on the plateau. I didn’t think anything of it until we emerged from the shadow and the declining sun shone so brightly on me I had to squint. Putting a hand up to block it, I backed up a step to take a good look at the rocks.

      I stood for a moment, my head tilting to the side.

      “Adam?” Ysduil said, stopping just past where I’d halted.

      “Uh…hold on.” The jumble of rocks almost looked like a shape, as if someone had carved a huge statue. I couldn’t quite make out what it was supposed to be, though, with the glare. I turned to the east, where several walls from some type of windowless building were still standing. On the largest one, the rock cast a sharp shadow projected in the afternoon sun.

      “No fucking way.”

      DD’s voice, a bit of nerves evident in it, said, “What? What is it?”

      I stared at the shadow, dumbfounded. All I could do was point as my eyes cataloged every edge of the shape projected on the wall.

      It was a silhouette. Of a king with his head down. Crown and all. Bowing.

      “The story,” Amelie blurted out. “The shadow of the bowing king.” She hopped and clapped her hands excitedly.

      DD rubbed her eyes and stared at the wall. “How…? It’s just a story.”

      “What are you all gawking at?” Udhri asked.

      “They told me the story of the Beautiful Farmgirl recently,” I said. “Do you know it?”

      “Ah, that old fable. Sure. Huh. That does look like what’s described in the story. The kingdom she started in had a rock formation that cast a shadow like that. What a strange coincidence, huh?”

      “Yeah.” I still hadn’t taken my eyes off the shadow. It wasn’t like seeing the Virgin Mary in a bowl of Cream of Wheat or in the splash of some spilled wine. It was definitely recognizable from first glance. “How long ago was that story supposed to have occurred?”

      “No one knows,” DD said. “It’s been told for probably at least a few hundred years.”

      We gazed at the shadow for several minutes before Udhri got bored. “So, dinner?”

      One by one, we pried ourselves away from the image, which was already dimming as the sun sank further in the west. I was the last to drag myself away and follow them.
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      The bandits had no shortage of food, or of drink. Business, it appeared, was good. I chatted with several of the women and found them to be just like any other people. They laughed, asked questions, and were more than happy to answer mine in turn. Each one I talked to had a different story about how she ended up in the gang of thieves, but most of them seemed like decent people.

      There were a few, of course, who glared at me and the others and who tried to put on a rough face. I didn’t bother with them. They could put on their act, but I wasn’t afraid of any of them. My skill with the sword had improved through all the training and actual combat, but I also had my magic. I feared no normal person, and was getting to the same point even against those with extraordinary skills or magic of their own. Not that I’d met any of the latter, but some must be out there.

      Just to be sure, we posted watches as the rest of us slept. The bandits had their own, but one of us stayed awake and kept track of our own group. There was no telling what some of the more hardened bandits would do. I was rethinking my previous position on telling our full story to them. It was too late at this point, though, so no use worrying about it.

      In the morning, we said goodbye to Udhri.

      “You let us know if you change your mind about joining the resistance,” I told her. “We can always use someone like you.”

      “You can let me know if you change your mind about joining us. We would definitely use you.”

      Mid-laugh, I remembered something else I needed to say. “Oh, that tacanem we talked about yesterday, the girl we were looking for, have you seen her? She may have had a black dog with her.”

      “We haven’t. We don’t attack lost girls. They rarely have anything of real value. We’ll keep our eyes open for her, though. We’re killers, sure enough, but only in the line of our work. Most of my girls would be more than happy to help her get home. Even the few who would want to eat her wouldn’t be able to without others stopping it.”

      “Eat her?”

      The bandit leader only winked at me. I wasn’t sure if that meant she was kidding or not. With how one of the women looking at me at that moment scowled, I would believe she was telling the truth.

      We headed down a trail on the north side of the plateau that Udhri showed us. As she’d predicted, the Sodality soldiers had broken camp and started off to the west soon after sunrise.

      “Good luck, and good hunting,” she said.

      Ysduil ran up and gave the deer beastkin a hug. “Thank you for your hospitality. I think your mother would be proud of the person you are.”

      Udhri barked a laugh. “Somehow, I don’t think so, but thank you for the sentiment.”

      We trailed the Sodality group for a day and a half, keeping far enough away from them that they wouldn’t notice us. When they made a fire each night, we took the opportunity to move in closer to them, the flame acting like a beacon. As it was getting dark on the second day, we decided they were far enough from the plateau that the bandits wouldn’t be implicated.

      “Udhri said she’d have some of her local girls report seeing bits of the battle, just enough to see the Cloak,” I said. “That means we’re going to need to attack late tonight or tomorrow morning, in case some of the town folk come to check on the rumor. If there’s too much time difference between when the soldiers are killed and when the bandits say they saw them being killed, someone may figure out they’re not telling the truth.”

      This world didn’t have the technology to determine the time of death that my world did with forensic science, but they saw death so regularly, I didn’t doubt they could tell within a half day or so when someone died, just from how the bodies degraded.

      “I’ll go scout their camp so we’ll know what we’re dealing with,” Midra said.

      I put a hand on her arm and had the urge to bite my bottom lip. “Uh…you’re not a stealth specialist like Lagakh or Aedyl, are you?”

      “No, but I’m a hunter for my tribe, so I can move quietly. They won’t see or hear me.”

      “You’re a hunter for your tribe?” Glasha said, her eyes holding something behind them. Some form of mischief.

      “Yes.”

      “Your tribe was starving.”

      “So?”

      “You must not be much of a hunter.”

      Midra’s eyes drilled into Glasha’s. Then, slowly, they crinkled and a smile stole onto her face. She raised a chin to the green woman, who chuckled.

      “I’ll go with you. Make sure you don’t get killed.”

      Midra rolled her eyes. “Can you even hide with tits that big?”

      I looked over at Amelie and found that everyone else had done the same thing. She saw us looking at her and turned to check behind her.

      “What?”

      Glasha barked a laugh and slapped Midra on the shoulder, then walked into the brush. She stopped and put out a hand toward Midra.

      “Here, doggy-doggy. Come on, girl.”

      “I’m not tacanem, you green moron. I’m gnosta.”

      “Hyenas, jackals, they’re all dogs.” She slapped her leg with her palm. “Come on girl.”

      Midra shook her head. “You’re the color of a vegetable. I’d call you broccoli, but vegetables can’t hear. Unless you’re an ear of corn.”

      The two went off in the direction of the Sodality camp, trading insults as they went.

      “What did I miss?” Amelie asked.

      Ysduil put an arm around the bunny girl. “Nothing, sweetie. Come on, let’s set up our bedrolls.”

      The gnoll and dunim women came back less than an hour later.

      “There are eleven people there,” Midra said. “Four women and seven men. I think we saw everyone, but we didn’t get close enough to scope out the middle of the camp, so there could be a few more. They had two out on sentry duty, but we easily evaded them. Sotin.”

      “Are you sure we can’t attack them now?” Glasha asked. “It would be much easier in the dark.”

      I thought about it for a moment, then shook my head. “No, we have to wait closer to morning. We can probably do it an hour or so before dawn. That way we can still take advantage of the darkness, but it won’t be too far off from when the rumors say it was.”

      “There’s more chance that one of them could get away if we fight in the dark,” DD pointed out.

      “Yes,” the dunim said, “but if that happens, they will not see much of us. They won’t be able to identify us.”

      “Those are both good points,” I said, “but if someone escapes, their report will contradict what our ‘witness’ says she saw. That could be bad for the bandits. I think we better wait until light. I don’t want to be responsible for Udhri’s people getting hunted down.”

      “Attack at dawn, then?” Glasha asked.

      “At dawn.”

      “Zartuka.”

      “You bet.”

      An hour before dawn found us close to the Sodality camp.

      “This isn’t going to be a fight,” I said softly. “It’s going to be a killing. Best case scenario is that we get in place, Ysduil and DD with their bows ready, and we attack as quietly as possible, killing as many of the soldiers as we can while they’re still asleep. We won’t get them all fast, but we should get a lot of them before the rest are alerted.

      “First thing is to take out the sentries. Can we do that quickly and quietly?”

      Both Midra and Glasha nodded. They wore almost identical predatory grins. It was a reminder that they were technically considered monsters. Well, so be it. They were my monsters, though, and I trusted them with my life.

      “Go on, then. Clear the area, then come back and get us.”

      Midra came back first. She prepared herself, lying on a fallen tree trunk with her hands behind her head, and gave Glasha a huge smile as the dunim returned and noticed the gnoll woman was already back.

      “Shut up,” the green woman snapped.

      “I didn’t say anything.”

      “Your stupid smirk did.”

      Both women chuckled.

      “For fuck’s sake,” I said. “I appreciate the bonding, but let’s focus. Are we clear to go?”

      Midra climbed to her feet. “All ready. Follow me.”

      The gnoll led us to where the camp was dimly lit by the approaching dawn. The fire was down to embers. One of the women was up, looking like she’d just come back from heeding nature’s call. The others were scattered around the site asleep in their bedrolls.

      I gestured to the woman who was awake and pointed to Ysduil. She nodded as she slowly removed an arrow from her quiver to nock it on her string. Another woman, this one still asleep, was on the edge of the camp. That one I assigned to DD. We’d spoken before getting to the camp and they knew their job was to take down as many as they could, starting with those farthest away from us. While they did that, the rest of us would go in and get up close and personal.

      All except Amelie. It wasn’t because she lacked skill. She’d impressed me so far. The problem was simply that her weapons didn’t lend themselves to quietly killing someone. Bashing someone’s head in was a tenuous thing at best, so I had directed her to wait until the camp had been alerted and then she could come join the fight. She understood and didn’t even argue about it. If anything, she seemed happy that I wanted her involved at all.

      I lifted my sword and looked at Ysduil, then DD. The others prepared to charge the camp as quickly and quietly as possible.

      I dropped my sword and two loud twangs sounded. The woman sitting on her pack fell over without a sound. The sleeping woman didn’t even move. An arrow appeared in her head, causing her body to twitch slightly, but that was it.

      The rest of us rushed in to do our grisly work.

      My first kill was another woman who twitched at the sound of the priestesses shooting two more arrows. Before she could get fully awake, though, I slashed out her throat while Midra and Glasha did similar horrifying things to two of the men. By the time the one woman and two men left leaped to their feet, they were surrounded. I quickly cut down one of the men, a big dunim, while Midra took advantage of Amelie’s distraction and rammed her spear into the woman. Glasha swung her large sword and removed the last man’s head.

      I scanned the area for anyone else in the dim light of dawn. That’s when I noticed something I’d missed in the rush of the attack.

      What I’d thought was a pile of cloth draped over a stump or a stone wasn’t that at all. It was a woman, tied and gagged. A young woman with brown fur covering her canine ears.
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      I moved closer to the dog girl as the others searched to make sure everyone was dead. She blinked, eyes bleary from sleep. When she focused on me, her eyes widened. As I reached to remove the gag from her mouth, she scrambled her feet, trying to push herself backward. She couldn’t, though, as the ropes binding her also tied her to a thick stake driven into the ground.

      I growled under my breath. “Motherfuckers.” I doubted she heard well enough to understand me, but the growling sound didn’t do wonders for calming her down. I spoke up more clearly, in as soothing a voice as I could manage. “Leena Satson? I won’t hurt you. Your mother sent us.”

      If she’d been confused before, the way her eyes glazed over at what I said almost made her faint. She swayed dangerously.

      “Here, Adam,” Ysduil said, going up to the girl. “Let me help her.” She turned to Leena and gave her a big smile. “Hi, I’m Ysduil. Let me get that gag out of your mouth and then we can get these ropes off you. Like Adam said, your mother, Gweyir, sent us. I know he’s big and scary, but he’s really nice.”

      Once the gag came off, Leena spat and coughed. Her eyes were still frantic, shifting from me to Ysduil to the others, taking in the dead Sodality soldiers around her. The first thing she said was not what I was expecting.

      “Riff? Where’s Riff? Riff!”

      A noise came from the edge of camp, where several packs were thrown in a pile. DD darted over and after some grunts and scrabbling noises, came out carrying a dog that looked awfully familiar, except the muzzle on its mouth and the ropes tying its legs tightly to its body.

      I found myself growling again. “It’s a damn good thing I didn’t see all this before we killed them. If I had, they’d still be alive. Barely. Dying slowly and painfully.”

      Call it a flaw, but abusing animals or children to me deserved a death sentence, carried out swiftly and mercilessly. Painfully, too, if possible. It was probably good that I didn’t carry weapons in my world.

      Once DD wrestled the muzzle off, the dog started barking frantically. I noticed it didn’t try to bite DD, and growled very little, but the barking was loud enough that my ears were soon ringing. The elf carried the dog over to the dog girl as Ysduil got the ropes off her. Instantly, the canine started licking the girl and sniffing her all over, like he was checking her for injuries.

      “Good boy, Riff. Calm down. Let them take those ropes off. Calm down. Calm.”

      The dog settled down a little, though he still continued to probe her and sniff her. He didn’t pay attention to anyone else, just her. That made it easier for DD to help untie him.

      Once Ysduil finished, the girl rolled her shoulders, rubbed her wrists, then petted Riff while DD finished.

      “Leena, right?” I tried again.

      “Yes. This is Riff.” The dog barked his agreement. “My mother sent you?”

      “She did. We’ll make sure you make it back to her safely.”

      “You’re…”

      “No. I’m khresha, not from this world. I’m fighting the Sodality, as you can see.” I gestured at the bodies around us, currently being searched by the others.

      “Leena,” Ysduil said, “how did you get to be here? What were they doing with you?”

      “I was looking for Riff. He ran off and I went to go find him. They found him first. He’s too friendly. He probably went right up to them, thinking he would get petted. I guess it’s good, though. If he’d been hostile, they probably would have killed him. When I ran into them, I couldn’t even get out that I was looking for him. They snatched me up and gagged me. That sent Riff into a frenzy, and they tied him up and muzzled him, too. I don’t know why they didn’t just kill us, or why they captured us. Isn’t the Sodality supposed to be the government?”

      Glasha paused her search of one of the corpses long enough to indicate what she thought of that idea. “Psht.”

      “It is strange,” I said. “Not only capturing you, but the way they’re not using the roads. They’re hiding like they don’t want anyone to know they’re here. Did you hear them talking about anything?”

      The last of Riff’s bonds finally came off and he jumped on Leena, knocking her onto the ground. She laughed as he put his paws on her chest and licked her all over the face.

      “Enough, Riff. I love you, too. Let me up now. I need to talk to our saviors.” After hugging the dog to her, she turned her head back to Ysduil. “I didn’t hear much. Mostly complaining they had to rough it. The women, anyway. The men never said anything. One mentioned something about a person who they were waiting for to give them directions. It was Nimia or Nami or something like that.”

      “Nemaea?” I asked.

      “Yes, that’s it. She had to go somewhere to the west and hadn’t come back yet, so they were waiting for word from her. A messenger came a couple of days ago and then we started moving.”

      I shared a look with Ysduil. Nemaea Shartuk. Again.

      “Okay. We should probably get you back home. Are you okay to walk? I can carry you if I have to.”

      “I can walk. They only tied me up like that at night so they wouldn’t have to worry about me trying to escape. When we traveled, they only had my hands bound so I could walk.”

      “That’s good. Let’s go, and if we see anyone on the road, please don’t let on what I am. I’ll be covering up with my cloak and hood.” I swung the cloak over me and fastened it, reaching up to adjust the hood.

      Leena gasped.

      “What is it, sweetie?” Ysduil asked.

      “Are you…the Cloak?”

      I chuckled. I liked this girl. She was bright. “Yeah. That’s what people started calling me when we…uh, made some trouble in the south.”

      “Trouble? Like killing Sodality soldiers?”

      “Yeah. Trouble like that.”

      “You’re a hero. The people in town, they all think you’re a woman. Why would they not? Anyway, they think you’re a hero, too, but they don’t talk about it much if there are Sodality people and spies around.”

      “I’m just the one that people pick out because I’m mysterious. My friends here are heroes, all of them. I’m just one of the group.”

      “Wow. Are you going to save us from the Sodality? Bring the men back?”

      “We’re going to do our best to make things right. There’s a lot of stuff to do, so it may take a little while, but we’re trying.”

      “Oooh, wait until I tell Mother about this.”

      I laughed. “Speaking of, let’s get going. The sooner we get there, the sooner you can tell her all about it.”

      It took us a full day to get back to Gweyir’s farm. When we got close, the older dog burst out of the house, barking and prancing at seeing Leena and Riff. Leena’s mother came at a more moderate pace, a huge smile on her face. After embracing her daughter, Gweyir turned to us.

      “I can’t thank you enough for what you’ve done. Where did you find them?”

      “Leena can fill you in, I think,” Ysduil told the dog woman. “We ended up coming upon her by accident. I’m glad we could help.”

      “Supper,” she said. “You must let me feed you. Please, come in, all of you. I’ll make a meal and you can tell me all about it.”

      I hesitated, glancing at the others. Glasha shrugged. Midra and Amelie just looked at me. Ysduil nodded enthusiastically. DD raised her eyebrows. I wasn’t sure what that last thing was about, but none of them seemed to have any reservations, and I was kind of hungry.

      “Sure,” Ysduil told her, “but only if you let us help you prepare it. At least fetch firewood or whatever else you need.”

      Once in the house, I presented myself to Gweyir carefully, so as not to scare the woman. She looked at me, curious, but unfazed, then listened quietly as I explained the whole khresha thing. For the third time in a handful of days, we were welcomed by people we’d only just met and given food. I was starting to think this world wasn’t such a bad place. It might actually be nice, once we got rid of the Sodality.

      Gweyir listened to Leena’s tale of how she was found and captured by the Sodality, covering her eyes at times and clutching her chest at others. When we added how we spotted the Sodality soldiers and followed them, only planning on causing trouble but finding both Leena and Riff, the older woman sighed in relief.

      “How did you spot them, though?” Gweyir asked. “You said they were north of the plateau?”

      “Yes,” DD answered. “We saw them from the top of the plateau.”

      “The…top?” The look on the dog woman’s face only reinforced how pale her face got.

      “Yeah,” I said. “We kind of went up there looking for Leena.”

      “I would never have gone up there,” the younger woman said.

      “We didn’t know that. Your mother was so worried, and it seemed like a place that you might meet something dangerous, so we gave it a try.”

      “My goodness,” Gweyir said. “You’re lucky you didn’t run into bandits.”

      “Uh…” I looked at Ysduil, not sure what to tell the dog woman.

      “We did,” my foxgirl said. “It was fine, though. They gave us food and let us stay the night. In fact, they were the ones who showed us the Sodality soldiers from the top of the plateau.”

      Gweyir blinked at us, frozen like a computer that had crashed.

      “They helped us, though I wouldn’t recommend visiting them,” I said. “It was only because Ysduil and DD are priestesses of Odona that they let us li…I mean, that they were nice to us.”

      “Priestesses?” Gweyir said. “Of Odona? You should not let anyone know about that. Don’t you know the Sodality is hunting you right now?”

      “We’re aware,” DD said. Strangely, there was no mention of how dangerous it was for me to be wandering around.

      I wanted to move on from that subject, and I had something more important to talk about. “Do you know the story of the Beautiful Farmgirl?”

      “Ooh, I loved that story when I was a girl,” Leena said, and Amelie beamed at the dog girl.

      Her mother added, “Of course we know it. Folks around here don’t look at it as just a story. We believe it was real, though maybe embellished a little bit.”

      “Really? Did it…happen here locally?”

      “I don’t know about that, though some swear it did. In any case, I think the story originated here, or somewhere close. Why are you asking about a children’s story?”

      I scratched the back of my neck, knowing how ridiculous what I was about to say would sound. “When we were on the plateau, in the afternoon, looking down at the soldiers, we saw something.”

      “Something?”

      “Yes. We saw the shadow cast from a rock formation in the afternoon sun on a wall nearby. The shadow was unmistakably of a king bowing. The crown was visible and everything.”

      “Like in the story?” Leena asked.

      “Like in the story.”

      “Wouldn’t that mean that the kingdom the farmgirl fled from was…here?”

      “It would seem so.”

      Leena’s mother stared at me, then muttered something under her breath I couldn’t make out.

      “What was that?”

      She startled. “Oh, I was thinking of old Samus Pensa. He was something of an amateur historian. He always said those ruins were an important kingdom. He never did figure out what the place was called. Not that it matters. The story doesn’t give a name to the kingdom either.”

      DD raised her chin and smiled at Midra.

      “While that’s all interesting,” the gnoll woman said, “it doesn’t really help us. Gweyir, have you seen or heard of an older black panther beastkin around here recently?”

      “Black panther beastkin are rare. I’ve heard of the younger one, the Sodality soldier.”

      “Assassin,” DD and Ysduil said at the same time.

      “Yes, of course. So the rumors say. She was here weeks ago, but then left. I still haven’t been able to get out of those she questioned what she was after. Isn’t it strange for an assassin to question town folk? Anyway, wasn’t the leader of Odona’s priestesses a black panther woman?”

      “Yes,” Ysduil said. “She’s the one we’re looking for. We think she was around here a few weeks ago.”

      “No, I haven’t heard anything about that. If you’re heading east, you might try to ask Thalosia.”

      “Thalosia?” I said.

      “Yes, she’s a witch who lives in Jackal Moor.”

      “A witch. Like with a pointed hat, broom, big cauldron, all that stuff?”

      “I-I don’t know about that. She used to be powerful, able to use magic. Before the Sodality came. I don’t know if she can still cast spells, but she knows more than anyone I’ve ever heard of. Some folks go and seek her out to ask her questions. She’s a historian and wise woman, almost like an oracle.”

      “Would she know about this area, about the ruins?”

      “If anyone did, it would be her,” the dog woman said.

      “Hmmm.” I cracked my knuckles. “It looks like we have our next destination. Someone who knows that much could definitely help us in a number of ways.”

      In the back of my mind, one thought bubbled above the rest. Maybe this witch, this scholar, could tell me how the hell I’d gotten to this world, and maybe even what the deal was with the impossible, dark, vertical tunnel we’d found in the other ruins to the south. The place that I likely fell into this world from.
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      If I thought the ascent up to the ruins north of Tillerstown was a climb, then the one we engaged in to get to Jackal Moor was a climb and a half. I mentioned it to the women and got looks of disbelief.

      “What don’t you understand about the name?” Midra asked.

      “Jackal Moor? Was this where your ancestors lived?”

      The gnoll woman huffed a breath and frowned at me. “We are not jackals. Gnosta are hyena beastkin.”

      “But your mom is a jackal-headed woman, like the ones pictured on Egyptian pictures.”

      “She is not jackal-headed. That’s offensive.”

      “I don’t mean it to be offensive. I thought jackals and hyenas are closely related.”

      “They’re not related at all. Hyenas aren’t even related to dogs. They’re closer to cat families.”

      “Really?”

      “Yes, which doesn’t make a difference anyway because I’m not a hyena, either. I’m a beastkin.”

      “A hyena beastkin,” I said.

      “Yes. Anyway, that’s not what we were talking about.”

      “What were we talking about, doggy?” Glasha slipped into the conversation.

      “I’m not a dog beastkin. Do dunim have brains that small that they can’t grasp the concept?”

      The dunim grinned.

      “Glasha, be nice,” I said.

      “Like I was saying, when I still thought it was a good idea to speak, it’s in the name.”

      “What is?”

      “Oh, for fuck’s sake. Jackal Moor. A moor is a highland area, mostly grasses and low plants. Sometimes, like this one, it means a wet, boggy area that doesn’t drain well.”

      “Oh. Huh. I never knew that. It makes sense, though, that we’re climbing. Highland area. Hmmm. Are you sure hyenas aren’t in the dog family?”

      “One more crack about dogs and I draw my sword.”

      “Heh-heh,” Glasha said. “Crack.”

      Midra sped up to join DD at the front of the group.

      As our knowledgeable gnoll had said, the terrain had few trees. It wasn’t a swampy place, but the ground did have a certain springiness to it that made me think of wet soil. Or peat. When the land leveled out, I caught glimpses of a vast canopy of green to the east.

      “Is that…?” I said.

      “Yes,” DD answered before I even finished. “It’s the Dreadlands. The western boundary swings farther west just above the swamp where the Neallirah ruins are. We’re closer to the northern boundary than we are to the Neallir swamp.”

      “Wow. It looks like it goes on forever.”

      “The Dreadlands are huge, especially north to south. They’re hundreds of miles long.”

      Gweyir gave us specific information, though she said she hadn’t visited the witch in several years, so she wasn’t sure about its current accuracy. We found the small cabin without much trouble, though, considering there were no real roads.

      We stopped within sight of the cabin. The smell of smoke saturated the area. It appeared she was not only living in the same place but currently present.

      “Is it dangerous to go knocking on a witch’s door?” I asked. “Or is there anything else I need to know before we intrude on her?”

      “Don’t be a dick,” Midra said in the most casual, off-handed way.

      I snorted. “I’ll do my best.”

      I led the others up to the door and knocked three times. When it opened, I had to do a double-take. The witch indeed did not wear a pointy hat, nor was her skin green or her nose sporting a large wart. In fact, the woman standing before me was an attractive, though older, woman. I’d given up trying to figure out ages in this world, but the few wrinkles on her face told me she wasn’t in her twenties, and probably not in her thirties, either. I’d have bet she was past her forties as well.

      The lines didn’t affect her simple beauty, but that wasn’t the main thing I noticed. Instead of hair, she had grey and white feathers on her head. A bird beastkin, and if her slightly enlarged eyes were any indication, an owl woman at that. Did that mean she was wise? I didn’t know if it worked like that, but Gweyir had told us that people sought her out for counsel and the answers to questions.

      I probably hadn’t thought through our approach, something that occurred to me when the bird woman’s eyes got even larger and her body tensed up like it was warring between whether to fight or flee.

      Shit. Not the best of first impressions.

      “Hi, I’m sorry to interrupt and surprise you. I’m not a sotin; I’m khresha. We are not with the Sodality, and Gweyir Satson sent us to speak with you. I’m Adam.” I said it all quickly and put my hand out, hoping not to frighten the woman off.

      She stared at me, then at my hand, then glanced at the women around me. When her eyes locked onto Ysduil, they softened.

      “Priestess.”

      “Good afternoon, Thalosia. My name is Ysduil. I’m Adam’s wife and, as you said, a priestess of Odona.”

      “You were captured, not terribly far from here. Recently.”

      “Yes. I was in the dungeon of the Neallir Fortress, awaiting the escort to the Summit for my execution. Adam helped me escape, himself in the dungeon waiting for his own escort to his training.”

      “I see. Well, come in. I do not intend to stand here with my door open to have a conversation.”

      My eyes met Ysduil’s and she shrugged. It wasn’t exactly the reception I’d expected, but I’d take it. At least she hadn’t threatened to kill and eat us, though her cabin did give off a serious “witch in the woods” vibe. The names Hansel and Gretel jumped into my mind, but I flushed them out.

      Once inside, I tried my introduction again. This time, she listened.

      “From another world, eh?” Thalosia said.

      “Yes. How did you know?”

      “I can smell that you’re different.” I sniffed myself and she waved her hand to shoo my actions away. “A figure of speech. I sense you are not of Tenos.”

      As far as I was concerned she’d just proven her credibility. “Do you know—”

      “You’re not here for that, though, are you?” Before I could answer, she turned to DD and narrowed her eyes. “Ah, another priestess. You there, obsil, you are connected, maybe…yes, an initiate? A dunim and a gnosta as well. Varied company you keep, Adam Townsend.”

      I thought back and realized I hadn’t given her my last name. If I weren’t so happy that she apparently knew things, I might have been a little freaked out. At least it made me feel a bit better when she needed the other women to introduce themselves.

      “What need have you that you would interrupt an old woman’s peace?” she said after the introductions. She said it with a comfortable acceptance and not in a self-deprecating manner—I was probably conservative in my estimate of her age.

      “If it’s not too much trouble, we have some questions we were hoping you could answer.”

      “Of course, of course. I don’t get many visitors in the last decade or two. Maybe it’s the loss of my magic, or maybe people hunker down in their homes and don’t care to travel like they used to. All of which I place on the Sodality’s head. As khresha, I expect you have no love for Imorith Sartyne’s little group of thugs?”

      I chuckled. “The Sodality and I don’t see eye-to-eye. I and about a hundred of the sisters, among others, are building a resistance to take the Sodality down.”

      “Good luck.”

      “Uh, thank you. Actually, one of the things we wanted to ask is if you can tell us where Gesin Wenet is. She was in the area around the Crater a few weeks ago, but we haven’t been able to find her.”

      “The Grand Priestess was nearby? I did not know that. I also cannot help you with locating her. As you know, magic is not what it once was. I still get a glimpse of things now and then, but I’ve seen nothing about Gesin. It’s too bad, really, such an interesting woman to chat with. I wish she had come to visit. Perhaps we could have avoided any danger she is in.” Her eyes went unfocused for a moment, but I wasn’t sure if it was because she was lost in memories or if it had to do with her power. She blinked a few times and her eyes grew sharp again. “Pardon me. I’m not used to visitors. Sit and we can discuss what else you might ask me.”

      We all took seats and I continued to ask my questions.

      “Are you sure there’s nothing you can do to help us find Gesin Wenet? There’s a Sodality assassin in the area, or at least she was. We’re afraid she might be after the Grand Priestess, or us.”

      “I’m sorry, but there’s nothing I can do. I’ve lost much of my power since the Sodality threw magic into disarray. Even before, finding a specific person proved to be difficult. I don’t know why. You, of all people, should understand how intricate the use of magical power is.”

      I narrowed my eyes at the witch. “What do you mean?”

      “Even weakened as I am, I can sense the power within you. It’s unrefined, but powerful. At least, it can be. You must learn to use it more efficiently if you would face the Sodality. Take advantage of every opportunity you can to refine your understanding and use. Practice, stretch, learn new things. Most of all, unify your body, mind, and center of magical energy. If all those things are not harmonious, you may do yourself harm, possibly harm others.”

      “Can you help me with that?”

      “Regrettably, no. The magic of women is related, but of a different kind than that of men. Anything I might teach you would probably confuse the issue, holding you back rather than helping you step forward.”

      “Okay. What do you know about the story of the Beautiful Farmgirl?”

      The bird woman burst out with laughter. “That is the question you would ask? What I know about a children’s tale?”

      “You didn’t say there was a limit to questions, and this one seems important.”

      “I grew up in this part of the world. I enjoyed the story when I was younger, but many people here in the northern part of Western Tenos see it as something else. They think it’s a true story, or at least one based on truth.”

      “What do you think?”

      “I think you should stop wasting my time and ask the question you’re trying to get to.”

      I smirked at the old woman. “Fine. When we were in the ruins, on top of the plateau north of Tillerstown, we saw the shadow of a rock formation on a crumbling wall. It was of a king bowing, complete with a crown and beard.”

      “And?”

      “That’s the same thing as was in the story.”

      “And?”

      “I would like to know what you know about that. Or think about it.”

      “I think it’s clear. There were some rocks that made a shadow in the story and you saw the same thing. It doesn’t mean any more than that.”

      “But they’re the same,” I said. “Does that mean the story is true? Are the other parts true as well?”

      “I don’t know. That is one conclusion to be drawn from what you saw. Or perhaps the rock formation predates the story and the author simply put in something that was familiar, either drawing on personal experience because they lacked imagination, or to give local recipients of the story something that made the tale seem real.

      “Very little is known about those ruins. Apparently, it was a minor kingdom, with a petty king, but we don’t know much more than that. Not even a name. If you saw something that was described in the story, it could mean something or nothing. If it’s important to you, continue looking. If you find other similarities to the story in real life, perhaps you’ll have your answer.”

      I ran my fingers through my hair. “What is it with the lack of history in this world? I ran into the same thing when I asked about Neallirah after we visited there.”

      “Ah, Neallirah. Now that is a subject I know a fair bit about. Have you questions about that?”
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      I blinked at the bird woman. “Do I have questions about Neallirah? How much time have you got?” I grinned, but her face remained in the same neutral expression she’d had since the shock at seeing a man at her door wore off.

      “What do you know of the ancient city?” Thalosia asked.

      “Only that it’s mostly underwater now, and that I was found there. We also explored it a little bit and found some crocodile people and a strange underwater room that had a current flowing out of it somehow, though we couldn’t find anything coming into it. It also stretched up much farther than was possible, judging by the hill it was underneath.”

      “You know nothing, then.”

      Rude! “Yeah, I guess so. Can you tell me about any of those things? The crocodile people, the strange room, the whole damn city being underwater?”

      “No.”

      “What can you tell me about the city?”

      “I cannot tell you what is, but what was.”

      “Okay, yeah. That sounds good. No one I’ve talked to knows much about the city that existed before it was in ruins.”

      “Very good, then,” the witch said. “Neallirah was the shining jewel of the world many thousands of years ago. No one knows exactly how long, but suffice it to say it was millennia.”

      “Why is history so foggy in this world? Every time I ask about something or someone tells me about a new place or thing we come across, the answer is always the same. ‘No one knows.’ Why can’t you people keep track of your own history?”

      For the first time, the bird woman’s mouth showed the hint of a smile. “I could discuss that question for days at a time, but I will not. Be satisfied that things happened in the past—mostly magical things—that made recording what went before difficult. Instead, let me continue with the information you asked about. Neallirah.

      “As I said, it was a grand and exceedingly special city. It was named after its founder and eternal protector, Nealli, a demi-god and heroine to the world.”

      I was going to interrupt again, this time asking why all the heroes I’d heard about so far had been women. I had second thoughts, though, for two reasons. I didn’t want to sidetrack the witch again, and I didn’t want to hear Midra accuse me of believing women couldn’t be heroes.

      “But Nealli wasn’t only a demi-god and heroine. She founded the city to be a place of heroes. From the start, she recruited the most promising men and women to join her in the city; to train, to develop their talents, and to watch over the whole of Tenos. It was the greatest of privileges to be accepted to be one of the heroes of Neallirah, and for many hundreds of years this shining beacon of selfless heroism met the challenges to keep people safe.

      “Then came the great enemy, a foe so powerful that even the might of the heroes of Neallirah paled against his wrath. I say ‘his’ but as with many things, no one knows for sure if the powerful enemy was male, female, or even some new type of being this world knew nothing about. What we do know is that many of the heroes of Neallirah fell to the evil that arrived with the sole purpose of ravaging the entire world.

      “Nealli entered the battle herself, but after days of fighting, could not defeat the foe. In the end, she took Aycrish’s example, but with a slight difference. Whereas Aycrish fought and defeated Zyoxi the World-Render, then died afterwards of her wounds, Nealli realized she could never defeat the new enemy without increasing her power in some way.

      “This she did by magically borrowing power from her future self. In a spell that should have been impossible, the demi-god not only borrowed what magic she would have later on, but we think she borrowed it from her other selves in different worlds. She used the power she obtained and in single combat caused devastation that the world had never seen. Though it was directed at the enemy, the collateral effects were remarkable. Evidence can still be seen of the depth of that power, in the Scar in Eastern Tenos and the Crater in Western Tenos.

      “The battle raged throughout the world until Nealli finally held the great foe at the gates of her city itself. It had long been vacant, all the other heroes defeated by the great opposer or its minions. It was a fitting place for the end of the war.

      “There did Nealli strike down the foe, wreaking such havoc that the ground opened up and massive underground rivers and lakes dumped their contents onto the surface, deluging her precious city. As the defeated foe died, so did Nealli, haven stolen her future to give her power in her present.

      “As time passed, nearly all details of the great foe, of the sacred city of Neallirah, and the heroes who used to inhabit the city passed into forgetfulness. Nealli’s name could still be found, by those with a knack for finding such things, but other than this tale and the demi-goddess’s name, no information remains.”

      I chewed on what Thalosia said for a few minutes. It was still pretty general, but much more information than I’d gotten on any other history since I’d been in Tenos, except maybe the story about Aycrish.

      “So, the city—ruins now—does it have magic?” I finally asked.

      “Perhaps. I sensed some when I visited it, though it was faint. Suppressed. I had thought to unravel the mystery, but time passed and then the Sodality arose and my ideas of solving the puzzle fled from me. There are other places in the world where magic may be felt, an affinity the specific location has for magical power. At least, there were. I don’t know if they still exist. Maybe someday I will travel again and find out.”

      “How do you know all this? No one else seems to be able to come up with any reasonable history more than a century or two ago.”

      “I am a scholar, a historian. More importantly, before the balance of magic was affected, I had the use of my gifts to find information hidden to others. Even those were foiled more times than not. I have suspicions about the reasons, but I will not speak of those now. My visit to the dead city sparked several visions that provided me with the information I tell you now.”

      “Thank you, Thalosia. You’ve given me some things to think about. Unfortunately, though this is all interesting, it doesn’t do anything to tell us where we should go next.”

      “You may be looking for direction when you should be thinking upon what you already know.”

      “How do you mean?”

      The bird woman gave me a flat look. “Your first questions were of Gesin Wenet. Instead of some grand magical proclamation, perhaps you should use some common sense. If you were the Grand Priestess of the children of Odona and you were alone and being hunted by the Sodality, where would you go?”

      “I’d try to find somewhere safe,” I said, feeling a little stupid as I did. Talk about stating the obvious.

      “Ooh.” It was Ysduil, who’d been remarkably quiet during all the questions and answers. “One of the safe locations.”

      Thalosia gave Ysduil a big smile. “Exactly. I believe you know one or two in the north.”

      “I had left one a day before I was captured. There was another within a day or two of where they apprehended me.”

      “It may not be exactly what you were looking for, but perhaps it is a start?”

      “Yes. Thank you, Thalosia. I don’t know why I didn’t think of it sooner.”

      “It’s simple, dear. Most people are more concerned about where they are right now than where they may—or should—be in the future. You sought for your Grand Priestess where she was, not thinking about how you might encounter her by predicting where she would go.”

      “You really are wise,” my foxgirl said.

      “It is the benefit of experience. I’ve had plenty of practice in searching for lost things, even if my magic could not locate them.”

      Later, Ysduil, DD, and I sat near the fire to discuss our next move. Glasha was nearby, chatting softly with Amelie and Midra, only half paying attention to us.

      “If we’re going to go looking for the safe places where sisters might be, we’ll have to be careful,” my foxgirl said. “The last thing we want is to call attention to sisters in hiding.”

      I looked around for Thalosia, but she’d gone outside the cabin for some reason. “Do you think any of the priestesses will be there?”

      “I don’t know. It seems like so long ago since I was there. There weren’t many around to begin with, but they may have fled after hearing about me. They should have done so.”

      “I haven’t been in this part of the world for at least two years,” DD said. “Most of my work has been for Nysea in Eastern Tenos of late. I only know of one safe haven north of here.”

      “The one near Rivercross?” Ysduil asked.

      “Yes. Where is the one you were heading for when you were captured?”

      “Closer to the Teeth of the Destroyer. At the edge of Sorin’s Thicket.”

      “Wait,” I said. “The what?”

      Ysduil turned to me. “The Teeth of the Destroyer. It’s a mountain range in the northeastern part of Western Tenos. You have to understand that the northern edge of this section of the world is more populated than most of the other areas on this side of the Dreadlands. Rivercross is a small mining community. Three communities are west of there, arranged in a rough triangle. Dimgarde is the northern point, Darkgrave is the eastern, and Icehill is to the west. Further west is Dewfrost, which is larger than the others, the only city in the north.”

      “That sounds like there will be a lot of people around who will see us,” I said.

      “Maybe. They’re spread out, so it’s not like it is in the east. You haven’t been to cities in the east, though, so you probably don’t know what I’m talking about. We’ll be fine on the roads. There will be some traffic, but not too many people. Keep your hood up, and unless people suspect you of being the Cloak, we should be fine. Besides, we’ll be going northeast. Fewer people live at the edges of Western Tenos.”

      DD let out a little sigh. “True, but if we find Gesin there, or any of the other sisters, we’ll need to figure out how to smuggle them south and into the Dreadlands to get them to Odonasia.”

      I’d been concerned about that, too. “Can we take them through the Dreadlands?”

      “No,” both women said at the same time, a little more urgently than seemed necessary. They looked at each other, and DD gestured for Ysduil to explain.

      “You haven’t seen any maps, but the Dreadlands look like this.” She motioned with her hands, describing a shape that I imagined was like a skull, with a big, round top and then narrowing on the bottom half. “If we were to enter the Dreadlands in the north, it would be at least two hundred miles of travel through the deadliest part to get to Odonasia.”

      “Allegedly the deadliest part,” Glasha offered. “No one I know is sure, but rumors are that the most powerful monsters live in the center of the northern portion.”

      “Okay, then,” I said. “So going straight east would be a problem. The simplest way would be to follow the edge of the Dreadlands down to near the Neallir Fortress, then head in to get to Glasha’s village.”

      “That’s what I’d do,” DD said. “Except it would mean climbing up into these highlands again, and then down the other side.”

      Ysduil chewed on a fingernail. “But what if we find sisters but don’t find Gesin and have to go somewhere else looking for her? Or for the princess?”

      I put my hands up. “Whoa, Yssy. Let’s worry about one thing at a time. If we’re faced with that, we’ll decide when it happens. No use in worrying about it now.”

      The foxgirl moved over to sit on my lap and leaned her head onto my shoulder. “You’re right. First we have to go through Jackal Moor to the north, following the edge of the Dreadlands to the first safe place near Rivercross.”

      “I guess we know what we need to do, then,” I said. “Hopefully along the way, we’ll find the Grand Priestess, figure out how to find the princess, and maybe add a little bit to the Cloak’s reputation. While spreading word of the Echo of Yequn, of course.”

      Midra snorted. “Oh, that’s all. Good thing we don’t have any difficult jobs to do.”
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      We made good time going north after saying goodbye to Thalosia. We were effusive in our thanks, but the witch treated us professionally, even clinically. She’d helped us, though, and that was all that really mattered.

      Before we’d been moving more than two hours, we began the descent from the highlands of the Jackal Moor, wending our way down with the dense bulk of the Dreadlands constantly to our right.

      “Is it just me or is the Dreadlands denser here than either near Neallir Fortress or on the eastern side near Odonasia?” I asked, glancing at the imposing and heavily forested area that stretched all the way to the horizon.

      “Maybe thicker,” Glasha said. “Hard to tell this far away.”

      We weren’t at the edge, but at least ten miles away from where the line of thick vegetation started in earnest. It was open grassland with few trees and some scattered brush, and then a green wall that looked to be able to stop not only trespass, but even sight.

      “No one has ever studied the Dreadlands,” DD said. “At least, not that I know of. I would think scholars would want to dig up its secrets, but any attempts I’ve ever heard of—the very few there were—ended quickly when the explorers disappeared. Even the Sodality armies didn’t dare to go into the more dangerous central parts of the Dreadlands. They went only as far as necessary to take the men from the monster tribes, then turned around and left quickly.”

      “I still can’t believe the size of the thing,” I said. “I mean, you told me how many miles across it is, but to see it really impresses the idea on me. Especially viewing it from up higher, as we are now.”

      “It’s mysterious and dangerous,” Ysduil stated. “Our concern is more toward there, though.” She pointed to the north. We were almost to the level of the surrounding terrain, and I sighed at the familiar sight of more conventional forest, interspersed with some rolling hills, a few rocky mountains, and areas with sparse, scattered trees.

      “We’re heading due north, then?” I asked.

      The foxgirl nodded. “Yes. It’s very easy navigation. We’ll follow the edge of the Dreadlands until it curves off to the east. Then we’ll head northwest toward the ocean and our destination will be there, close to Rivercross.”

      “What’s the deal with that place?”

      “It’s a small village that grew up around the mining operation there. It’s important to the Sodality, so they have a functionary acting as the mine and village administrator. Sort of a cross between a mayor and a mine manager.”

      “What do they mine there?”

      “Orichalcum.”

      I stopped and turned to Ysduil, who was walking next to me on my left. “Wait. Orichalcum? That’s a real thing here?”

      “Of course,” DD said. “It’s one of the most valuable metals in the world, both because of rarity and because of the properties that make it an ideal metal for weapons and armor.”

      “It’s not just an alloy of copper and gold, or copper and other metals?”

      “No, it’s not an alloy. It’s an element, one of the base metals. Probably the most important one. Why are you grimacing?”

      I put my hand up to feel my face. “I’m not grimacing.”

      “Yeah, you’re pretty much grimacing,” Midra said, breaking her total silence so far on our trek for that statement.

      “I’m not.”

      “I have to agree with doggy,” Glasha said. “You’re grimacing.”

      I wasn’t going to win this argument, so I ignored the dunim. “A base metal? So it’s not the orichalcum that was supposed to have been used in Atlantis, but the video game metal.”

      It wasn’t a question, but Ysduil treated it like one. “I don’t know. Does anyone know what he’s talking about?”

      “Never mind that. Do you guys have mithril, too?”

      “Never heard of it,” DD said.

      “Oookaaaay. So we’re heading toward an orichalcum mine. Maybe we should take some of it. Wouldn’t it be handy to have around?”

      “It would hurt the Sodality if we took some,” Ysduil agreed. “I bet Eydra could make some items with it.”

      “Good. Let’s keep our eye out for some and we’ll see what we can do. Too bad you don’t have bags of holding in this world. That would make it easier to carry some away.”

      All I got for that statement was confused looks, so I dropped the entire conversation.

      As Ysduil had said, we reached the edge of the Dreadlands where it suddenly veered off to the right. If we continued along the edge, following it east, we’d plunge into a tangle of trees and other vegetation that was even denser than the Dreadlands.

      “Sorin’s Thicket, I assume,” I said.

      “Yes,” DD confirmed. “I don’t think it’s dangerous like the Dreadlands, but it would be a chore trying to get through that mess. Luckily, we can skirt the thicket and head straight for the sisters’ hiding place, threading our way between it and the actual village of Rivercross. You should continue to keep your hood up. We may see people.”

      I nodded but wasn’t sure how distinct the motion was with the hood in place. The damn thing still irritated me and I’d rather have been free of it, but I’d become at least a little accustomed to it, even in the midst of battle.

      When Ysduil led us to a thick copse of trees, I thought we might skirt that, too, but she plunged in, navigating without any trail I could see. She led us around, through several gyrations that I figured were to keep others from following us directly. After more than an hour of wandering, we found ourselves in front of two cabins nestled in between a couple of hills, nearly disappearing in the surroundings. They’d been painted in what looked like a camo pattern, with branches and bits of plants affixed to some of the walls and the roofs, many of them appearing to be live and growing.

      What wasn’t camouflaged, though, were the broken doors that indicated no one was currently living there.

      “Oh no,” Ysduil said, rushing toward the closest of the two structures. She carried her staff, but I wasn’t comfortable with her moving in so quickly.

      “Yssy.” I drew my sword and blurred to catch up to her, my eyes scanning for danger. My other companions readied their weapons, DD nocking an arrow and following us closely with her eyes.

      Enough daylight came through the door to see inside the house. Other than some smashed furniture, we didn’t find anything of interest. What eased my frayed nerves a little was what we didn’t find.

      “I don’t see any blood. If the sisters were attacked, even if they were overwhelmed, there would be some blood. Either theirs or their attackers. It looks to me like whoever did this was frustrated they didn’t find anyone.”

      “I hope so,” my foxgirl said, her lips pulled back like she was snarling.

      The second building was the same thing. No people, no blood, nothing else to indicate the sisters were taken.

      DD put her arrow back in her quiver. “They must have known it was coming, or they had already left beforehand. Do you think they went to the other safe house, Ysduil?”

      “I don’t know. There is not much else near here where they could hide or take refuge. Not long term. If someone found this place, though, I wonder if the other was compromised. We have to go check it.”

      “Of course,” I said. “Especially now, since we found this. How many sisters were here when you left?”

      “Only four. I’m not sure how many were at the other place. No one keeps track of that type of information. If we’re caught, we don’t want to be able to give up important information under torture. It’s why not every sister knows where every safe hiding place is.”

      “True,” DD said. “I didn’t even know about the other place Ysduil will take us to. Speaking of which, we should decide if we’ll stay the night here or go somewhere else. It’ll be dark soon, and we need to rest.”

      We stayed in one of the cabins that night, figuring that there would be no reason for the Sodality to raid it again. Assuming they’d been the ones to break into them in the first place. Ysduil and DD took turns using the other cabin for their daily ritual and after a meal cooked in an actual fireplace, we went to sleep. Other than the one assigned watch duty.

      Even with the middle watch, it was still as relaxing a night as I’d had in a while. Something about being surrounded by walls allowed my subconscious to enjoy its peaceful sleep, even if it was broken up by having to stand watch.

      In the morning, we headed out toward the east. Before midday, we came upon a farmhouse with some small fields around it. I smelled garlic even from the trees we were within. As we skirted the open area, Ysduil glanced at the structure, a sad look on her face.

      “Is that…” I started.

      “Yes. That’s the farm I came to and asked if I could stay the night. I’d left the other safe house late in the day and was tired, so I thought I’d rest. If I would have kept going, or slept in the forest, then—”

      “Then you wouldn’t have been captured, mistreated, and dragged to the fortress, waiting to be executed.”

      The foxgirl looked me in the eye. “No. What I was going to say what that then I wouldn’t have met you, Adam. I owe that woman a debt of gratitude. Meeting you was the best thing that ever happened to me, and it might be the best thing that’s ever happened to the world.”

      “I’ll go kill her for you,” Glasha said, and started toward the farmhouse.

      “Whoa, wait a minute there, Conan.”

      She looked at me with her brow furrowed. “My name is Glasha.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Yeah, I know. Never mind about that. You can’t just go in there and kill a woman in cold blood in her own home.”

      “I can.”

      “What I meant is that you shouldn’t do that.”

      “I should.”

      None of the others seemed to have a problem with the dunim’s proposed plan. None except Ysduil. She put her hand on Glasha’s arm.

      “No, Glasha. Don’t do that.”

      “She betrayed you, trapped you, brought the Sodality in to take you away. If times were like they are now, you may have been killed on sight.”

      “But I wasn’t. Instead, I met Adam and you, and Amelie. I found DD again. Met Midra and her mother. Your entire tribe. Helped to take down the fortress. Things worked out pretty well, so far as what this woman did to me.”

      “There may be others. She will do the same thing again.”

      The foxgirl dropped her arm. “Probably, but killing her will do no good. We will have to kill at times, but if we make that our standard behavior, we will harm ourselves as well as others. Please.”

      Glasha’s jaw moved, grinding her teeth, but she nodded. “Only because you ask it of me.”

      “Thank you.” Ysduil kissed Glasha on the cheek and the dunim blushed. “Let’s move on. Only a few more hours.”

      The day wore on and we got closer both to the northern edge of the Dreadlands and the mountains we’d seen through the trees for most of our trip. They were unlike anything I’d ever seen.

      The first thing that came to mind was volcanic glass. The mountains seemed a mess of needle-like spikes, kind of like teeth or fangs. The bunch of them looked like they’d abruptly thrust up through the ground to puncture the sky, killing anything that had been on the surface.

      “The Teeth of the Destroyer,” DD said. I recognized it from our conversation on our way down from Jackal Moor.

      “That’s…a pretty cool name. Ominous, but cool. Who is the destroyer?”

      “No one knows.”

      Shit. That old statement again. “Really? Another great mystery?”

      “My mother told me once that the monster tribes near here have a different name for those mountains,” Midra said. “Surtonus-Thalminach.”

      “Ooh, I take back what I said earlier. That is a cool name. Don’t tell me, no one knows what it means.”

      I paused in my inspection of the mountains, which were still miles away, to see what the silence was about. I found all the women looking at me.

      “What?”

      “Nothing,” Midra said.

      “You’re not going to answer me?”

      “Did you ask a question?”

      “I implied one.”

      “You said not to tell you that no one knows what it means.”

      “Does anyone know what it means?”

      “You told us not to tell you.”

      “Oh, for fuck’s sake.”

      Everyone but Amelie burst out laughing. The bunny girl smiled, though, while shifting her gaze from one person to another.

      “If you’ll notice,” DD said, “the mountains go well into the Dreadlands and reach all the way to the ocean. They prevent anyone from passing into the Surtoran Waste. One could go through the Dreadlands, surviving it would be another matter. Even then, a traveler would face the miles of sand and desolation.”

      “Nysea told me about how the Waste was boxed off like that. What stops anyone from going over the mountains along the coast and seeing what’s on the other side of the Waste?”

      “Look at those mountains,” Ysduil said. “I don’t know how one would climb them. Legend says there are dangerous things that dwell there, too. Even more dangerous than in the Dreadlands.”

      “Ships,” I said. “Why not sail around, going up the coast?”

      DD shook her head. “It’s been tried. Strong currents, whirlpools, and sharp rocks have destroyed any ship that has attempted it. Any survivors are rumored to be eaten by the sea monsters who live in the waters.”

      “Damn. Are you sure one of your gods isn’t responsible? It sounds like someone tried very hard to keep people away. Don’t you ever wonder what’s north of the Waste?”

      “There is nothing north of the Waste,” Glasha said.

      “She’s right,” Midra added.

      Ysduil nodded emphatically. “Yep. Put it out of your mind, Adam. We’re almost there.”

      I did as my wife asked, but part of me filed away what they’d told me. It seemed awfully suspicious, like a door in a large house that everyone was told not to open in a mystery or horror story.

      As the last of the light from the setting sun helped us see the path, Ysduil brought us to a great, gnarled tree that looked like it was a thousand years old. On the base of a nearby rocky hill, a dark slash caught my eye as the foxgirl headed toward it.

      A flash of movement from the tree resolved itself into a small woman who couldn’t have been more than three and a half feet tall. Her strawberry blonde hair, tied in a ponytail at the back, defied gravity as she fell, then whipped wildly as she rolled gracefully to her feet, holding a pair of hand sickles. Draped tightly across her form was a familiar white dress.

      “It’s about fucking time someone else got here,” she said in a voice so high-pitched, I had the urge to laugh. Until I looked more closely and saw the hatred in her eyes.
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      Ysduil rushed forward and I tried to get out the words to stop her, but my shock at that deadly gaze in the small woman’s bright green eyes had me flummoxed for a moment.

      “Odri!”

      My foxgirl threw her arms around the woman, who somehow sheathed her weapons at her waist before Ysduil could hurt herself on them.

      I stared at the spectacle of my wife hugging yet another woman I didn’t know. In the midst of what appeared to be a wrestling match, I inspected the newcomer.

      Standing next to—or actually, entwined with—Ysduil, the woman looked even smaller than I’d originally thought. Her gingery blonde head didn’t even reach my foxgirl’s breasts, but that didn’t stop her from wrapping her arms around Ysduil’s waist and squeezing.

      As with pretty much every priestess I’d ever seen, the white dress fit like it was painted on. It wouldn’t have been my first choice for climbing trees to attack intruders, but despite how it hugged every curve, it didn’t seem to impede her movement. And she had curves.

      “Avecry,” DD said from next to me.

      “What?”

      “Avecry. That’s what Odrifa is. A gnome. You’ve seen one before. One of Adrisse’s healers in Odonasia is of that race. Azhora Wole.”

      “Ah, yeah.” A gnome. Even having met Azhora, it still seemed strange to me how this new priestess looked. Something in me insisted that gnomes should have different body proportions than the larger races. Not quite how dwarfs on my world had different dimensions, but still not the same as human.

      This woman was like a shrunk-down human. Everything about her, from her oval face to the length of her limbs, to the pleasing curves of her body, was like the ideal human woman. Just smaller. If I saw her in the appropriate setting, without another person around, I would think she was a regularly sized human.

      My musings were interrupted when the two women broke their embrace.

      “Delmia?” the small woman said, and another tangle of limbs ensued, with Ysduil standing by beaming at the pair.

      Once the hugging was done, the small priestess turned her head toward me, glaring. She even moved as if to shield Ysduil, putting herself between us. “What is that?” The raw anger she infused in the words made the hair on the back of my neck stick up.

      Ysduil shuffled around the other priestess to put her arm in mine and give me a kiss on the cheek.

      “This is Adam. He’s a khresha, from another world. He’s also my husband.”

      The small woman’s beautiful face lost all emotion and her mouth dropped open.

      Ysduil didn’t miss a beat. “Let me introduce everyone and we can talk about why we’re here. Everyone, this is Odrifa Zerus, priestess and my good friend. She’s also, without a doubt, the best warrior priestess we have. Anywhere.”

      From there, Ysduil gave our names to Odrifa, but her eyes never really left me. The anger had fled, replaced by a dazed look of disbelief. After all the introductions, we followed Odrifa to the cave I’d spotted.

      “Sisters,” the small woman said, “I bring visitors.”

      Two other women in the white priestess dresses came to the entrance. Odrifa pointed to one of them, a tall woman with no hair on her head and eyes that seemed a bit off. I took in her lack of earlobes—only small holes in the side of her head where they should be—and then noticed with a start that her bald head was not actually bald. It was covered in fine scales, like the type on the underbody of a snake. Her eyes looked like those of a snake as well, yellow with vertical slits, slightly hypnotic.

      “This is Neasale Rimorus.”

      “…and this is Asami.” The form of the other woman was more familiar. She was a vinem, fluffy foxtail standing out behind her and dark-brown ears and hair.

      “Sisters, this is Adam Townsend, Glasha Axecrusher, Midra, Amelie Lendon, and you probably know our sisters Ysduil Fennis and Delmia Dewsheen.”

      I greeted the women politely, but couldn’t stop myself from asking Asami what was on my mind.

      “Asami, do you have a sister named Yukaru?” Besides being a foxgirl, Asami’s narrow features reminded me a lot of the priestess back in Odonasia I’d met a few times.

      The vinem bowed toward me. “I have many sisters, such as these four here. But I think you are speaking of my cousin Yukaru. Have you met her?”

      “I have. She’s a polite and friendly person, and a credit to the sisters.”

      “She is a good girl, though at times she can be more than a little unrestrained.” As we were talking about a priestess of Odona, I was pretty sure I knew what that meant. “Have you seen her recently? I have had no news of her. It is uncertain at any time if any of the sisters are alive or have been taken. We heard that Ysduil had been captured.”

      “I have seen her,” I said. “I spoke with her less than two weeks ago. As for the details, and about Ysduil’s capture, maybe we should sit. There’s a lot to tell you three.”

      We ended up in the cave, most of us sitting on the floor in front of a ring of stones with a fire blazing inside of it. After explaining Ysduil’s situation and how we’d met, we gave the three priestesses a summary of what happened leading up to our settling in the Dreadlands.

      “So, we destroyed the Neallir Fortress as best we could and then all went back through the dragon tunnels to Odonasia, along with our new allies of Midra’s gnosta tribe. We’re working on gaining other allies while building has been started to make Odonasia a village or town.”

      Odrifa had gotten over her tension at my presence during our discussion, and she looked at me wide-eyed. “A hundred sisters, all in one place? That is something unknown of during my lifetime, since the Sodality took power. Odonasia? What a blessing to have a place sanctified to the goddess herself.”

      “Adam came up with the name,” Ysduil said. “When he told us, Nysea kissed him for two minutes straight, and would have done more had she not needed to go and talk to the senior sisters.”

      Odrifa laughed louder than her small body should have been able to. “I miss Nysea.” Her face grew more serious. “Are any other of the high priestesses with her?”

      DD shook her head, her own expression bleak. “No, but that brings us to what has happened since we’ve been here in Western Tenos.” After a brief explanation of the search for the princess and the mission to draw attention away from Odonasia, she got to the meat of things. “We rescued a sister from being taken to be executed. It was Aewen Insen.”

      All three of the newly met priestesses went pale.

      “You understand what that means,” Ysduil said. Not a question. “She had been with Gesin Wenet until the Grand Priestess ordered her to split up, ostensibly to draw the Sodality forces that were after them away so Gesin could go free. Of course, Gesin being Gesin, she had actually sent Aewen away for her own safety while leading the Sodality away herself.

      “Aewen has since gone back to find Glasha’s village in the Dreadlands to wait for us, but we have been looking for Gesin. Have you any news?”

      “No,” Asami said. “The last we heard was weeks ago, when the local Sodality forces from Rivercross found the other safe houses. We figured she had gotten away.”

      “She did,” DD said. “At least as far as the Crater. That’s when her pursuer caught up to her. Aewen said it was Nemaea Shartuk.”

      Odrifa gasped. “The black hunter?”

      DD nodded.

      Silence reigned for a few moments. I didn’t want to turn our meeting into a mourning session, so I decided to bring things around.

      “We are looking for the Grand Priestess and we will continue to do so. We’ve been to the Crater, to Dunametha, through Stonecleft and Tillerstown, even to the Jackal Moor to ask the witch Thalosia for help. It doesn’t look like we’re going any farther east, so unless you three can give us some information, we’ll head west and see if we can find clues to where Gesin is. We also still have a princess to search for and trouble to cause the Sodality.”

      “I am afraid we have nothing that will aid you,” Neasale said. “It is enough trying to evade capture. We fear that since the Sodality has found the other safe houses, they will soon find us here. It is time for us to take the chance and move.”

      “Don’t trust the woman in the farm to the west,” Glasha said. “She’s the one who brought the Sodality to capture Ysduil.”

      “We know,” Asami said. “It has been a burden to keep Odrifa from going to kill the woman.”

      Glasha and the gnome priestess shared predatory grins.

      I shook my head at them. “The way I see it, you three can choose to make your own way, or you can come with us. It won’t be safe, but it’s not really safe anywhere for sisters right now.”

      The three traded looks.

      “It’s a difficult decision, we know,” Ysduil said. “There is a third option, though. If you don’t want to come with us, we can give you directions to go to Glasha’s village. You can wait there with Aewen and when we get finished with what we’re doing, we can all go back through the dragon tunnels to Odonasia.”

      “Can we not go through the tunnels ourselves?” Asami asked.

      “I…wouldn’t advise trying that,” I said. “The dragonkin who guard the tunnels may not give you the chance to explain yourself before killing you all. They’re very protective of their domains, and things are getting more dangerous—or at least stranger—in the Dreadlands. Best if you wait for us.”

      The sisters discussed the matter for long minutes, Odrifa pointing out that if they would have to wait at the village until we return anyway, they might as well go with us. The final decision came when Asami gave a heartfelt plea to her sisters.

      “It shames me that I am so weak, but only by Odona’s blessing have I not crumpled completely under the trials I have faced in these last years. I would very much like to go to a place where I can rest for a time without running or fighting. I understand if you two would like to go with Ysduil and Delmia, but I don’t know if I can handle it. It also scares me to make a trip such as this without the assistance of those who are more martially capable.” She looked at Odrifa.

      “You’re right,” the gnome said. “I would like to go with them, to inflict some damage on the Sodality after all they have done. But my vengeance can wait. It is more important to me to aid my sisters. I’ll go with you to the dunim village.”

      I let out a long, relieved breath. “Odrifa, just so you know, I predict a lot of opportunities to fight the Sodality in the future. It’s basically guaranteed. It’s the whole point of the resistance.”

      The gnome answered me with a feral grin as she fingered the weapons at her sides.
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      Though all five priestesses were thrilled to have found each other, as conversation turned to news of what each had been up to for the last weeks and months, things took a decidedly grim turn. So many hardships, dangers, and loss of cherished friends. Mercifully, we got to bed early, knowing we’d have traveling to do in the morning.

      The cave wasn’t a tunnel system like the one we’d adopted for Odonasia. It was a single chamber, large enough for all of us to comfortably sleep in, but not so big that the fire in the center didn’t keep the whole thing warm. Through some trick of the ceiling geometry, or simply because the chamber was shallow enough at less than twenty feet across that there was plenty of fresh air coming in, the space didn’t fill up with smoke.

      DD took the first watch, settling herself at the mouth of the cave. Odrifa was scheduled for the middle shift, with Midra volunteering for the third. With the women protecting us, I fell asleep quickly.

      At some point during the night, I woke. Looking around while trying not to inconvenience my three girls—who were huddled in a bunch around me—I tried to figure out what had broken my sleep. I lay on my side and a casual glance around didn’t show me anything, but as I blinked and focused my eyes, they caught movement across the cavern. What’s more, my ears picked up the little sounds that must have been the culprit in my awakening.

      On a few blankets spread out on the floor, Asami and Neasale were thrashing. Softly, slowly, but still moving as if they were having bad dreams. The longer I looked, the more resolution I found in the dark. My eyes went wide when I could finally get the whole picture of what was happening.

      The snake girl, Neasale, sat atop the foxgirl. I recognized slight noises, a bit louder than the shuffling on the blankets, as the faint whisper of panted breaths, soft squeaks, and even the occasional moan. Neasale dipped down and the two priestesses’s faces met with a hushed wet sliding sound.

      As the two kissed, the snake girl, who wore no clothes, curved her spine in a way that no human could, rubbing her breasts on the foxgirl’s similarly bare chest.

      For a moment, I froze, my eyes still locked on the women. It felt like a violation, me seeing them. Then I remembered where I was and who they were. On Tenos, the priestesses of Odona would seek their pleasure every day. It was a requirement. I’d been around the sisters enough to know that they had no problem with others watching. In fact, most of those I’d met preferred to make a show of it. My conscience eased, I settled in to see what happened.

      I had to hand it to the two, they were very good at keeping quiet. I heard their enticing noises because I was straining to do so, but so far, as much as I could tell, their activities hadn’t woken anyone else up.

      Neasale’s long body stretched out, placing her nipples right over Asami’s face. The foxgirl didn’t hesitate to take advantage and latch onto one with her mouth while a hand took the other, kneading it. Her second hand went to the snake girl’s ass, which was bared to me from my vantage point. The slow caress up one cheek and into the crack had Neasale’s back arching more sharply. She sucked in a sharp breath.

      As Asami worked Neasale’s tits and ass, the snake girl wasn’t idle. She spread her legs out—like a frog stretch—and ground her naked pussy against Asami’s equally unclothed slit. In what I recognized as the tribbing that Ysduil had said the sisters engaged in, both bodies thrust vigorously against each other, a soft slushing and slapping sound reaching me.

      I didn’t want to move, but had to adjust myself because of the tension of my raging hard-on. Just a small movement and then my complete attention was back on the sexy priestesses grinding on each other and getting more and more energetic with it as every second passed.

      I had to close my eyes briefly a few times as the sounds washed over me and the reactions of the women reached into my core and mashed on my internal arousal button. The moans and whispers multiplied—and quickened—though the volume remained the same, something that impressed the hell out of me. I wanted to moan loudly just watching them; their self-control must have been monumental.

      I laid in the swirl of my arousal for a time as I watched the two priestesses grind themselves into orgasms, kissing and sucking and fondling each other with such precision, it was obvious they knew each other’s bodies well. They finally settled down, each sighing softly and sharing one last kiss before embracing each other, resting on their sides, and going still. The deep, regular breathing of sleep built up from them and the cave was once again silent except the occasional pop of an ember in the low fire and the soothing sound of slow breathing. My eyes closed, my body signaling its desire to go back to sleep.

      I stayed on my side, feeling Ysduil’s body a few inches from my back, with what I thought was Glasha’s arm draped over my foxgirl to lightly touch me. A sensation of being watched struck me and I opened my eyes again.

      Amelie’s big, amber eyes stared into mine from a few inches away.

      “Hi,” I whispered.

      She didn’t bother answering me, but leaned in and drew her lips across mine in a soft, sensual kiss that shot electricity through me. I sank into it and put my arm around her, pulling her to me.

      “That excited me,” she said so softly I barely made it out, even though I was close enough to feel her lips moving on mine when she said it.

      “You saw that?” I asked.

      She nodded and squirmed to move her body even closer to mine, pressing her chest up against me. She reached down to stroke my crotch through my pants.

      “I…want you,” she whispered as her hand rubbed softly along the bulge of my shaft.

      I kissed her again, hungry for her lips, and moved a hand to the front of her dress. The hard lump of her nipple wasn’t difficult to find and I tweaked it between a finger and thumb. Her sharp intake of breath made my dick vibrate enough for her to feel it. She moved her other hand down to help the first one open my pants and let my erection spring free.

      “Can’t wake the others,” I said into her ear, flicking my tongue out to lick the soft fur.

      She nodded, dragging her ear across my mouth. I couldn’t help but to let out a soft moan as the sensation caused her to squeeze my shaft. She rubbed a finger on the tip of my dick to clean off the pre-cum oozing from it, then brought it to her mouth.

      “Mmmmm.”

      I had to close my eyes again. The feeling was so intense, like if I kept looking at her as she did what she was doing, I’d come all over her. When I opened them again, her eyes were locked on mine and she had a wicked smile on her face. She jerked her chin at me, bringing her lips a hair’s breadth from mine, and I knew what she wanted. I leaned in and stuck my tongue out.

      Her smile widened before she puckered her lips and sucked the tip of my tongue into her mouth. The soft, wet, gentle pressure when she did that sent waves of pleasure through me. I’d fantasized often about how she loved to suck on my tongue. It was a thousand times better in real life, with her hand on my cock and her tits smashed up against me.

      My hand roamed from her chest downward, grazing her inner thigh and moving her dress up and out of the way. The incredibly soft, wet-velvet feel of the hair around her slit as my finger slid across it caused my eyes to roll, even though they were closed.

      “Huhn.” It was a single puff of exhaled air, but it almost finished me right there and then. “In. I want you inside me.”

      I nodded as best I could with her kissing me and snatching up my tongue again as soon as she finished speaking. I wriggled to get my body in line and her gentle tugging on my dick guided me where I needed to go. With it taking the place of my finger I brought my digit up to my mouth and sucked her juices off.

      My tip spread her lips and she jerked her head back. “Augh. Mmmmm.”

      We settled into a perfect angle, both of us on our sides as we thrusted in slow motion. I pulled the front of her dress down and latched my mouth on her right breast, licking around it to arrive at her nipple, which I sucked softly.

      The whole experience felt dream-like, surreal. The tension building within me wanted me to thrust with all my might, to ram my dick so far into the gorgeous bunny girl that she could feel it in her chest.

      But I didn’t.

      Instead, we moved glacially, every fraction of an inch taking a blissful eternity, as if we were hitting every nerve ending individually. By the time I’d sheathed myself fully into her, she was whimpering and I wasn’t too far behind. The pleasure was too much for a mortal to contain. I needed to scream.

      But I didn’t.

      Instead, I sank into Amelie’s body. Into her soul. I forged a connection between us I hadn’t experienced with her before. One I didn’t think was possible. It may have been the euphoria. It could have been magic. All I knew was that where I was, with my shaft buried in her so deeply and every microscopic part of it in contact with the deepest of her insides, that was home.

      We only went three cycles. All the way in, nearly all the way out, and all the way in again. It took minutes, with every second flooding my body and mind with so much energy and tension, I thought I might damage a core part of me. Amelie panted quietly, even as I did, eagerly kissing and sucking and fondling each other, but doing so slowly and carefully. Intentionally. An outsider wouldn’t have known the volcano of lust raging within me for watching our actions externally.

      With that final quarter of an inch, I pulled Amelie’s body into mine as her nails sank into the skin of my back. I watched her mouth open wide in a silent scream as her entire body shook, the vibrations reaching into mine and causing me to tremble as cum gushed from me into her.

      The tension fled from us after a moment and as my bunny girl’s mouth closed, she let out a single sound.

      “Uhhhh-huuuuuh.”

      It sounded like a whimper, and a moan, and the clarion call of an angel. She blinked at me repeatedly, as if she couldn’t focus, then her eyes calmed.

      “Oh, goddess,” she whispered.

      “You are a goddess,” I told her, and kissed her until she fell asleep in my arms.
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      In the morning, I felt Amelie stir as Glasha, on the other side of Ysduil, rose from our blankets. Ysduil shivered and tried to burrow into my back. I opened my eyes to see Amelie’s open and staring at me.

      “Good morning,” I said.

      “Yes.” She leaned in to kiss me, then carefully extracted herself from the blankets—without causing a draft to me or my sleepyhead foxgirl. Then she got up to join Glasha in getting ready.

      Ysduil wriggled against me and whispered into the back of my head. “That looked like so much fun. Will you do me like that sometime?”

      I laughed and felt the vibration of her body shaking with laughter, too.

      “Absolutely.”

      I watched the snake girl and the other foxgirl for any sign that they’d detected me and Amelie watching them, or that they saw or heard what the bunny girl and I got up to, but didn’t find one. It could have meant they didn’t know, or it could have been they didn’t care. It was hard to tell with priestesses. In any case, they—along with Odrifa—seemed perfectly comfortable with me after our long discussions the night before.

      After packing up and eating breakfast, the nine of us stood at the mouth of the cave.

      “It is a hiding place, a sign of the persecution we have endured,” Asami said, “but it still pains my heart to leave it. I have never known a home other than a place where I could hide for as long as possible, but each time I leave a habitation such as this, it strikes me to the heart.”

      The thought of all those women knowing no life except running in fear shot me through with a mixture of sadness and rage. The persecutions I’d learned in school came to mind: early Christians; the Jews; the many instances of slavery. I knew such things happened, but to be so embedded within them was a new thing for me. All I could do was hope I could make a difference.

      “When you get to Odonasia, you’ll know a home,” I told her. “It may be dangerous and it may be temporary, but we all hope to make it permanent, the headquarters for the worship of Odona, or of any other god. Most of all, it will be the center from which we’ll strike down the Sodality. If I have anything to do with it, you’ll know what it’s like to have a safe home, with family and friends around you. I won’t stop until we’ve achieved it, or I’m dead. Personally, I prefer the first one.”

      “Thank you, Adam. We look forward to your returning to the dunim village to show us this miracle that you and the sisters have created.”

      I winked at the foxgirl. “You bet.”

      “So, you’re all clear on the directions?” DD asked. “They’re simple enough, which is not to say they’re easy. Follow the edge of the Dreadlands down to the ruins and the Neallir Fortress. Glasha has told you the landmarks to aim for. When you encounter dunim, tell them you wish to speak to Shagar, that Glasha and Adam sent you. Aewen should already be there, so there should be no problems. Be careful. Not only are the Sodality active at the fortress, it is the Dreadlands, even if only the edge. You are all accomplished at combat, and you may need that. I wish you a safe journey and hope to see you soon.”

      “We’ll get there, even if I have to kill every monster in that part of the Dreadlands,” Odrifa said. “Find Gesin and complete your other missions. For goddess’s sake, hurry the fuck up about it. I want to see so many sisters together in one place.”

      Ysduil laughed and hugged the gnome, then the other two sisters. DD did the same.

      “Be careful around Rivercross,” Neasale said. “Ghilanna Etorius has created her own little kingdom there. Don’t underestimate her ruthlessness in protecting what she has built from the sweat and blood of others.”

      I glanced at Ysduil, but the look she gave me told me we’d talk about it later. After a few more hugs and our final goodbyes, the three sisters headed south to follow the edge of the Dreadlands and we went west.

      The path we took wasn’t exactly the way we’d taken from the safe houses that had been ransacked. But the terrain was similar until, as we swung a little more north, rocky cliffs popped up.

      “We’re only a few miles from the ocean,” DD said.

      “Is the shore like this?” I asked. “All rocks and cliffs?”

      “For the most part. For a while, anyway. Farther west, it settles into wider sandy shores and beaches, but here, it’s sharp rocks and beaches of small, loose stones.”

      I snugged my cloak tighter around me. The breeze off the water easily made it the few miles inland to drop the temperature around us. Ysduil had her cloak wrapped tight around her as well, though she’d complained that she didn’t like the clothing.

      We walked through a convergence of several of the stony crags. I looked around, memories of my childhood flashing through my mind. I hadn’t only caved with Colin and Greg when we were young. We did our fair share of rock-climbing as well. My two friends would be in heaven standing where I was at the moment. The cliff faces were chossy and needed to be cleaned up to be suitable climbing routes, but that was half the fun of new areas.

      Ysduil noticed my melancholy expression and came over to hug me as I looked around.

      “Just thinking of home, and of my friends. We used to like to climb places like this.”

      “Truly? That’s some feat.”

      “It was fun. Maybe when all this is over, we can go rock-climbing. Exploring just for the pleasure of it rather than because we have to do it to survive.”

      “That sounds nice. I will look forward…Adam? Are you all right?”

      She moved her head close to mine, her cheek touching mine, to look at what my eyes had fixed on.

      I blinked at one of the cliff faces, then rubbed my eyes. “Do you see that?”

      “See what?”

      I pointed. “That cliff over there. Don’t focus on specific points on it, but take it in, all as one big picture. What do you see?”

      Ysduil tilted her head and considered the cliff as the other women joined us.

      “The rest of you, too. Don’t say anything until everyone gets a chance. Do you notice anything strange about that cliff?”

      I could tell when each woman spotted what I had. They started, then looked again to make sure. After all of them seemed like they’d seen something, I asked once more.

      “Now, what do you see?”

      “A person,” Amelie said. “Smiling?”

      “Yes,” Glasha said. “The same.”

      “An old man,” Ysduil said. “And yes, he’s smiling.”

      “A wrinkled old man smiling,” DD agreed.

      “Right.”

      Amelie hopped. “Oh! The cliff with the picture of the wrinkled old man smiling. Just like in the story.”

      “Exactly.” It was probably ambiguous, and definitely vague, but that each of them saw approximately the same thing told me that I wasn’t imagining it. If such a thing had been real hundreds of years before when the story of the Beautiful Farmgirl happened, I wouldn’t have expected anything clearer in the present time.

      A few tenacious trees poked out from the stone, somehow growing despite the arduous conditions. The pattern, though, consisted of mostly the different colored strata. Some lines of the stone were darker, the result of whatever minerals were within. Erosion, water effect over millennia, even parts of the cliff flaking off from expansion and contraction or freezing and melting cycles over time also must have added to it. Despite all these things, there he was, a smiling old man, his skin wrinkled, especially around his eyes, giving the impression that he had smiled and laughed a lot in his long life.

      “Do any of you believe the story was just a made-up tale anymore?”

      Not one of them said they did.

      DD shook her head. “Okay, so let’s assume the story was based on truth. Or that whoever made it up used real places to make it seem like it was true. So what? How does that help us?”

      “I’ve actually been thinking about it a lot,” I said. “The princess was obsessed with the story. From a young age, it made an impression on her. As she grew, especially having to escape death—like the farmgirl, by the way—she may have fixated on the tale. It’s about a girl running from danger, finally finding a safe haven where she could escape those chasing her. If you were in such a position, especially if you thought the story could be true, what would you do?”

      “Try to find the safe place,” Amelie said.

      “Right. What if Princess Evina found the place mentioned in the story? The hidden island on the big lake? If she did, don’t you think she would stay there?”

      “It’s a stretch,” DD said.

      “Yeah, but it’s the only clue we’ve got.”

      Midra glanced at the cliff. “Aren’t we forgetting something?”

      “What?” I asked.

      “If she found the place, then she’s safe. Why would she leave to be in the middle of a rebellion that will cause a lot of deaths? If I were her, I’d want to hide there and tell the whole world to bugger off.”

      “That’s a good point. But here’s another. If we follow this to the end and find her, someone else could, too. Someone like the Sodality.”

      “So we’re betting that someone who wants to harm her will find her and so we’ll go and find her first, possibly leading that person who wants to harm her right to her. Is that right?”

      I laughed at the feisty gnoll woman. “Something like that. We can talk about the ramifications of searching for her. For now, let’s keep going. I think maybe it’s time to get some information from a town, see if we can find anything about Gesin.”

      “And find another opportunity to hurt the Sodality,” Glasha said.

      “Yes,” I agreed. “Definitely that, too.”

      Our path took us through more rocky terrain. If anything, the ground grew more rugged the farther west we went. Travel was easier than it had been for some time, though, because of the well-developed road, wide enough for two wagons to pass and packed down from countless travelers over the decades.

      “The mine is just outside of town,” DD explained. “This road goes right through the center of Rivercross and over the Ori River, which is where the town gets its name. We’ll leave it shortly before we get too close. It wouldn’t do to have people see us split up.”

      I recalled what the priestesses had talked about earlier and took the opportunity to ask about it. “Who is that person the sisters were talking about? Ghilanna something?”

      “Ghilanna Etorius,” Ysduil said, her lip curling at the name. “She’s a minor Sodality functionary—”

      “A miner?” I joked.

      Ysduil huffed. “Minor. Lesser. She’s a low-level Sodality official who was given authority over the mining operation. Ghilanna is a horrid woman. She has let the power go to her head and has set herself up as a tiny queen, ruling Rivercross and the mine with a steely determination. She’s also greedy and selfish and self-indulgent.”

      “Not a big fan of hers?”

      Ysduil closed her eyes briefly and took a deep breath, then let it out slowly. “No. I am not.”

      I felt a little bad for teasing her. I decided it was better to change the subject as DD led us off the road toward a forested area.

      “What’s the plan, then?” I asked.

      The elven priestess gestured ahead of us. “There’s one of those patrol cabins over this way. I’ve never seen evidence it’s used much because Ghilanna likes to be self-sufficient, discouraging interaction with other communities. Those who aren’t going into town can stay there and rest.”

      I already knew I was one of those not going into town. “Who’s up this time to go into town with you?”

      “As we head toward other towns, and especially when we get to Dewfrost, there are fewer of the monster races around. Though the Sodality claims they stand for equality of all women, in practice they have a distinct hierarchy. Elves and humans are at the top, with the more common beastkin just below them. Vinem, tacanem, amustil, and so forth. The monster races are relegated to a lesser status and may face more attention or even hostility. Because of this, I think probably that Ysduil and Amelie would be the safest choice to go with me. If they want to. I can go by myself. I’m used to it.”

      “Absolutely not,” Ysduil said. “You did your spying and information-gathering by yourself for years, and you did a wonderful job. But you did it because you had to. Now that you’re with us, I won’t allow it. I’ll go with you.”

      “Me, too,” Amelie said.

      DD smiled at the priestess and the initiate. “Thank you. Your company is welcome. It’s…nice to have friends to share things with. That has been a rare treat in my life.”

      I laughed. “You better get used to it. Before we’re done, you’ll have so many people around you all the time, you’ll get sick of it.”

      The elf looked fondly at Ysduil. “No, I don’t think so. I look forward to that problem.”

      The shack was right where DD said it was, and it had the unused appearance she’d predicted. The grasses and bushes around it had grown out, completely covering any trail that might have been there. I wondered if the supplies inside had deteriorated.

      “Are you going to rest a little while before going into town?” I asked.

      DD shook her head. “It’s a short trip, less than an hour. We’ll go, listen for information, and be back later this evening. I don’t want to delay things just to keep from having to walk in the dark. One effect of Ghilanna’s little queendom is that rarely do they have problems with bandits. When they do, she executes them immediately, mostly without any kind of trial.”

      “Okay. Be careful that she doesn’t declare you a bandit, then.”

      “I’m an elf. Even if she saw me steal a purse right in front of her, she would make up an excuse as to why it was appropriate. She’s human, but in the Sodality, that’s the unofficial number two, below elves.” Her lips twisted like she’d eaten something rotten. “Racist bitch.” Her eyebrows shot up when she realized what she’d said and threw an apologetic look toward Midra. “No offense.”

      The gnosta woman laughed. “None taken.”

      I kissed Ysduil and Amelie, and hugged DD. The three headed toward town and disappeared in the undergrowth quickly.

      I clapped my hands together. “Okay. I don’t know about you girls, but as far as I’m concerned, this is a perfect opportunity to take a nap and relax. How about you two?”

      Glasha jerked her chin at me and in a neutral, almost casual way, said, “Zartuka.”
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      Within the cabin, we found three beds taking up most of the single room. Cabinets for supplies made up one wall. Within, the foodstuffs wrapped in oiled cloth looked viable. Dried meat, dried fruit, and hard wafers, kind of like crackers, were nice additions to what we already had in our packs.

      “I don’t know how old this is, but even if it’s stale, it all looks edible,” I said. “The cool, dry air must keep it fresh. I wonder if the weather is like this all the time.”

      “It’s foreign to me,” Midra said. “It rarely gets this cold in the Dreadlands, or at least in the section where I lived.”

      The fireplace had a fair amount of wood stacked next to it. A fire in the chilly air sounded good.

      “We have a choice. We can start a fire, but then someone has to keep watch because it might draw attention to us. Or, we can bundle up in the blankets here on the beds and in the cabinets, waiting until the others return to make a fire. What do you think?”

      The indecision on the dunim and gnosta made me laugh. I was as conflicted as they were.

      Finally, Glasha sighed and said, “Blankets.”

      Midra nodded, her eyes cast longingly toward the stacked wood.

      I chose a bed, but as I tested it for softness and firmness, Glasha sat down on it right next to me. I raised an eyebrow at her.

      “Share with me?” she asked.

      “Definitely. But the beds are kind of small. How about we push two together and share?”

      The dunim grunted and dragged over one of the other beds, then pushed it against the one I’d chosen. Then she started taking off her armor.

      “I plan on doing what you suggested,” she said. “Taking a nap. It’s been too long since I’ve been able to do that.”

      I rearranged the blankets to make a comfortable nest, then took my armor off as well. Though we’d closed and barred the door, enough of a draft passed through to give me a chill. I hopped into bed and got under the covers before Glasha had even finished stripping down to her super-tight little cropped top and the thong she wore under her battle skirt.

      Midra watched us, making no attempt to prepare her bed or shed her own armor. I thought maybe she was shy, so left her to her own devices while Glasha crawled into bed with me.

      “Gods, that’s cold,” she said, snuggling up against me, her cool feet causing me to jump.

      I took her hands—finding them cold as ice—and rubbed them with both of mine.

      “How are your hands so warm?” she asked.

      I shrugged. “Watching you strip down to your undies, probably.” She grinned at me and leaned forward to place a soft kiss on my lips.

      “Keep that up and pretty soon my body heat will burn this place down.”

      She barked a laugh and gave me a contented sigh. “It worries me not.”

      I got her hands warm, then put mine around her as we lay on our sides facing each other, looking into each other’s eyes. Tension oozed out of me as she relaxed into my embrace.

      “We don’t get much time to just be together enough,” I told her.

      “I know.”

      “I like it.”

      “Me, too.”

      I edged closer, enough so that I only had to tilt my head forward a little to reach her lips. She inched up and we were nose-to-nose, our lips barely grazing.

      “Mmmmm,” she hummed.

      I teased her lips, dragging mine across hers with the light pressure of a butterfly’s wings. It was comfortable and delicious and intoxicating. Her scent, the foresty, loamy aroma with a tinge of sharp leather, wrapped me up and swaddled me in comfort.

      We experimented, lightly sucking on each other’s lips, increasing then decreasing pressure, flicking our tongues out to mate with the other’s. It was all so comfortable—though also arousing—that I could see us continuing for the hours it would take until the other women came back.

      After a particularly long kiss where I explored the insides of Glasha’s mouth completely with my tongue, I broke away from her long enough to take a breath and open my eyes to find hers. Past her, I noticed Midra, still where she’d been, standing next to her bed. Staring at us.

      Shit. I’d completely forgotten about her, so caught up in Glasha’s tenderness. I cleared my throat.

      “Sorry. It’s probably rude, doing this in front of you.”

      Midra blinked at me a few times. “No. It’s fine. I was just thinking…”

      Glasha twisted to look back at the gnosta woman. “What’re you thinking about, doggy?” I caught the edge of her smirk from her half-turned head.

      “Nothing. Never mind.”

      I sat up. “No, Midra. Talk to us. We can split the beds up and all take naps. We’re sorry.”

      “It’s not that. I was thinking of Iante.”

      Ah, I got it now. Iante was Midra’s companion, but I’d long thought there was something more between the two of them. The way they looked at each other and interacted, it was more than just simple companionship.

      “Are you two…together?” I asked.

      “Togeth…no, not like that. Not really. She is my best friend, my hunting and scouting companion, my sparring buddy. We have experimented with physical affection, yes, but…it’s hard to explain.”

      “You fuck her and she is your friend,” Glasha said.

      “Yes.”

      “Not so hard to explain.”

      I nodded to her. “You miss her.”

      “Yes, but it’s fine. I was just thinking. I don’t have a lot of experience with anyone but her. Forgive me for staring, but I was wondering what it felt like.”

      “What what felt like?”

      “Kissing a man.”

      Glasha chuckled. “Different. I don’t have much experience, either, really only with Adam and Ysduil. They’re different. Both pleasurable, but not the same. I think every person is different.”

      “I would say that’s true,” I told her.

      “Oh.” Midra still hadn’t moved to get into her bed. Or done anything else, really.

      “Do you want to join us? We can all three keep warm together. We’ll stop with the affection and all of us can take a nap. It’s pretty cold.”

      The gnoll’s grey eyes lit up. “It would be warmer...”

      I gave her my most welcoming smile. “Come on. You can take your armor off, or not. Drag that bed over here and we’ll all get comfortable.”

      She did as I suggested and while I rearranged the blankets for the larger platform, she removed her leather armor.

      I hadn’t seen her without her protective garb before and, I have to say, I was not disappointed. Her undergarments weren’t too much different than Glasha’s, with what looked like Brazilian-cut panties and a tube top, both black in color and tight enough to see every dimple and curve. Her body was different than the dunim’s, but not in a bad way.

      Midra had always been very thin, since the first time I saw her when we were crossing the Dreadlands going east. In the time I’d been with her, her malnutrition had slowly been corrected and everything from her complexion and the dark circles that had been under her eyes to her waifish figure had changed. She was still slender, but when the armor came off, I realized she had plenty of curves.

      I watched as she climbed into the bed, her compact breasts barely shifting in her top. The toned ab muscles twitched with her gyrations and the lean, muscular shoulders and arms jumped at her shifting. I tried to drag my eyes away from cataloging every line and curve and soft angle, but it was tough. Very tough. I finally made it to her face, noting the pleasing upward curve of her lips. They were fuller than Glasha’s, like little sugary pillows set in her beautiful face. Our eyes met briefly before she looked away.

      “Where do you want to be? On Glasha’s other side, in the middle, or on my other side?”

      “You take the middle, Adam,” Glasha said. “For now.”

      Midra took it as a command and went around to get into bed on my other side. She tentatively crawled under the blankets and lay there, motionless, half an arm’s length away from me.

      I chuckled and reached out to her, pulling her close to me. “You can’t take advantage of the warmth unless we’re close. God, Midra, you’re shivering. Come here.” I slipped one of my arms underneath her, wrapping both around her, and pulled her into my chest. “You’re freezing.”

      Besides being cold, she was rigid, almost like she was literally frozen. It took several minutes of me holding her body to mine before she warmed—and loosened—up. Glasha had put her arms around me, moving them occasionally to tease Midra by dragging a finger along her cheek or her neck.

      “You okay?” I asked the dark-haired beauty. Her face was only a few inches from mine, close enough to see the swirls of color in her pale-grey eyes. Blues, greens, and a bit of red. The proximity also allowed me to get the first good whiff of her scent. Ripe plums with a splash of vinegar for bite. If she weren’t staring right into my face, I would have licked my lips.

      “Y-yeah.”

      “You sure?”

      “Uh-huh.”

      “Good. You feel good.”

      Her eyes darted from mine to my mouth.

      “You don’t have to be nervous. I won’t try anything. We’re all just keeping warm. Do you want me to turn around to face Glasha?”

      “No.”

      “Good. I enjoy looking at you.”

      “You do?”

      “Of course. You’re beautiful.”

      “I am?”

      “You are.”

      “You are,” Glasha said sleepily from behind me.

      “I didn’t know you—”

      I leaned in and put my lips on hers. Not so much a real kiss but a simple pressing together. She sighed into mine.

      I pursed my lips and she did likewise, her body finally relaxing completely. When I pulled back, she met my eyes without darting away.

      “You want to find out?” I asked.

      “Find…out?”

      “How it feels. To kiss a man.”

      She nodded slowly, never breaking eye contact.

      I put a hand up to her smooth cheek and went in to do a proper job of kissing her.

      By the time we were done, I found that I very much liked kissing Midra. Her kisses, tentative at first, grew bolder as she got more comfortable. Her tongue was talented and soft and I got lost in the delicious way she tenderly hugged my own with hers. It wasn’t hot, fiery passion, but caring affection, a connection as strong as any sex I’d ever had, but less fleeting.

      “I really like kissing you,” I told her as Glasha’s breathing from behind me confirmed she slept through most of my thrilling new experience.

      “Me too. We can do it as much and as often as you like.”

      I kissed the tip of her nose. “I will be taking you up on that.” I pulled her close and hugged her. “I definitely will. You taste really good, too. In case no one’s every told you that.”

      The next thing I knew, I found myself still holding Midra, her face notched alongside mine into my neck, with both Glasha’s arms around me as she hugged me from behind. I blinked then noticed the shapes looming over me. My body jerked, ready to fight.

      “It’s just me, my love,” Ysduil said, leaning over to plant a soft kiss on my forehead. “You all looked so sweet, I didn’t want to wake you up. Did you have a nice rest?”

      “Mmm. Yeah. Naps are the best.”

      “Did you…?” She jerked her head toward the still sleeping form of Midra and raised her eyebrows.

      “Kissing and snuggling only. With both.”

      She laughed. “You have more willpower than I do. We have things to discuss. Do you want to get up now or sleep a little longer?”

      “I’ll get up now. I missed you.” I raised my head toward her and pursed my lips. She took the invitation and gave me a nice, warm kiss. Her smiling face was so beautiful.

      Another took its place as Amelie nudged Ysduil out of the way and gave me a kiss of her own.

      “Hi, my sexy bunny girl. Did you have a good trip?”

      “It was scary.”

      “Oh. Here, let me get up and you can tell me about it.”

      By the time I extricated myself from the two women, I’d jostled them enough that they got up, too. DD started a fire as we got dressed.

      “There are a lot of things to talk about,” the elf said. “We have a problem.”
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      I sat up on the bed and met DD’s eyes. “Just one problem?”

      She gave me a demure smile. “Okay, maybe a few new problems, on top of the ones we already had.”

      “That seems kind of like a lot of problems, all together.”

      “Yes.”

      “Hit me,” I said.

      The elven priestess stared at me for a moment, then looked at her hand as she balled it into a fist.

      “No. I mean tell me about the problems.”

      “Oh. First, we couldn’t find any information about Gesin Wenet. We asked general questions, mostly centering on her being a black panther beastkin. Which brings us to our first real problem. A few people said they’d seen such a woman, but on further questioning, it turned out they were talking about one that is far younger than the Grand Priestess.”

      I scrubbed my hand through my hair. “Nemaea.”

      “Yes. Worse, it was recent. A few days ago.”

      “Was she asking questions again, like in Tillerstown?”

      DD shook her head. “No one knew. She didn’t stay long and we didn’t hear about any kind of interactions. She may have been there to talk to Ghilanna.”

      “Okay, so the Sodality’s assassin is skulking around the area, or at least was a few days ago. That means she’s back from wherever she went to the west.”

      “Paragonia, most likely.”

      “Yeah. We don’t know if she’s looking for us, though.”

      “Correct.”

      “We’ll put that in the ‘it might be dangerous, but we don’t know’ pile. What else?”

      “They’re dealing in sex slaves,” Ysduil blurted out, apparently frustrated at the pace we were discussing the problems.

      “They’re doing what now?”

      “Sex. Slaves. Ghilanna Etorius has not only made herself queen of the area, but she has transformed Rivercross into a brothel. Or pleasure palace. Or whatever you want to call it.”

      “Aren’t brothels okay with Odona?”

      Ysduil huffed. “Earning a living by sharing yourself sexually is approved by the goddess, yes. Forcing someone into it is not. It’s rape, but with monetary incentive for the rapist.”

      “Hold on. Calm down and explain what’s going on. I don’t understand.”

      The foxgirl took a breath. “Okay. Ghilanna has more than a dozen sotin provided to her by the Sodality to help with mining or whatever other tasks she needs doing. She utilizes them all for paid sex. Women with money come here to be serviced by the sotin. They pay her handsomely for the privilege.”

      “I see. But you told me that’s what the Sodality does anyway, right?”

      “Yes. But Ghilanna caters to other appetites. She has captured women of many ages and enslaved them. Along with the sotin, they are featured for her clients. Girls as young as eleven years old—however she got hold of them—and others that are our age have been made slaves that clients use sexually for exorbitant sums of money. Ghilanna bills herself as a complete pleasure center, providing for the most extreme tastes.”

      Now, that got my attention. “She’s made sex slaves of little girls?”

      “Yes! Older ones, too, but none of them have a say in what happens. They are used and treated poorly. If there is one thing Odona—and her servants—hate most, it’s the use of pleasure as a means of harming others. Adam, we have to stop it.”

      “We do.”

      My foxgirl jumped onto me, pushing me onto my back on the bed. “I knew you would want to help.” She peppered my face with kisses and I had to wrestle her off me.

      “Of course. I’m not going to put up with that shit.”

      “It’s dangerous to interfere,” Glasha said.

      “I’m sure it is. That doesn’t mean it shouldn’t be done.”

      The dunim looked at me for a long moment, then she nodded.

      DD cleared her throat. “I am as disgusted as everyone else is, but we can’t take on an entire town, the Sodality soldiers stationed here, and a dozen sotin, even if they are primarily used for sex. They’ve still been trained to fight. All sotin are. It’s part of their processing.”

      “Are you going to tell me we shouldn’t try to help these people?” I asked. “We’re not talking unfair work conditions or anything. They’re sex slaves.”

      “We have a mission. More than one.”

      “We do. One of our missions is finding Gesin Wenet. What decision do you think she would make if we asked her?”

      DD dropped her eyes to the floor.

      “Listen, you don’t have to help. None of you do. But how can I face the Grand Priestess, or Nysea, or any of the other sisters if I let this go? How can I look at myself in a mirror? I’ll head into town and tear through every person necessary until I can cut that bitch’s head off and free the slaves. I’d rather have a logical plan, but one way or another, this shit is coming to an end.

      “Now, does anyone want to come along with me?”

      Ysduil raised her hand, as did Amelie. Midra started putting her armor on.

      Glasha made a fist. “Zartuka.”

      That left DD. The pretty elf wouldn’t meet my eyes, but she did speak. “Of course I’ll help. I fear we will come to harm, or be killed, and our missions will be uncompleted. The sisters—no, the whole world is counting on us.”

      I snatched her hand and pulled her toward me, wrapping her in a hug. “I know. I don’t make this decision lightly. It’s true, there are a lot of people that depend on us. What would they all say if we asked what we should do? It’ll be dangerous, but that means we’ll have to watch out for each other. Besides, we have something they don’t.”

      She finally swung her soft grey eyes to me. “You?”

      “Nope. The best scout of all the sisters, and I’d bet one of the best anywhere. If you can’t come up with a plan that’s viable, I’ll be very surprised.”

      The blonde elf leaned her head on my chest for a moment, then took a deep breath. “You’re right. We can figure this out. We won’t let some mindless men and a self-proclaimed queen stop us.”

      “That’s the DD I know,” I said.

      She straightened and pushed away from me. “And if everything else fails, you’ll just have to use one of your”—she waved her hands in random directions—“magic things and kill everyone for us.”

      “Deal.”

      We discussed strategies for accomplishing our objective, but when it came down to it, we all decided simple would be best. We also agreed that we wouldn’t wait. Nighttime was the best time to do what we needed to do and every moment we delayed would only make things worse for the slaves. No one wanted to think about anyone being abused or beat to death while we deliberated. Less than two hours after Ysduil and the others got back, we were heading toward Rivercross.

      The six of us stood at the outskirts of the village, looking into the jumble of structures scattered about like a shanty town.

      “What a shithole,” I said.

      “I agree,” Midra said. “And my tribe lives mostly in tents.”

      I chuckled.

      DD jerked her head to the right. “Ghilanna’s estate is more impressive. All the activity goes on there and she has guards and servants and lots of money.”

      “That ends tonight. Come on, we’re burning darkness.”

      The only reason I wouldn’t have called Ghilanna’s home a castle was because it was low to the ground, and I always thought of castles with towers. It had a ten-foot stone wall, guards in Sodality uniforms, and braziers surrounding the buildings lit the place up like Las Vegas. And the things that happened in Ghilanna’s pleasure palace apparently stayed in Ghilanna’s pleasure palace.

      I gritted my teeth. I understood drinking, partying, having a good time, even if it involved sex. Especially if it involved sex. But forced? Nuh-uh. Some things are wrong, no matter what world you’re in.

      We had no trouble getting over the wall. I put a little juice into my legs and hopped to the top of it, then put a hand down for the women to grab my arm, one at a time, and pull themselves up. Glasha was first, and strong enough to do the same thing with the others. Midra waited for two guards to pass and took them out, dropping and slashing their throats before they even realized she was there.

      We went around to one of the windows toward the back of the main house and paused, listening. Soft strains of music mixed with the general din of conversation. A few voices louder than others dominated. We wouldn’t have to worry about making too much noise with that racket.

      It was strange, with every word uttered being in female voices. I’d gotten used to it in Odonasia, but in a party like the one on the other side of the wall, it struck me as abnormal.

      That thought led to another, most disturbing one. We were all upset about what was happening to the women who’d been taken, but why were we not as enraged about the sotin? Why wasn’t I more offended? It was still rape, on a wide scale. Did them not being able to express thoughts or feelings make it any less so? What if they were trapped in their own minds, experiencing what was happening but not able to do anything about it. I growled and gritted my teeth.

      “Adam?” Ysduil said.

      I shook my head. “Nothing. I suddenly want to kill every fucking Sodality supporter in the world. Same old thing.”

      She patted my shoulder and gave me a peck on the cheek.

      Once inside, DD and Midra ghosted through the halls, staying unseen around the edges of the gatherings of people to see what information they could gather. They came back within minutes of each other.

      “There are surprisingly few guards inside,” DD said. “I didn’t see any of the slaves, though I did see an official-looking woman escorting another to that building to the east. That’s where the ‘special activities’ happen, I think.”

      “I saw a human woman who seemed like she was trying hard to be the main attraction,” Midra said. “Does Ghilanna have brown hair and wear provocative clothing? Is she unbelievably gorgeous?”

      DD nodded. “I think so. What do you want to do, Adam? Free the slaves, go through and kill the guards one at a time, then take out Ghilanna, or just go through and kill everyone? They’re all complicit.”

      We’d arrived at this question far too quickly, though at least there’d been enough time for my burning rage to cool a little, to simple anger. “Are we sure they’re all complicit to the sex slave thing, or are they just taking advantage of a party? They might not even support the Sodality. I have no problem killing people who are part of what is being done to the slaves, but killing someone who was in the neighborhood and stopped in to get some free food and drink doesn’t sound like something I want to do.”

      “I don’t know,” DD finally said.

      “Okay. Here’s what we’ll do. Let’s wait for Ghilanna to go somewhere. Her rooms, the sex building, anywhere that there will be fewer than ten people or so. We follow, get her mostly alone, and we eliminate her. We’ll have to either kill those with her or knock them out. Then, we’ll go and take care of the guards watching the slaves and any people who are availing themselves of the services. Then we free the slaves.”

      “And then?” DD asked.

      “Uh, we take the slaves and escape.”

      “To where?” Midra said.

      “The miners? We’ll give the women and girls a choice. If they want to go, they can do that. I’m not really sure what other options there are. We can get them free, but we can’t drag them all with us where we go. That would be even more dangerous. For them and for us. Freedom is going to have to be good enough. Plus maybe a little chaos. We can burn the place down.”

      “Now you’re talking,” Glasha said.

      Luck shone down upon us, allowing us to act sooner than I’d expected. Ghilanna, with two of her guards, left the party an hour later, going deeper into the main building. We had to eliminate two sentries on the way—an easy job for DD and Midra—and burst through the double doors into Ghilanna’s room.

      The guards rushed us as soon as we entered, but Glasha and Ysduil made quick work of them. With one dead and the other rendered unconscious from a strike of Yssy’s staff, only the Sodality official stood in front of us.

      As much as I hated the thought of the woman being alive, I couldn’t help but to let my eyes roam over her body. God damn she was hot. She wore a red dress, the top part like a bustier or a corset. I wasn’t sure which, but it formed a rounded V with nothing at all to hold the dress up on her sizable and perfectly formed breasts. Narrowing to a slender waist, then flaring at her hips, the skintight garment ended just below the junction of her legs. Sleeves hung halfway down her upper arms, with a billowy section of cloth extended to her wrists, the lower parts snug to her toned arms. The dark crimson color of the garments brought out the blue of her eyes, contrasting spectacularly with her dark-brown hair.

      Her body was exquisite, legs crossed in front of her as her plump red lips pursed. Midra had described her perfectly. She was almost impossibly attractive.

      “You must be in the wrong place,” she said in a low, smooth voice, calmer than I would be in the same situation. “I will overlook your treatment of my guards if you leave immediately. Are you looking for pleasure? We have whatever you might—”

      I blurred to the woman and with my strength enhanced by my magic, I cut into and through her gorgeous, slender neck. I felt a loss, and a twinge of my conscience as her beautiful head dropped to the floor just ahead of her body.

      “There will be no pleasure for you tonight,” I said. Turning to the others while reaching over to wipe my sword on a window drape, I met the wide eyes of my companions and huffed out a couple of breaths. I didn’t like what this world was doing to me. “Come on. Let’s get this over with. I can’t stand another minute in this place.”

      DD led us to the “pleasure palace” and we made short work of the guards stationed there. They were all women, since apparently the sotin were used as the prime attractions. Six of them we found in the middle of servicing women. Distracted as they were, we ended them quickly. The other four were in a waiting area we found, along with seventeen women ranging from pre-teens to women who looked to be in their thirties. The sotin we mercilessly slaughtered, though they did fight back. We gathered the enslaved women in the room, along with those we’d found in the middle of doing their “jobs” in other rooms.

      “We have killed Ghilanna Etorius,” DD said while I stayed in a darkened corner with my cloak and hood drawn around me so as not to get too much attention. “We have also killed your guards. You are free to go. We are going to burn this place down, but we will take you to the miners, if that’s what you choose. You can also go off on your own. Make your decision in the next fifteen minutes or so.”

      Once we started lighting fires, the partiers panicked and created chaos in the front of the mansion. We started blazes in the pleasure palace last and led the women—and girls—out toward the back where we’d spotted a poorly concealed auxiliary gate on our way in.

      All but three of the former slaves decided to go to the miners, with the trio thanking us and saying they had family in neighboring towns they would return to. I made sure to keep my hood up and to stay out of sight as we escorted the other women to a small collection of homes in what looked to be the poorest part of town.

      A rough looking woman challenged us when we arrived, before she caught sight of one of the women.

      “Agatha? Goddess, is that you?” The two women embraced.

      DD quickly explained what happened. “So there will probably be Sodality soldiers coming within the next few days, but I doubt they’ll look for these women. They wouldn’t have officially sanctioned what Ghilanna was doing. Stay out of sight, continue your daily work like nothing happened, and everyone should be fine. We wish we could help more, but we have important tasks to finish. We hope you understand.”

      The woman started barking orders, and the former slaves were wrapped in blankets before they had gone two paces and taken into buildings. Many of those coming out of the homes said, “Yes, forewoman,” or “Of course, boss.”

      “Thank you so much,” the leader said. “We knew what was going on, but couldn’t do anything about it. We weren’t sure if our missing family members had been killed or enslaved. You rescued them all.”

      “Change is coming,” Ysduil said. “Resistance is building. The Sodality will not be in power forever. Have faith, and hope. Better times are ahead.”
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      I looked back at Rivercross as we left the town. It still looked like a shithole, but by the light of several fires that burned in structures near the center, I had a better appreciation that looks could sometimes be deceiving. Without Ghilanna Etorius in charge, the community might be better than it had been.

      “We should have done more,” I mumbled.

      DD, always the voice of practicality, shook her head. “We did enough. Our other tasks are important and we need to get to them. Removing Ghilanna will help immensely. It even turned out to be easier than I ever would have thought. She had grown lax, being in complete control for so long.”

      “It won’t last,” I said. “The town’s freedom. I believe that the miners will spirit the girls away, maybe the other prisoners, too. But the Sodality will send troops in, replace Ghilanna. The miners, their families, other innocents, they’ll be under the thumb of someone else.”

      “They will,” Glasha said. “But some may flee. The new Sodality administrator will not be as corrupt. At least, not at first.”

      Ysduil patted my shoulder. “We’ve given them a chance. Also some hope. They saw the Cloak in action. Along with the rumors we spread around about the resistance, it will help them endure for a little while longer while we gain the allies we need and can finally do something permanently about the Sodality.”

      I sighed. “Yeah. I’m still not happy we couldn’t do more.”

      “We will,” my foxgirl said.

      With the information about the Sodality assassin, Nemaea, searching the area for something, it was clear we needed to get back to our primary goals. It still rankled.

      “We killed an important Sodality functionary,” Glasha said. “I would say that meets one of our missions. It will definitely grab the Sodality’s attention.” She gave me her savage grin.

      I smiled back at her. “We did do that. If Nemaea wasn’t looking for the Cloak before, she might be now.”

      “I don’t think it’ll work like that,” DD said. “My understanding is that when she gets an assignment, she is locked onto her course, mostly ignoring anything else that could distract her. Unless they run right into her. Whoever her target is, that won’t change until they are eliminated. For now we have to assume that’s either Gesin or you. Her orders were from before the Cloak made an appearance, I think.”

      “Well, with that bit of sunshine, let’s head out. Those rumors you mentioned said Nemaea was heading west. It seems the best way to go.”

      Two days later, we found ourselves crossing the fields of a small farm.

      “These plants aren’t vegetables,” I said. “Are they wild, or is someone cultivating them?”

      “Herbs,” DD said. “I recognize a few. The small garden closer to the house has many different varieties growing. The person who owns this land is either an herbalist or an alchemist.”

      “Would they have something for Midra’s cut?”

      “It’s possible.”

      The day before, Midra had been scratched by the thorns on a plant none of us knew about. In the last day, the wound had grown an angry red color, with lines that spread up from her calf toward her thigh. The pain seemed formidable, judging by the strained look on the gnosta’s face. She’d started limping as well.

      “We have to check,” I said. “That cut is getting worse. I’m afraid it’s some kind of poison or infection. Even the serpent’s tongue and fever root you applied didn’t seem to help.”

      “Fine. But not all of us and definitely not you, Adam. We don’t know who lives here and we can’t let anyone find out about you.”

      I sighed. I was getting sick and tired of all this hiding bullshit. “Understood. I’ll head over there toward that stand of trees. Take Midra and check it out.”

      Before we could split up, someone came out of the farmhouse nearby. She spotted us and waved frantically to get our attention.

      “Shit. Well, I can’t very well take off running now, can I?” I pulled my cloak tighter and made sure my hood covered my face completely. “She’s motioning for us to come to her. Be ready to fight. I’ll stay toward the back and maybe I can remain unnoticed.”

      The woman—a deer beastkin with small antlers on the front of her head—kept waving to us until we got closer. She had on a simple blue dress, with a many pocketed apron over the top. She wrung her hands, looking up at DD with tired eyes.

      “Please, can you help me? I have three friends who have been poisoned.”

      It sounded pretty shady. Glasha’s hand had tightened on her sword and the other women shifted into what I recognized as their tense, wary positions. I expected Sodality soldiers to come pouring out of the building to attack us.

      “How do you think we can help?” DD asked. “We’re not healers.”

      “No, no.” The woman closed her eyes and visibly took hold of herself with a long breath. “I’m a healer, an herbalist. I was in the forest and when I came back, my friends were in bad shape, afflicted with fire toxin. They said a black cat beastkin had poisoned them to get them to answer her questions, promising to give them the antidote when they complied. When she was done, she left. I’m keeping them alive, but can’t neutralize the poison because I need other ingredients. If I stop my treatment that holds off the toxins long enough to go get the herbs, they’ll die.”

      “A black cat?” Ysduil asked. “A black panther, maybe?”

      “Yes, yes, maybe a panther. I’ve never seen a menna looking like her. Will you help me?”

      DD looked to me, but I had no idea if we could trust this woman. I tried to figure out how to discuss it with them without her hearing or seeing I was a man.

      Glasha took a step forward and drew her sword, causing the woman to back up a step, even though there was a good ten feet between them.

      “Show me these friends. If this is a trap, you will die first, I promise you.”

      The woman gulped, then nodded. “Understood. They’re in here. I’ll show you.”

      The dunim woman accompanied the herbalist while the rest of us moved up nearer the front door of the house. After a few minutes, Glasha returned, her sword back in the scabbard.

      “It’s true. Three people—they look bad—and I checked to make sure the house is empty otherwise.”

      Midra’s leg took the opportunity to weaken and she pitched forward. Ysduil caught her and steadied her.

      “Oh,” the woman said. “Your complexion, the weakness. Do you feel nausea, some chills? Has the headache started yet?”

      Midra nodded carefully.

      “Dragonspine. Did you get scratched by a plant with rough, light green leaves and thorns?”

      “She did,” Ysduil said.

      “Come in immediately. I have the herbs on hand to treat the wound. How long?”

      “More than a day,” DD answered.

      “Oh, my. Now! Get her inside now. She needs to lie down and drink some water while I prepare the salve. And some fairy clove tea as well.” She clapped her hands several times. “Hurry, hurry. There is no time to waste.”

      Glasha rushed to support Midra on the other side so she and Ysduil could basically carry the gnosta into the house. DD glanced at me and I nodded. The risk of a trap seemed slight and the woman seemed to know what she was doing. I let the others go first and then entered the house myself, slinking over to one wall to stay out of sight as much as I could.

      “My name is Merlara Sensit, by the way,” the woman said while mixing different herbs from small bottles into a bowl. “I’m sorry for all of this being so awkward, but I don’t know what to do. My friends will die if I can’t get the proper herbs. The medicines I am giving them to keep them alive must be prepared fresh each time and I have to administer them every hour and a half.”

      She finished up the salve she was concocting, not even asking our names or who we were.

      “I need to heat it to activate the ingredients. There is hot water there and tea on the counter if you would like some. I’ll mix up a tea for you, dear,” Merlara said to Midra. “It’ll help slow the poison’s spread. I can add something for the pain and the nausea. Only a little while longer now.”

      Half an hour later, Midra was resting comfortably on a makeshift bed, her leg bared to her thigh. It was hard to tell with the goop the herbalist had put on the gnosta, but I thought the redness had receded. Our companion was definitely looking better, her face regaining some color and her eyes clear and without pain.

      After Merlara made up some medicine and fed it to her friends in the form of a tea, she cleaned her hands on her apron and let out a long breath.

      “Thank you,” DD said. “The herbs I know about didn’t help with that cut. You saved Midra’s life.”

      “Oh, posh. It’s what I do, my calling. I help when I can. I’m only glad that you got here when you did. Too much longer and she would have had a much rougher time of it.”

      “She would have died?” Amelie asked.

      The herbalist darted a look at DD, then her tired face grew more serious. “Yes, dearie. Dragonspine carries a nasty toxin. Most folks around here know to stay away from it, but I’ve seen people succumb to the poison if it’s not treated in time. She’s fine now, though. A little rest and some food and she’ll be right as rain.”

      Ysduil sighed. “Thank you. You said you needed help. With your friends?”

      “Yes! Goddess, my friends. I need three ingredients I don’t have here. They’re rather rare, but a place nearby should have the plants I need. Without me being able to leave, would you go fetch them for me? It would save my friends’ lives.”

      “Of course. Even if you hadn’t helped Midra, we would aid you. We have high respect for those who have dedicated their lives to helping others.”

      “Wonderful. There is a section of the Umbra Grove Forest ten miles from here. It’s called Drecor Haunt, but don’t let that scare you away. The place is steeped in old magic and has a funny feeling about it, but I go there often. The power that exists in the soil there allows the growth of many very rare herbs.

      “I need three. They may not be familiar to you, but they are easily described and recognizable. I need the leaves of the purple reaper plant, the seeds of halo weed, and the roots of a tenuthiem plant.”

      After she described the plants to us, we immediately left to gather them. Glasha volunteered to stay with Midra. I knew her reasoning was to protect the gnoll woman, but the dunim explained to Merlara that she wanted to help to do whatever the herbalist needed to help her friends. The deer beastkin didn’t take any offense and, while I’d miss my sexy warrior if we ended up meeting any dangers, it was more important to keep Midra safe.

      “We’ll hurry and be back as soon as possible,” Ysduil said. “Purple reaper, halo weed, and tenuthiem.”
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      “What is a drecor, anyway?” I asked as we followed Merlara’s directions to get to the forest where Drecor Haunt was nestled.

      “It’s kind of a dragon,” DD said. “A little smaller, maybe, and not quite as smart, but still smarter than most people you’ll meet. They’re very aggressive and dangerous, with a venomous tail that strikes as fast as a viper.”

      I’d heard there were dragons in this world, or that there once were, at least. If these things were on par with those, I wasn’t sure we should have agreed to go find the herbs.

      “So the place we’re going, besides having some weird kind of magic, it’s the stomping grounds for these aggressive dragon creatures?”

      “I don’t think drecor stomp,” Ysduil said. “They fly.”

      I pinched the bridge of my nose. “I mean, this place is where they hang out?”

      “Oh,” she giggled at the confusion. “There are no more drecor.”

      “Okay, you mean there are no more like they’re extinct, gone forever? Or like there are no more nytis or glimmerlings? The distinction is important here.”

      “There have been no reports of sightings for hundreds of years, at least,” DD said. “I believe we’re safe from the wyrms. Merlara said she often goes there to pick herbs. If she can do so alone, we’ll have no problem.”

      I was going to bring up that the nytis and glimmerlings had not been spotted for a thousand years, but left it alone. “Good. We need to get those plants and get our happy asses back to her so her friends don’t die. There’s no time to mess around with venomous dragon monster things.”

      As much of our trek was on a convenient road, we made good time getting to the Umbra Grove. Little more than two hours from when we left, we stepped into the darkened area under the twisted trees.

      “This forest is spooky enough, and we need to head to the really ominous part of it? Why couldn’t the herbs grow in the Meadow of Sunshine and Rainbows or something?”

      Ysduil’s tinkling laughter didn’t give me a choice; I had to turn to her and smile.

      When we found the edge of Drecor Haunt, it was obvious. The light seemed to play tricks, flooding the area in shadow deeper than the part of the forest only a few feet away.

      There was also the feeling.

      “Do any of you feel that?” I asked.

      DD scanned the area for hazards. “Feel what?”

      “That buzzing. Tingling?”

      The looks the women gave me didn’t require a verbal answer. Great.

      “The herb lady,” Amelie said, “told us that there was magic here. It makes the herbs grow.”

      “That’s right. She did. So maybe I’m feeling that magic?”

      “That would be logical,” Ysduil said. “Can you…do anything with it?”

      “Oh,” DD said. “This must be the place Xanali told me about. It was years ago, and all I remember is that there’s a place saturated with magic. Those who could use magic used to go there to gain insight and increase their power. She went once and her abilities got stronger. Do you think Gesin would come here? She’s lost most of the use of her magic, but maybe she’d try to get some of it back.”

      “We can only hope. Thalosia mentioned places like that, too. If I were Gesin, I’d probably come here to see if it helped.” I didn’t see anyone else around, but the Grand Priestess would probably hide if she detected anyone coming close. “Keep your eyes open. If she’s here, maybe we can find her and the herbs at the same time.”

      It didn’t take long to find what we were looking for. Purple reaper was just as described. Jagged, purple-tinged, dark green leaves that had an uncanny similarity to the reaper’s scythe. Halo weed, too, proved easy to spot. It was essentially a dandelion with white flowers and bright—almost glowing—seeds attached to the seed head with nearly transparent stalks, making it look like a yellow halo circled the bulb of the seed head.

      Tenuthiem was a little more difficult, seeing that it was more of a water plant. We found the grass-like, reedy herb with purple flowers more than a mile from the other herbs. Getting to their roots was an easy, although muddy, endeavor. With several specimens of all three herbs, we turned to go back to the herbalist’s farm. Though we’d kept an eye out, we didn’t see a clue that Gesin had ever been to Umbra Grove or Drecor Haunt.

      On the way to the edge of Drecor Haunt, the tingling sensation I’d felt the entire time magnified and I stumbled.

      “Are you okay, Adam?” Ysduil asked.

      “Yeah. I’m just…” Something in my mind reached out and tentatively touched whatever was surrounding us. Like a handshake with the wind. “Can we spare a little bit of time? I know we need to get going, but I want to try something. This particular spot feels stronger even than the other parts of Drecor Haunt.”

      With no disagreements, I sat down on the ground, cross-legged. A few cleansing breaths and a flexing of my mind as Adrisse had taught me, and I reached out with my consciousness to explore exactly what it was that felt so familiar and yet completely foreign.

      In my mind, I pictured a nebulous shape around me, a sentient gas that flowed from the ground, up into the vegetation, then cycled back down into the water and soil. As it did, it passed through me and the others as well. I could feel it actually phasing through my body.

      It took a few tries, but I captured a small sample of it. Holding it in my palms, I breathed it in through my open mouth, tasting the tingling, chilly flavor of it. It didn’t compare to anything I’d ever experienced. As it made its way through my mouth, my throat, and my lungs, it seemed to ignore the normal physiological pathways, heading straight down to the area just below my navel. When it settled there, my eyes snapped open.

      Ysduil, Amelie, and DD stared at me. I looked down at my body and found that it was glowing. Sensing something nearby, I closed my eyes again and sent my mind zooming toward it, only to find some kind of animal I’d never seen before, bending to drink from the pond we’d left already, the one where we found the tenuthiem plants. Its ear flicked and it turned toward me, its eyes meeting mine, though I was viewing it with my mind. It went back to its drinking and my vision zoomed dizzily back to where my body sat. I opened my eyes again, noting that I wasn’t glowing anymore, and let out a breath.

      “That…was a trip.”

      All the way back to Merlara’s farm, I silently ruminated on what I’d seen and felt. There was no explanation for it, not one that I could find, but somehow, I knew the experience had changed things. Changed me. I didn’t know how yet, but I needed to find out. Even if it took asking some of the sisters—or anyone else—who’d had magic, I needed an explanation.

      And something continued to tickle my mind. Like there was some information I should know, but didn’t. I felt the potential in it, but for the life of me couldn’t make out what it was, or what it should be.

      “Are you all right, my love?” Ysduil asked me as we padded the last distance to the farmhouse.

      “I am. I’ll explain it to you once I figure it all out. I’m just thinking. Sorry for being so quiet.”

      “It’s fine. We can talk about it when you’re ready. It surprised me when I saw you glowing.”

      I smiled at her. “Yeah, me too. Let’s take care of this problem first and then we can work on the next one.”

      DD knocked on the farmhouse door and Merlara snatched the door open before the elf’s fist struck the wood a second time. Her wide eyes looked at us expectantly and she clasped her hands together in front of her chest when we produced the plants she’d sent us to get.

      “Fantastic! Those are exactly the herbs I needed. Pardon me for a few moments while I prepare the medicines for my friends.”

      After she’d done so, during which time I stayed out of the way and out of sight as much as possible, the herbalist administered the medication and moved between her three patients checking on their responses.

      “Good, good. Their bodies are already reacting. It’s neutralizing the poison and working to undo the damage. It will be a few days before they recover, but they should be conscious tomorrow sometime. I thank you for your help. You saved my friends’ lives.”

      “You saved Midra,” DD said, “so why don’t we call it even?”

      Merlara nodded and slumped in a chair. “That sounds fine to me.”

      “Merlara?” Ysduil said. “Why did that woman poison your friends? What did she want?”

      “Something she didn’t get. Not fully. I trust you, and you have done me a great favor, so I’ll tell you what she came for. It was actually a stroke of luck. If she had found me here along with my friends, we would all be dead by now, and I’m sure she would know everything I do.

      “She is looking for something. Though she asked many questions, the one that stuck out, according to my friends, was about an acquaintance they did not know. A friend of mine, from many years ago. The dark cat woman asked where she might find this friend, or what she might have said in passing.

      “As I said, the name meant nothing to my friends. Satisfied that they knew nothing, she left them to die from her poison.”

      “All this for one person?” Ysduil asked. “What is the name of this person she was searching for?”

      “Sveita Vaslona.”

      All four of my conscious girls froze. I felt their heads wanting to move to look at me, but they didn’t. I was in the same condition, unmoving as that name bounced within my mind.

      Sveita Vaslona. The name of the adviser for the Isameine family. The woman whose death started us on this quest for the princess.

      “You know that name as well,” Merlara said. “Why is everyone so interested in a woman who died twenty years ago?”Amelie’s head snapped to the herbalist and the woman sighed. “You know.”

      DD patted Amelie’s shoulder as the bunny girl’s eyes dropped to the ground. “We do. The question is, what do you know? More importantly, what does Nemaea Shartuk now know after her interrogation of your friends?”

      “Like I said, they didn’t know Sveita. She and I were friends from way back, even before her rise to trusted counselor to the royal family.” She sighed. “Sveita came to me, a few years ago now. She asked that I didn’t question her about where she’d been or what she’d done. I helped her, gave her medicines, food, procured things for her. I never knew when she would come, or if she’d ever return. I heard recently that she had been killed by bandits. I did as she required and never asked her about anything.

      “She always looked harried, darting her eyes everywhere, like someone was going to jump out at any minute to take her life. Or worse. I understand, of course. The Sodality would have wanted to get hold of her, especially if any of the rumors about one of the princesses surviving were true. She was a good friend, and I’ll miss her. I probably shouldn’t be telling anyone this. What I’ve said alone would get me executed.”

      “Your secret is safe with us,” Ysduil said. “I myself was captured not too far from here several months ago. I was being taken for execution before I managed to escape.”

      “Taken? Near Sorin’s Thicket?”

      “Yes.”

      “You’re that priestess. The one the Sodality caught. They announced it like it was some military victory. Even I heard about that. Thank the goddess you escaped. Did you…kill your minders to do it?”

      “A few.”

      “Good for you. A shame it couldn’t have been more.”

      Ysduil let loose a nervous laugh even as I released a breath. I decided to take a calculated risk.

      “There’s more,” I said, dropping my hood and stepping into the center of the room. “A lot more.”
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      Merlara jumped out of her chair, her hand on her chest, and stumbled, falling backward. Glasha caught her before she could hit the floor, or anything else.

      “Please,” I said. “I’m not going to harm you. I’m not one of them.”

      The herbalist’s head swung back and forth between the women. Ysduil went to her and took her hand, stroking it.

      “It’s true. He’s khresha. He helped me escape, also being in the dungeon awaiting our escort to the Aycrish Summit. While I was going to be executed, they were going to take him for training. But we escaped. Then we found a hundred of my sisters, and Adam saved us all from a Sodality army. We’ve also recently destroyed the Neallir Fortress down south.”

      “Neallir…that was you?”

      “It was a lot of us. Odona’s priestesses, our dunim and gnosta allies, a few others. I’m surprised you heard of it. We’re going to take down the Sodality. It’s why we’re here, causing trouble for them to take their focus away from Odonasia, the town we’re building as a safe haven. It’s also why we’re looking for Princess Evina. We want her to be part of the resistance, maybe lead us.”

      Merlara sat down again, putting her hands on her head. “Take down the Sodality. Is that even possible?”

      “We believe it is, but we’re far from doing it yet. We need more allies and to get more organized.” I smiled at her, hoping it would help her tattered nerves. “We’re doing our best.”

      “Is that assassin after you?”

      “We don’t know. With what you told us, I’m thinking she’s after the same thing we are. She’s looking for Evina Isameine. Sveita was one of the only clues to where she might be.”

      “Oh, Sveita. Such a burden for one person. Why couldn’t you have allowed me to help more?”

      “She probably didn’t want you involved,” Ysduil said. “It would have been very dangerous for you.”

      Merlara glanced at her friends, all in beds and barely brought back from the edge of death.

      “More dangerous,” my foxgirl added.

      “I can’t really tell you anything more about what Sveita told me, since she told me nothing. There is one thing that may help, though. A small detail I noticed when she visited me.”

      I knelt on the ground in front of Merlara so we were almost eye-to-eye. “Anything you can tell us will help.”

      “I noticed a few stains, on her boots and on the legs of the clothing she wore. Small ones, but still interesting. They were a red-brown mud.”

      “Mud?” I asked.

      “Yes. When I was young, I traveled a fair amount, searching for rare herbs for my profession. There is only one place in Western Tenos that I know of with mud that color. Far to the west, past Dewfrost, nearly to the edge of the continent. Something about the strange mist that blankets the land. It causes the mud to oxidize, making that color. I can’t tell you if she merely passed through the area or if she came from there, but I’ve never heard of anyone passing through the Deathmist Morass when they had any choice to go around.”

      I took the old woman’s hands and squeezed them in mine. “I think that’s the piece of information we were looking for. Unless you also know where an older black panther beastkin is. The Grand Priestess of the priestesses of Odona? Gesin Wenet?”

      Merlara shook her head. “I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t be. You just helped us more than you know. Is there anything else we can do for you before we go?”

      “Will you let me join you?”

      I put my finger in my ear and moved it around. “Can you say that again?”

      “Can I join you?”

      “I…” I gestured at the three people lying in beds.

      “Oh. No, that’s not what I meant. Not go with you right now, but join your cause. The resistance.”

      “It’s called the Echo of Yequn,” DD said.

      “Ah. A fitting name. Can I be a Yequnite, too?”

      I smiled. I knew people would call it that. “You can, but we’re not really sure how to create other groups that aren’t where we are.”

      “When you finish your tasks, come back and get me. I can be very useful with my knowledge of herbs and medicines.”

      I liked it that she was confident we’d not only survive, but that we’d finish what we’d started. “We can do that.”

      “If you don’t mind traveling with the Cloak,” Ysduil said with a laugh.

      Merlara started, after finally looking more comfortable. “The Cloak? Is she part of…” The herbalist noticed my dark cloak and the hood attached. “It’s not a ‘she,’ is it? Are you the Cloak?”

      I sketched a bow toward her. “I didn’t pick the name. People just started calling me that. It works, though. One of our goals is to distract the Sodality from Odonasia.”

      “I would still like to join you,” she said. The older woman worried her bottom lip in her teeth and looked over at Midra. “Are you sure you’ll want to make her travel so soon after being afflicted with poison? She’s still weak.”

      I knelt next to the gnosta woman. She was sleeping peacefully, but her face was still a little drawn. It might probably be best to let her recuperate, but I didn’t want to leave her with strangers. At the thought, I realized I didn’t want to leave her at all.

      “We don’t really have the time to wait for her to get stronger,” DD said.

      I hardly heard what she said. Looking at Midra, I felt a connection. Like I had with that animal back at Drecor Haunt. I focused my vision on her, but that did me no good. Instead, I took her hand and closed my eyes to block out all distractions.

      I could feel her pulse, strong and slow, thumping at my fingertips. I delved into the sensation, following it up through her arm to her heart. It seemed familiar, like it was part of my own body. Without my direction, a pulse of my magic traveled through my hand into Midra and traveled through the pathway I’d already imagined.

      She jerked and a moan escaped her lips.

      I sensed Merlara getting close, concerned about what I’d done. I ignored her. With my direction this time, I pulsed a little bit of my magic into the gnoll, like I would to infuse my own limbs with strength or speed, dispersing it into a wider area than the one before.

      Midra’s eyes snapped open, though I had no idea how I could have known that with my eyes closed. I opened mine to find her staring at me.

      “What? What was that? I felt…”

      I sent a little more of my energy into her and her eyes widened.

      “Are you feeling okay?” I asked.

      “I was really tired. Weak. Just now, though, it’s like I was rejuvenated somehow. What happened?”

      Ysduil poked her head in between us. “That plant poisoned you. Merlara made you some medicine and you’ve been sleeping for a while. She said you’ll be weak for some time.”

      “No,” Midra said. “I can feel where the cut was. It still hurts a little. I’m not tired anymore, though. Do we need to leave? I’m fine to travel.” She looked around at all the eyes on her. “What?”

      Merlara took my arm and pulled me away. I had to release Midra or I would have dragged her out of bed.

      “What did you do?” she hissed in an insistent whisper.

      “I just pushed some energy into her. I thought it would help.”

      “Adam has magic,” Amelie said proudly. She’d been so quiet, I didn’t even realize she was right next to us.

      “Magic?”

      “Yeah. A little bit. I’m still learning how to use it, but I did some meditation exercises in Drecor Haunt and now I feel like I got in touch with another aspect of my power. I can feel people. It’s weird.”

      “What do you mean you ‘feel people?’” the herbalist asked.

      “I don’t know. It’s like a connection. It’s sort of weak unless I touch someone, but I get a feeling of them and their thoughts. I’ll need to play with it some more before it’ll be useful.”

      “Useful? You just energized a woman who should be bedridden for at least two days. Look at her.”

      I did as she asked and found Midra standing next to Ysduil and Glasha, pulling her boots on.

      “Huh.”

      Merlara shook her head, squeezing it with both hands.

      “Don’t worry,” Midra said from the other side of the room. “He kind of makes us all feel like that sometimes.”
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      “Are you sure you want to go to that place?” Merlara asked. We’d gathered our gear and were ready to leave her farmhouse.

      “That red mud is the only clue we have to where we might find Evina,” I told her. “We’re still looking for the Grand Priestess, but until we find information pointing to her, we have to act on what we know.”

      “Be careful. There’s a reason no one goes there. Strange things are reported to happen in the mist, and they say it’s poisonous, or at least that it can cause hallucinations. I only barely touched the edges of the mist, too scared to go further.”

      “Thank you for the warning. I’m hoping we don’t have to go too far into it before we find something. We have to try. Take care of your friends and we’ll stop back here on the way back to see if you want to join us in Odonasia.”

      “I look forward to it.”

      “Oh, and Merlara, be careful. We caused some problems in Rivercross. The Sodality is not going to be happy about it and your farm isn’t that far away.”

      The herbalist laughed. “I very much doubt causing trouble there will affect me here.”

      “Adam killed Ghilanna Etorius,” Glasha said.

      The older woman’s face blanched. “Y-you killed her?”

      Glasha seemed in a talkative mood. “Yes. Cut her head off. She was trying to negotiate a better position for herself. Adam came out ahead.” She barked a laugh.

      I waggled a finger at the dunim. “Glasha.” I shrugged at Merlara. “Just be careful. Better if they don’t know that we ever met.”

      After saying our goodbyes, we left the woman and her patients to head west again. Midra had only a slight limp, one she said was because her boot was rubbing on the scratch from the dragonspine. At our first rest, I checked to see how she was doing.

      The gnosta watched me as I removed her boot and inspected the wound. It looked much better than before, like a regular cut, though a fairly long one. The thorn that had torn her flesh was almost comically large.

      “Adam?” she said and I looked from her leg up to her face. Her grey eyes almost matched the stone color of the overcast sky.

      “Yeah?”

      “What did you do to me?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I was really weak. Really weak. So feeble I wasn’t even thinking straight. I heard you all talking, but didn’t make out most of it. Then all of a sudden, my energy returned, and then some. What did you do?”

      I busied myself with wrapping a cloth around her leg to keep her boot from rubbing her wound. “You know how I use magic and push energy into my arms and legs, how I use it sometimes to make myself move faster and be stronger?”

      “Yes.”

      “I…uh, kind of did that to you. Just a little. I pushed some of that magical juice into you.”

      Her hand on my face surprised me and I jerked my gaze from putting her boot back on up to her eyes. They seemed brighter than they did a moment before.

      “You injected me with your ‘juice’?”

      “Umm, maybe that wasn’t the right way to explain it.”

      She winked at me and I relaxed a little. I’d almost forgotten how much of a trickster she was. Then she leaned toward me and put her lips on mine, giving me a chaste little peck. “Thank you. I didn’t know you could do that.”

      I licked my lips. “Honestly, I didn’t, either. We found out together. I’m glad it worked, though. We thought we might have to leave you with Merlara. That would have been bad if the Sodality came sniffing around. We would have missed you, too. We’ve all gotten used to you being around.”

      “Yes,” Glasha said from where she was sitting ten feet away. “Stop stepping into poison plants, doggy. Stay for a while.”

      Midra mock-glared at the dunim, then laughed. “I’ll do my best.”

      Once we started off again, I drew alongside DD at the front.

      “So what’s next?”

      One of the things I loved about the elf was that she always seemed to know what I was referring to, no matter how oblique my questions. So many others would have interpreted that question as me asking them to repeat our plans back to me. Not DD.

      “Ahead of us are the three triangle cities. Darkgrave and Dimgarde are almost the same distance, but we’ll head to Dimgarde. It’s the northernmost of the three and the one where I think we’ll have the least trouble with the Sodality.”

      “Who came up with these names? Darkgrave? I mean, come on. Is that town populated entirely by zombies?”

      Ysduil’s giggle from behind me curved my mouth into a smile.

      “You can tell by what things are named what kind of areas we’re heading into. The third town is Icehill and the city to the west of that is Dewfrost. If you think those are bad, what about where we’re ultimately headed?”

      “What do you mean? We’re going to where that red mud and the fog are, right?”

      “Yes. You don’t find the name of that area ominous?”

      “What is it? I don’t think Merlara or anyone else said what it was called.”

      “She did. Deathmist Morass.”

      “Deathmist? Wow. Yeah, that sounds pretty menacing.”

      Glasha’s hoarse laugh rang out behind me and I turned to look at her, afraid to ask. Apparently, I didn’t have to. She answered without needing the question.

      “More-ass?” She guffawed again. “Did they name it after doggy’s fat behind?”

      “Fuck you,” Midra said, but her tone was light and calm, almost humorous. She followed up with a chuckle.

      I traded looks with DD and shook my head. Those two were going to step on my last nerve.

      The weather got colder and wetter as we headed to Dimgarde. It didn’t rain on us, thankfully, but the overcast skies turned to a heavy mist as we got closer.

      “This isn’t the deathmist,” DD said, answering my question before I asked it. “It’s just because we’re nearing the ocean. After we camp for the night, it should only take us a few hours to get there. I’ll see if we can find any information, we can pick up some more supplies, and then head on to Icehill and maybe Dewfrost. Past that point, there’s nothing much out there. From the city to the Corpse Sea, your guess is as good as mine where we’ll go. I’ve never been west of Dewfrost.”

      “Wait, did you say the Corpse Sea?”

      “I did.”

      “Is Jack Skellington the king of this place? Corpse Sea?”

      Ysduil came up to join us. “You have to understand, Adam, that this part of Western Tenos has never really been explored. There have been at least two expeditions that I know of, both of which came north, following the coast. Not west. One of them never returned.

      “The other one reached the northern shore. They found an inlet where the water formed a type of whirlpool that brought in floating objects and kept them there. It held more than three dozen corpses, in different stages of decomposition. Most were humanoid, but so bloated and deteriorated, they couldn’t identify their race. From that point on, the ocean at the northwest part of Western Tenos was called the Corpse Sea.”

      “That’s…disgusting.”

      “Yes.” She gave me a bubbly smile. “But we probably won’t have to go that far. I’ve heard that the land west of Dewfrost is vast and contains many lakes. It can be soft and marshy, which is why it’s called the Deathmist Morass.”

      “More-ass,” Glasha said, and Midra joined the dunim in laughing about it.

      Ysduil giggled, but continued. “So there is lots of water and the mist seems to always be there. At least, looking at it from a distance, it is. Not many have been interested in exploring because of the rumors of the red mist killing people slowly or making them have visions of monsters and worse.”

      “Red mist?” I said.

      “Yes. The deathmist has a reddish cast. Maybe that’s why the mud is red. Or, maybe the light going through the mist and striking the red mud makes it seem like the mist is red. We’ll find out, maybe.”

      Corpses and deadly mist and swampy ground. “None of that sounds great. Will we even be able to find someone in that?”

      Ysduil’s slender shoulders raised in a shrug. “We won’t know until we try.”

      Ysduil and DD had gotten into the habit of stepping aside somewhere when we set up camp so they could take care of their daily ritual without affecting the rest of us or the watch schedule. When we set up our campsite for the night, Ysduil nodded to DD and went to do her thing while I arranged the firewood I’d collected.

      DD told us how sparsely populated the area was, so there wasn’t an issue with building a fire. A storm had come through recently and there were lots of tree branches scattered around, so there was no lack of fuel.

      When Ysduil came back, her face flushed in the afterglow of her orgasm, DD took her turn away from the group. My foxgirl watched the other priestess as she disappeared into the surrounding bushes.

      “Adam?” My wife’s voice had that honey-sweet quality that told me she was going to ask for something.

      “Yes, Yssy.”

      “Do you remember how we talked about us and marriage and sex and how you’re the only man in the world who can decide what he’ll do?”

      I laughed and pulled her into a hug. “Strangely, I do. At least, I remember about fifty of those conversations. The other hundred or so may be slipping my mind.”

      My foxgirl giggled, but swatted at my arm.

      “I wanted to talk to you about DD.”

      “Yssy, we’ve talked about her before.”

      “I know, but I have a favor to ask you.”

      “Yes?”

      “I’m not saying you should marry her or anything, but she is a wonderful person. Sexy and beautiful and very talented. She also thinks you are very handsome and sexy, too.”

      “I’m flattered,” I said.

      “We’ve talked about helping the sisters, and others, with making their dreams come true. Dreams about becoming pregnant.”

      “We have. Listen, Yssy, you don’t have to sell me on DD. I think she’s beautiful and sexy, just like you say. I also think that she’s smart and skilled and all around a wonderful person. You don’t have to convince me that she would be a lot of fun to have sex with. I’ve imagined it sometimes. With or without the whole pregnancy thing.

      “The thing is, there hasn’t been time to do anything. With all that we’ve been through, it’s hard enough to find time to get rest in between all the things that have been happening to us. I promise you, I’ll try to make time soon. If she wants to—”

      “She wants to. We talked about it yesterday.”

      I gave her the side-eye. “When do you have time to talk about this stuff with everyone?”

      “I’m a priestess of Odona. I talk about it all the time.” She flashed me a silly grin, showing all her teeth.

      “Okay. You have my word. She’s at the top of my list of women who I’ll help with their…goals.”

      She hugged me and kissed the side of my face. “Thank you. It’s not just her dreams or because I know you will both make each other feel so good. It’s also that…well, she’s had a hard life. We all have, but she has always been out doing work for the sisters, always alone. She’s lost friends, lovers, and sometimes she feels like things are her fault. DD doesn’t show it much, but I know how much it bothers her. As a scout, there are things that happen, and she blames herself. A little comfort will help her. She’s so wonderful.”

      “I think so, too. I’ll tell her so and, as soon as I can, I’ll show her. Especially if that makes you happy.”

      “It will. You’ll both be happy. The things that woman can do with her tongue…”
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      The next morning, Midra, Glasha, and I stayed at the camp while DD, Ysduil, and Amelie headed into Dimgarde. I spent much of the day doing the meditation exercises Adrisse had shown me, trying to get a better handle on how my magic changed when I connected with the power that lurked in Drecor Haunt.

      As I searched through the pathways in my body—vessels like arteries and veins but containing raw magical energy—my senses expanded. I wasn’t sure if there were actually channels through which the energy passed, but visualizing it like that helped me to connect with the magic in a way I hadn’t before. It felt like I’d taken a huge step forward, almost as big as when Nysea helped me to find the magic in the first place.

      From where I sat on the ground, I could sense Glasha and Midra, sitting near the fire and chatting. I identified who sat where from the feeling of their auras. Even more strangely, I felt a little tickle from where the fire was. It was slight, not something I’d ever notice unless I was looking for it specifically, but the ramifications of the physical energy of the flame showing up in my magical senses were promising. What else could I do with my powers if I learned how to use them better?

      Time got away from me, and as I dwelled on my internal senses late in the day, I got a distinct feeling that something approached. Digging deeper into the sensation, a tiny spark of recognition flared to life. I turned my head toward it, stood up to stretch my body, and waited to see if I was correct.

      A few minutes later, the three women returned, Ysduil exactly where I had sensed her to be. Her smile lit up our little clearing, but it was made all the brighter with the importance of what had happened. I’d sensed my foxgirl, from far enough away that I knew she was there before any sight or sound indicated it.

      Yeah, I’d definitely need to work on that. If I could strengthen those senses, there was no telling what I’d be capable of.

      Once the girls dropped their packs and pulled out the foodstuffs they’d bought, we sat around the fire for a dinner of roasted beef and vegetables with some bread that couldn’t have been more than a day old.

      “We heard rumors of Nemaea Shartuk,” DD started by saying. “She was in town less than a week ago. It doesn’t seem like she questioned anyone like she did before, but people recognized who she is, or what she is, and it’s clear she was there. No word on where she went, but I’m guessing west. After all, she came from the east after poisoning Merlara’s friends.”

      “She’s ahead of us,” I said. “If she was looking for us, I doubt she’d keep going. I don’t know if news has reached this far about Rivercross—”

      “It has,” Ysduil said. “A lot of people are talking about it. Many of them mentioned the Cloak.”

      “Okay. Even if Nemaea doesn’t connect the cloak with us, I would think she’d have headed back if we were her targets.”

      “So, Gesin, then?” DD asked.

      “Or Evina,” I said. “Merlara said she didn’t tell Nemaea about the mud, but maybe something else tipped her off. After all, the story said the farmgirl ended up in a place with lots of lakes. Besides, she’s an expert at hunting people. I think it’s better to assume she’s on the right track. If she’s not, it’ll be good news, but if it’s true, we can better prepare ourselves.”

      “For what?”

      “To stop her. Protect Evina at all costs. We can’t let the Sodality finish the job. Despite being a woman who has already faced a lifetime of hardship and heartache, Evina is too important as a symbol, like everyone often says about me.”

      The women were silent as that sank in.

      “We heard some things about Icehill, too,” DD said after a few minutes. The Sodality came through and rounded everyone up. Does that sound familiar?”

      I sighed. “It does. What happened?”

      “Supposedly, the troops that are stationed at Dewfrost, or at some ‘recruiting station’ nearby, went in and swept up ‘volunteers.’ We didn’t hear anything that indicated they burned the place down or killed anyone, but it’s essentially a ghost town now.”

      “This recruiting station, is it close to town?”

      “Right on the edge. I know what you’re thinking, but no, we can’t attack it. Not with only six of us. There’s only so much we can do. Causing the Sodality trouble is one thing, suicide is another.”

      I looked over at Amelie, who was biting her bottom lip. I reached over and took her hand. “We’ll find them. We’ll help them escape.”

      “I know.”

      DD’s eyes softened. “Amelie, you know your family is not here, right? They’ll still be in Eastern Tenos. No reason to bring them all the way here to this recruiting station.”

      The bunny girl nodded and I squeezed her hand.

      “Okay, so we can’t help the ones from Icehill. Not yet. Anything else?”

      “Ooh,” Ysduil said, “there was news about K also.” She hopped excitedly on the log she used as a seat.

      “K again.”

      “Yes, K.”

      “Do you think that maybe Udhri is actually this K character?” I asked.

      Ysduil shook her head. “No. K has different appearances, but she’s always human. Besides, I don’t remember her ever being reported in the west. She is in Eastern Tenos. Plus, she always has fabulous outfits.”

      I narrowed my eyes at my foxgirl. “I didn’t think you cared about clothing or fashion. I mean, other than when we make you wear something else, you only wear one thing.”

      “Of course,” she said, rolling her eyes like I was daft. “But that doesn’t mean I can’t appreciate nice clothing. K robs from the rich—”

      “—and gives to the poor?” I asked.

      Ysduil tilted her head at me. “No. Why would she do that? That seems like a silly thing to do. For a bandit anyway. She robs from the rich, which most often means powerful Sodality people or at least those who are good friends of the Sodality. Sometimes she brings minions with her and she takes things by force, but other times she sneaks in and steals valuable possessions.”

      “How do they know it’s her, then, when she sneaks in?”

      “She leaves a small iron emblem. A stylized K masterfully worked in metal. When she lets herself be seen, it’s always different.”

      “Except that she has fabulous clothes,” Amelie helpfully pointed out.

      “Yes, of course. But she changes things about herself, too. Hair color, hair length, complexion, sometimes her eye color. The shape of her face is even different sometimes. No one really knows which appearance is true. It’s almost like there are several of her. But when she fights, her style is very recognizable. People who have witnessed it agree that she moves like a goddess and strikes like a monster. And did I mention she does it in fabulous clothes?”

      I laughed at my silly wife. “It sounds like you have a crush on her.”

      Ysduil crossed her arms in front of her chest. “I do not.” She leaned in like she was telling me a secret. “But witnesses say she is beautiful, and very sexy, whichever face she wears.”

      I tapped my finger on my lips. “You say she has minions?”

      “Yes, lots of them.”

      “She hates the Sodality?”

      DD answered before Ysduil could get it out. “Not really. It’s more that she hates authority. And laws. She doesn’t seem to have a social agenda. She’s just plain stealing, probably to pay for all those clothes.”

      “Ooh,” Ysduil said, “did I—”

      “Yes, Yssy. We know she has fabulous clothes. What I’m wondering is if she would want to join us. With an army already, and with obvious skills, she’d be a great addition.”

      “I doubt she’d be interested,” DD said. “She’s all about herself. She’s been doing her thing for years, mostly in the more populated parts in the east because that’s where most of the wealth is. She is living the life of a bandit queen. People like that don’t usually care much if others are suffering.”

      “Yeah, you’re probably right. Still, how great would that be to get a ready-made army and a woman who has those kinds of skills.”

      “Maybe Ysduil could borrow some of her clothes,” Midra said, picking at her teeth with a knife.

      “Oooh.”
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      “So there’s no chance of even getting a peek at what they’re doing at that recruiting station?” I asked DD as we headed west, swinging wide of Icehill and angling to pass Dewfrost by at least several miles. The road cut straight through sparsely treed areas with a few large stands of trees that would be a stretch to call a forest.

      “None. I’ve talked to people who have seen them before. It’s basically a prison. Guards everywhere. We don’t need to see it to imagine what it’s like.”

      “That actually reminds me of something I’ve been wondering. How much do you know about the training for sotin?”

      “Not much.” She glanced around at the others, but they all shook their heads. “Why?”

      “Is it a purely physical thing, training by torture, reward, or punishment, or are there drugs involved, or magic?”

      “I don’t think anyone knows that except the people doing the training and those at the highest level of the Sodality. Why are you asking about this?”

      “Just curious. I was wondering if there were limits. Like, if they’re hypnotized, they wouldn’t be able to do anything they were morally opposed to doing, down deep. If there are drugs, maybe they have to take them all the time to keep up the effects. If it’s magic…who knows? Maybe there’s a way to bypass whatever it is that causes them to do what they’re commanded.”

      “That’s an interesting thought,” Ysduil said. “We can ask around when we get back to Odonasia. Maybe some of the elder sisters know. Or if we can catch someone from the Sodality and ask them nicely, they might tell us. One of their handlers might know something.”

      “I could get them to talk,” Glasha said.

      “I was only wondering. We’ll see what we can find out. After we get Evina to safety.”

      As we trod the narrow road, I flexed my mind, practicing the new senses I'd gained. Playing. It was easy enough to feel vibrations, or auras, from my three girls. I’d been with them for so long that the specific energy in their bodies seemed like part of my own.

      It was almost like a scent, wafting toward me. I caught little pieces of it as I would some aroma, flickering in and out of my conscious grasp. To a lesser extent, I could also sense DD and Midra, though it was even more hit or miss. In all of them, though, I could feel good things, benevolent energy that endeared them to me.

      At one point, I even waved my hand through the air, trying to grab hold of the sensation that seemed to be tangible. There was nothing there to touch, though, and after the way Ysduil looked at me like I was losing my mind, I kept myself from doing it again.

      Diving deep into my head, I reached the point where even the soft conversation between the women disappeared from my perception. The sound phased in and out, but when I was wrapped up in my little shell of silent concentration, I could swear I felt other things, beyond my companions. Flickers of energy, magic or something else, tickled my senses. Thinking about them broke my focus, but one time I saw a fox dart deeper into the underbrush on the side of the road, exactly where I’d felt the tinge of…something.

      I’d opened up a whole new world of sensations, of magical power. They were by no means something I could weaponize, like flooding my limbs with power or speed, but magic was magic, and I wouldn’t discount anything that added to my abilities.

      After a few hours of that, my mind was tired. I left part of my consciousness running on autopilot, watching for new sensations, but came out of my stupor to interact with my companions.

      “Whew,” I said. “Has your brain ever been so tired, it feels like someone has been rubbing it raw with a rough cloth?”

      Ysduil smiled at me. “You’re finally back with us. I asked you questions several times, but you just kept walking with a silly look on your face.”

      “A dumb look, really,” Midra clarified.

      “Thanks, Midra. Uh, what kind of look? Was I drooling or something?”

      “Of course not,” Ysduil said. “It was kind of a blank look, almost like the sotin have.”

      “Please don’t say that. I would hate any kind of comparison…” Mid-sentence, something sent a twang through my mind. I’d never felt it before, but for some reason, I knew immediately what it meant. “Ambush!”

      My danger sense, which I had felt before, went off as projectiles zipped through the air at us. None at me, though.

      Ysduil, instantly on alert at my cry, moved her staff so quickly, I could barely see it. With a thunk, an arrow deflected off her wooden weapon and skittered across the dirt. Glasha reacted quickly as well, but she didn’t escape completely. A line of red appeared on her left arm and she hissed as she drew her sword. DD barely rolled out of the way of another arrow and came to her feet with her bow in her hand and an arrow on the way to the string.

      Midra twisted her entire body so an arrow that had been aimed at her torso flew by, within a hair’s breadth of catching her. Unfortunately, she wasn’t the target of only one missile. Another slammed into the back of her leg, at the top of her hamstring. She cried out and dropped to a knee, holding herself from falling completely over with her spear. As she twisted, I spotted the shaft sticking out of her. Not an arrow. A shorter shaft, with narrow wooden fins rather than fletching. A crossbow bolt. With her armor, it hadn’t punched all the way through her, but it could still be life-threatening if it hit the femoral artery.

      DD loosed her arrow and nocked another in the blink of an eye. The first flew true and skewered the eye of a dog beastkin with a crossbow, wearing Sodality armor.

      Not being targeted myself, I had a second to see what we were up against. More than a dozen people stood against us, all with one type or another of Sodality armor. Five of them had ranged weapons. Minus the dog DD had killed, four held bows. I blurred to the closest ones, two rat beastkin. With them preoccupied with nocking another round of arrows, I was in front of—and past them—before they could react. I gave both wounds that left them dead on their feet, one with a throat torn out and the other with a savage slash that nearly cut her in half diagonally. They dropped to the ground as I moved toward the elven archer, a sotin. He was taking aim at Ysduil.

      I was too far from the man, and from Ysduil, to use one of my force balls to either interrupt him or to throw the arrow aside. It was possible that my foxgirl could bat the shaft aside like she had with the previous one, but her eyes were on the other soldiers charging us. I needed to do something.

      I dove into the strange aura the man was putting off. It almost felt familiar, but very wrong. In a fit of panic, I latched onto the sensation and threw as much power at it as I could. Different than blurring, different than the wall of force I could generate. This was more of a cutting. Or a blanketing. Like crushing something in my fist.

      The man’s face suddenly became even more slack than it already was. His arms dropped to his sides and he stood motionless, like a toy robot whose batteries had fallen out.

      My eyebrows twitched, not knowing—or believing—what I’d done, but I didn’t have time to gawk. The last archer, a human woman, swung her bow toward me and released the arrow she had drawn back.

      On the other side of the battle, the non-ranged soldiers charged my friends. Two human sotin, both with longswords, rushed DD. She put an arrow into the chest of one of them, but the man kept coming, though he stumbled and leaned to one side to keep upright. The elven priestess tossed her bow aside and drew her sword just in time for the other sotin to get within range and swing at her with his blade.

      The archer was close, and I wasn’t able to mitigate the arrow coming at me completely. I shot off a force ball, but in my panic, my aim wasn’t great and the arrow only deflected a little. It whizzed past my face, barely missing my left eye, and laid down a line of fire across the scalp above my ear. I automatically put a hand up to feel it and brought my fingers back in front of my face covered in blood.

      I shifted my eyes and glared at the human, just as an elf woman in higher quality armor with an arming sword in her fist, yelled out.

      “Do not kill the khresha. The assassin said to kill everyone, but the Paragon’s orders are to take him alive. Kill the rest.”

      “We’ll fucking see about that,” I said, blurring to the only remaining archer, the woman who’d just injured me. The magic fizzled out a step from her, but my normal speed was sufficient to cut into her neck and nearly remove her head before she could do so much as get her bow stave up to block.

      I scanned the battlefield. It was a mass of chaos, with bodies everywhere, most of them still upright. The archers were all taken care of, but plenty of enemies remained. Ten—no, nine—soldiers with a variety of weapons had spread out to engage different members of my group. Mistake. They would have been better off ganging up on one at a time.

      Midra was my biggest concern, teetering while supporting herself with her spear. Until my magic recharged, I couldn’t blur to her side as a hulking boar sotin with a sword headed toward her. I was going to try to get to her anyway, but then I noticed Amelie.

      The bunny girl held her sticks at the ready as a cat beastkin sotin—notched ear like a tomcat and all—with a weighted net and a trident stalked her. Another boar sotin, this one with a pole hammer, joined the cat in going after my obsil.

      I headed toward Amelie to help, since she was closer. I couldn’t help but to watch Midra out of the corner of my eye as I moved, though.

      The gnoll woman gritted her teeth and stood up straighter, taking the weight off her spear. As the sotin charged, swinging his sword toward her, she flicked the tip of her spear up. With a ting, the metal point of the spear slapped the sword away, then slashed out at the man’s neck. Her cut missed his neck, but savagely scored his face as she torqued the shaft and the tip lashed out. Sword out of play, the sotin continued his charge, slamming into Midra with his shoulder.

      Both of them went down, rolling across the dirt of the road.

      When Midra got back to her feet with a grunt, the sotin stayed exactly where he was, lying on the ground. She picked up her dropped spear and only then did I notice the handle of her knife sticking out of the boar’s head at an angle.

      “Good girl,” I whispered, and focused on my bunny girl and her two attackers.

      The cat’s weighted net flew through the air, on target to tangle up Amelie. I slashed through it as it was in the air, cutting the strands and knocking it from its trajectory. Taking my position next to my bunny girl, we prepared to meet their attacks.

      Ysduil, off to my left, leaped to attack a human woman with a staff similar to hers, but with iron bands on the ends. A dog beastkin with two swords shuffled to stand with the human against my foxgirl.

      The two staff-wielders didn’t wait. As soon as they were within range, their weapons spun and struck out. A sharp rat-a-tat-tat sound erupted, like a drummer on a snare drum. The dog beastkin darted here and there to try to get to Ysduil, but aborted time and again as the staffs proved to be too tough a shield to crack.

      Ysduil side-stepped just enough for the other staff to whiz past her. Taking the opening, she slammed her own weapon onto the dog’s shoulder. The dual-sword wielder cried out in pain as her shoulder was crushed, and the weapon dropped from her hand. Ysduil and the human woman went back to their contest as if the dog was insignificant.

      The elf in the quality armor moved to join the two of her soldiers in front of me and Amelie, while a huge dunim sotin with a battle-axe charged Glasha.

      My green warrior flashed a feral smile at the other dunim. “My name is Glasha Axecrusher. I’m going to show you why.” She lunged in to meet the man and his double-bladed axe.

      A quick glance to Midra found her on her feet, leaning on her spear, with blood running down where the quarrel was still sticking out of her. “Are you okay, Midra?”

      She waved at me, her pale face reflecting her exhaustion. No one else was attacking her at the moment, so I’d have to hope she would survive until we finished the others.

      The cat sotin got within range and lunged at Amelie with his trident. The bunny girl deftly dodged his attack and charged, striking the shaft of his longer weapon with her sticks, one right after another. Like it was choreographed, she morphed her hard deflections with a sliding duck to evade the butt of the trident as the cat tried to catch her out with it. Before it even completely passed over her head, she slammed her sticks three times into the cat’s leg.

      He tottered but didn’t utter a word. Neither did Amelie, who wove her sticks through the man’s arms, then twisted to break his grip on the trident. As the weapon dropped to the ground, she flowed her sticks into a beautiful circular motion, striking the cat’s head and face repeatedly. Dancing around him, she bashed at his legs until he dropped to his knees. Then, whipping her sticks around his neck and grabbing both of them in her hands, at either end, she hopped and twisted in the air.

      The movement looked like a jiu jitsu throw, tossing his body into the air as a loud crack signaled that his neck had been broken from the torque. Amelie rolled, came to her feet, and moved toward me before the boar sotin with the pole hammer had even attacked me.

      I looked at the flushed face of my bunny girl. A single strand of hair had come loose from her intricate braid. “Nice job.” She grinned at me, adjusted the angle of her sticks, and looked at the boar sotin as the elf commander got within range.

      DD didn’t seem to be having any trouble with the two sword-wielding sotin. The one she’d put an arrow into moved more slowly than his companion. She might’ve punctured a lung or caused some other kind of internal bleeding with the arrow. She maneuvered around the uninjured sotin to easily parry the strikes from the other one, then almost casually cut down across his torso and abdomen, opening his belly up so his entrails spilled out. The elf smoothly spun away to focus on her sole remaining opponent while the injured one lingered before dying.

      Glasha, as she had promised, ran circles around the axe-wielding dunim sotin. She easily dodged his strikes with the massive weapon. As she did, she laid down another cut on him or took a chunk out of the haft of his axe with her sword. He’d already lost a few fingers to her blade, and when those losses became too much for him to hold the axe with both hands, the fight wasn’t going to last too much longer.

      With his decreased control of the weapon, the sotin slowed, allowing Glasha to casually evade his strikes. Her parries began to use sharper angles, until on one swing, she effectively blocked the haft itself with the edge of her blade. The long handle broke and the axe head spun off, nearly hitting the staff-wielder fighting Ysduil.

      Glasha changed her motion into an upward cut, almost taking the sotin’s arm off at the shoulder, then reversed the blade to cut down into his neck diagonally. My gorgeous dunim warrior kicked the man off her blade as he gushed blood. Her task done, Glasha joined Amelie to stand in front of the boar sotin that hadn’t yet attacked while the commander had been getting into position. Did he require specific orders to attack, or was he somehow defective?

      Another thought crossed my mind. I wondered if any of the sotin ever fought their training, if a battle within themselves caused a delay in their reactions or their following orders. I shook my head to clear the thought. We still had a battle to finish.

      Without the boar to worry about, I focused on the commander, scowling at me like I had shit in her living room. Her face twisted into a grimace, her teeth gritted, and she exploded into action.

      It was obvious her tactic was trying to overwhelm me. She had probably sparred with sotin before and knew their weakness of being confused by many complex actions. I had no such weakness. My reflexes and speed were arguably the best qualities I had in a fight. So I let her attack with flurries of strikes, biding my time.

      The woman was good, but not nearly as good as the commander of the Neallir Fortress I’d fought. She did a passable job in moving around, attacking from different angles, and working from my sides. I didn’t counterattack, conserving my energy and saving my attacks for a killing move.

      I found the right time as she completed a respectably complex series of five strikes. As she finished the last attack, she paused for the briefest of moments to take a breath, no doubt to launch another flurry.

      I stepped in while tapping her sword, grabbed the forearm of her sword arm, and rammed the point of my sword up into her belly while looking into her eyes. In the end, it was the simple moves, expertly performed, that won a battle.

      “It would have been better to have tried to kill me,” I told her, putting a foot on her chest and kicking her off my blade.

      I looked over in time to see DD plunge her sword into the face of the sotin she had been fighting. The boar sotin had already fallen, taken down by Amelie’s sticks and Glasha’s sword, judging by the bruises and broken skin on the sotin’s head, which lay several feet from his body.

      Ysduil still fought the human staff-wielder, though it didn’t seem like my foxgirl was in any trouble. The dog beastkin that had been hanging around her was down already and Yssy had the woman on the run. My wife’s eyes flicked toward the rest of us, lighting up when she saw we were done fighting. She poured on some speed and maneuvered her opponent. With a blur of motion, she screamed the loudest kiai I’d ever heard while bringing her staff down in a powerful vertical strike. The other woman got her staff up into a classical block, hands at shoulder width with the weapon horizontal above her head in front of her.

      Ysduil’s staff smashed through the Sodality woman’s weapon, snapping it in two and splitting the soldier’s skull.

      Even as the last of our opponents fell, I caught the motion of Midra hobbling up to the sotin to which I had done…whatever it was that I’d done.

      “Wait, Midra,” I yelled. “Don’t—”

      She calmly pulled out her knife and dragged it across the man’s throat, then stumbled out of the way as he fell to the ground.

      “—kill him.”
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      Midra’s leg collapsed under her and she started to fall. The sensation of power in me told me that I had recharged it somewhat, so without a thought, I pushed the magic into my muscles and blurred to reach the gnoll before she landed on the ground.

      I swept the dark-haired woman up, one arm under her knees and the other cradling her back, under her arm. “I’ve got you.”

      Her eyes rolled to me as her body went limp like a pile of rags.

      The other women rushed to me as I walked back toward a part of the road that wasn’t soaked with blood. I had to go several paces.

      “DD, do you have those herbs you got from Merlara? What do we do about this thing?” I jerked my chin toward the crossbow bolt still protruding from Midra’s leg.

      The elf priestess retrieved her pack where she’d dropped it at the beginning of the fight while Ysduil found the body of the dog beastkin who had the crossbow. She came back with one of the bolts.

      “It’s a standard diamond-shaped head,” my foxgirl said, holding the arrow up to me to show it. “We can pull it out instead of having to force it all the way through like we would if it had a barbed or hooked tip.”

      I shuddered at the image in my mind. I couldn’t imagine having to push it through and out the other side of her leg to get it out. It was bad enough thinking about tearing it out the way it had gone in.

      DD threw her pack down in front of us. “Ysduil, get me the fever root salve and the willow bark. I need to check the wound. Rolling around with that sotin didn’t help things.”

      “Sorry,” Midra said in a hoarse voice. “He didn’t ask me if I wanted to dance.” She sputtered a laugh.

      “Amelie,” I said, “Please get some water for Midra. And maybe make up a little pillow and bed with the bedrolls and spare clothing so I don’t have to hold her through all this.” I looked Midra in the eyes. “Sorry for jostling you around. We’ll get you a comfortable place to rest in a minute.”

      “It’s no problem. You can carry me around all the time if you like. It’s…nice.”

      I smiled at her, but shot DD a concerned look.

      “It didn’t hit any arteries,” the elf said. “If we’re careful and pull it out straight, we should be able to prevent her from bleeding out.” Ysduil handed DD the herbs she’d asked for. DD nodded her thanks, then swiveled to talk to Midra. The gnoll woman’s eyes were glazed with pain. “I’m not going to lie to you, Midra. This is going to hurt. A lot. Do you think you can chew on this willow bark without choking? It’ll help with the pain. Once we get the bolt out, I can slow the bleeding with some fairy clove and then I’ve got herbs to help you sleep.”

      “I can chew. No sleeping. We have to get moving. At least get out of the area.”

      Ysduil bit her lip and looked at me. I shook my head. We’d talk about it later.

      “One thing at a time, Midra,” I said. “Chew the bark, then we’ll take the bolt out and patch you up. I’ll carry you far enough that we won’t be seen if anyone comes upon the battlefield. Then we’ll talk more. Does that sound good?”

      “Sure.”

      After Midra had chewed up the root and spit out the fibers, the others helped to hold her down. I angled her body so she lay on her side.

      “Ready? I’ll pull it out in three, two—” I yanked the bolt out exactly in the path it took to get in her.

      “Aaaauuuuuuugh! Son of a Sodality whore. You fucking bastard. You didn’t even let me get ready.”

      I dabbed some perspiration off her brow with a cloth DD had set on her head. “Yeah, sorry. It’s better if you’re not ready for it. If you had tensed up, I would have done more damage to the contracted muscles. You can kick my ass for it later. Fair?”

      Midra huffed a few breaths in the aftermath of what had to be incredible pain. “Fair.” She closed her eyes briefly and when she opened them, it was like they had a fire burning behind them. “Thank you.”

      “Hey,” I said. “I’ve thought about making you scream before. Not quite like this, but I guess I’ll take it.” My chuckle was a pathetic, sputtering thing. It did bring a pained smile to her mouth, though.

      “Sorry about killing the sotin, too,” she said. “I didn’t know you wanted to keep him alive.”

      “No problem.”

      “Adam,” Ysduil said, “why did you want him alive?”

      I wiped at Midra’s brow again and leaned over to kiss her forehead. Her eyes were already closing, despite the pain. The herbs DD had given her worked fast.

      “I just wanted to try something.”

      “What did you do to him to begin with?” DD asked. “He was aiming at Ysduil, then he suddenly stopped moving. If I hadn’t seen you glaring at him like your eyes could kill him, I would have thought something in his brain had just stopped working.”

      “I…don’t really know what I did. Since Drecor Haunt, I’ve had these other aspects to my magic. Sensing things, stuff like that. What tipped me off about the ambush wasn’t my normal danger sense, but the strange auras of the sotin. I harnessed the feeling of that aura and I did something. Like interrupting it or blanketing it. I used my magic to smother the way his training-affected brain worked. I didn’t know what I was doing. Still don’t. It stopped him, though, which is good. I wanted to experiment a little bit with him after…”

      DD raised an eyebrow. “Could you have made him do what you wanted? Control him like the handlers do?”

      “I don’t know. I don’t think so. Another one of them, one of the boar beastkin, seemed to react more slowly to things, even to commands. I got the sense that part of him was still in there fighting the training. I doubt I’d ever be able to control them, but maybe I can destroy whatever it is that makes them obedient.”

      Ysduil gasped. “You mean…? Are you saying that you might be able to heal them? Make them able to think for themselves again?”

      “I don’t know, Yssy. It’s all conjecture at this point. I only know that I felt something in them I’ve never felt before. I want to experiment. How great would that be if I could bring them back? It would be one at a time, and slowly, but can you imagine?”

      The others went silent as I wiped Midra’s brow again.

      “More ass.”

      What the fuck? “Glasha?”

      The dunim woman barked a laugh. “Everything seems to be about Midra’s butt. Look at where she got injured.”

      I glanced down at the gnoll woman’s form as she lay on her side, her behind pointing at me just above where her wound was bandaged. I shook my head at the grinning Glasha, running my eyes over the tight, perfectly shaped butt of the gnosta woman. “I like her ass.”

      Midra slept fitfully for a couple of hours, during which time the other women checked the bodies of the Sodality soldiers. There had been fourteen of them in total and while it seemed a waste to not take all their weapons, the girls hid those and took the coin. We toyed with the idea of dragging them to the bushes, but the road was so blood-soaked, it wouldn’t have made a difference.

      Soon after we were all back together, watching over Midra, the gnoll woman awoke with a jerk.

      “The pain must be coming back,” DD said.

      “What? Where?” Midra’s eyes darted around, locking on me as I squeezed her hand.

      “Hey,” I said. “How are you?”

      “In pain. How long did I sleep?”

      “Couple of hours.”

      “We can’t afford this. You have to get moving.”

      “You mean we have to get moving.”

      “I meant what I said. I’m no good to you in this state. Go, do what you need to do. I’ll be fine.”

      I shook my head. “Nope. That’s not the way it goes. We’re not going to abandon you because you’re hurt.”

      “Adam, what you’re doing is more important. I’ll make my way back to Merlara and wait for you there. Even limping, I should get there within a couple of days. We just passed that way. It’s safe.”

      “Not gonna happen. We’ll either carry you, or we’ll wait until you’re healed.”

      “Adam! You’re not going to sacrifice what you’re doing because I’ll be laid up for a while. Just go and—”

      “I’ll stay with her,” Ysduil said.

      “Yssy?”

      “I’ll stay with her. I can help her get back to Merlara where she can rest and heal up. Even if we do run into danger, we can either hide or I can take the brunt of any attacks. Short of another ambush, I’ll be able to protect her. Besides, she’s not unable to protect herself.” She flashed a smile at Midra, who gave her a grateful one in return.

      “But—”

      “She’s right,” DD said. “They both are. We can’t pause for days, not with Nemaea on Evina’s trail. Why do you think she sent the soldiers after us? She knows we’re close and she wants to find the princess and kill her. If she’d been after us, she would have been with them. Instead, she sent them to stall us. This is the best option.”

      “It is,” Glasha said. “But I should go with doggy. I’m stronger than Ysduil and could probably carry the mongrel, if necessary. Even with her big ass.”

      Midra laughed, but cut it short with a pained wheeze. “Talking about bitches,” she said, but smiled at Glasha’s smirking face.

      “We’ll do fine,” Ysduil said. “Midra and I will be fine. Go and find Gesin, save the princess, and maybe kill some more Sodality soldiers. We’ll be waiting for you at Merlara’s house.”

      “Relaxing and getting fat, no doubt,” Glasha said.

      “Just for you, you green whore,” Midra said.

      “Just for me.”

      With the decision made—and me apparently overruled—we prepared to leave. Ysduil took me aside as DD fashioned a crutch from a conveniently twisted branch she’d found.

      “Adam, I’m sorry if we forced you into this.”

      “No, you didn’t. I don’t like it, but it does seem like the best option. You get Midra to where she can heal, the whole group doesn’t have to slow down, and we might still be able to catch up to Nemaea and stop her. I will miss having you with us, though.”

      She took my hand. “I’ll miss you. It saddens me that I won’t be there to save you when you do something stupid.”

      I laughed and pulled her close. “At least I’ll know you’re safer than you would be with us. That’s a positive.”

      “Can I ask you something?”

      “Of course, Yssy. Anything.”

      “Watch over DD.”

      “I hardly think she needs me to—”

      “I know, she’s a skilled fighter and an expert scout. That’s not what I’m talking about. Even now, I can see how she is blaming herself for what happened to Midra.”

      “That’s ridiculous. How is that her fault?”

      “She is blaming herself. It’s like I told you before, she takes responsibility for those she leads as a scout. I’m sure she’s beating herself up over it already. Will you…soothe her? Help her, console her, let her know it’s not her fault. Talk to her and draw her out, then help her come to terms with it.”

      “Absolutely. I’ll talk to her as soon as I can.”

      “And Adam, maybe comfort her physically, too.”

      “Ysduil…”

      “Please. This is not some ploy to get you to have sex with her. I do want that, but more important right now is that you let her know she is wanted and appreciated and respected. Priestesses of Odona often translate things into physical pleasure and intimacy. Help to heal her even as you would like to heal Midra of her physical injury. I’m not saying you have to have sex with her. A kiss or hugs or other physical demonstrations that she’s valuable and appreciated may do as well. Just help her to feel as if she’s worthy of your attention and affection. She is smitten with you and holds you in awe. It will help my friend.”

      I put my hands on both sides of her beautiful face and kissed my foxgirl. “I love you so much.”

      “I love you more than anything I have ever experienced,” she said. “Is that a yes?”

      “It’s a yes. I’ll do what I can.”

      “Thank you. She is quite skilled. I have no doubt she will provide you with an explosive orgasm.”

      I shook my head and let out a sigh. “Yssy!”

      She put her face on my chest, and her body shook with giggles.
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      I kissed Ysduil as we prepared to split up.

      “Please be careful,” I said. “I don’t like the idea we’re not there to watch each other’s backs. Try to stay off the road as much as you can in case there are other Sodality troops looking specifically for us. Nemaea seems the type to send more than one unit after us.”

      “We’ll be careful,” she said. “You’re the one going into danger. We’re going back the way we’ve already passed. All of you take care of each other and come back safe to us.”

      I put both hands on my foxgirl’s head and leaned my forehead against hers until they touched and whispered, “I love you. I’ll miss you.”

      “I love you and will count the seconds until you’re back with me.”

      Glasha gave Midra some last-minute admonishments.

      “Don’t try to be a hero. You’re injured, so act like it. Don’t push too hard and make your wound worse, and don’t fight unless you absolutely have to.”

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah,” Midra said with a mischievous smile. It slipped off her face as she got serious. “Make sure you don’t do something stupid, like charging into an army just to show how tough you are. I know how stupid you can be if I’m not around to smack you on the side of the head.”

      Glasha grinned at the gnoll woman. “Just make sure you make it to Merlara’s house. I’ve got coin riding on it.”

      “You bet on me to make it? Actually, no, a better question is, someone bet against me making it?”

      The dunim woman barked a laugh. “No one would take that bet. I had to settle for betting on how long it would take you. Don’t let me down.”

      The two women hugged, which I had to blink and rub my eyes to believe. Glasha joined the others as DD and Amelie finished their goodbyes with Ysduil. I went over to Midra.

      “I’m sorry I’m causing problems,” she said, her expression downcast.

      I took her hands. “Midra, I’m just glad you’re not more seriously hurt. None of us could have dodged an arrow and a crossbow bolt at the same time, and I’m happy all you got was a sore leg. Merlara will tell us for sure, but DD says that the damage is almost all in the muscle, so you should heal up completely, probably with only a small scar.”

      “Which Glasha will constantly tease me about. I can hear it now: ‘Midra took an arrow; good thing it was in her fat ass.’” She laughed, and I couldn’t sense any irony in it at all.

      “To be honest, I have no idea what that thing is you two are doing. No one in this world or mine would ever call your ass anything but perfect. I enjoy watching it and will continue to do so. You know, just to make sure there’s no lasting damage and all.” I winked at the way she moved her mouth without speaking and flushed immediately.

      “Be careful, Adam. Make sure all of you come back to us.”

      “It’s a promise. You two get safely to Merlara and relax until we come to pick you up. We’ve a lot to do yet after we retrieve the princess, and you’re going to help me with it whether you want to or not.”

      The way she smiled at me, I was reminded of the first time we’d met, and the second, and how she seemed to get more beautiful every day. It wasn’t a matter of eating or rest or even finding a purpose. It simply was.

      “Can I kiss you goodbye-for-now?” I asked, watching her smiling lips.

      “You better or I’d have to hobble after you, begging for it.”

      “Nah, not you. You’re not a beggar.”

      I put my hands on her cheeks and brought my lips to hers, savoring the careful, slow movement as they slid over each other. Our tongues touched, flicking and twirling with each other as Midra let out a little moan. I wrapped my arms around her and pulled her close to me as we finally broke our kiss.

      “Be safe,” I told her again. “We’ll see you soon.” I kissed her hand and went to join DD, Amelie, and Glasha.

      I watched Ysduil and Midra as they started out toward the east. When they disappeared from view, I sighed and turned to my three companions.

      “Okay, let’s get this over with. DD, I’m assuming you already know where we’re headed?”

      The elf cast a sad glance toward Midra. She’s already told the gnoll twice how sorry she was. “I do. I’d been debating whether or not some of us should stop in Dewfrost for information or to top off our supplies, but I know now it would be stupid. That Sodality group said Nemaea called attention to us, so we’d probably get spotted the second we came close to the city. We’ll swing around to the south and then head northwest into the Deathmist…uh, into the mist.”

      Glasha mouthed the words more-ass, and then shot a sad look toward the east.

      “If you can,” I said, “try to keep us off the roads. I’m thinking Nemaea would have a backup plan. She’s not the best at what she does for no reason.”

      The elf nodded. “I was thinking the same thing. I don’t know if she brought troops with her or if they’re based in Dewfrost, but we have to expect that any Sodality soldiers we encounter probably know about us. With two fewer people, it could throw them, but best not to take chances. I don’t know where Nemaea got her information about us.”

      We mostly took smaller roads or paths DD found that went in the general direction we aimed for. The types of trees and undergrowth changed as we traveled, but the overall nature of the forest we passed through remained the same. The few times we went completely off path or road, thick vegetation slowed our pace.

      A day and a half after we’d left Ysduil and Midra, we trod a well-used path in the afternoon. I’d been constantly working on honing my new senses—often at the expense of conversation with the others—and still had the urgency to use them to scan ahead of us. As my senses tingled, I called a stop.

      “I think there are sotin up ahead,” I whispered. “Stay here. I want to check something.” I continued on ahead for a few dozen feet, feeling out with my mind, before turning and going back. “Yep. It’s not quite strong enough to figure out how many, but there are at least some.”

      “I’ll go scout it out,” DD said. When I opened my mouth, she put a hand up. “It’s literally my job as a scout. Don’t worry, they won’t spot me. I have the advantage already knowing they’re there. You three stay here. I’ll be back shortly.”

      The elven priestess took her bow in hand and ghosted into the undergrowth.

      “How the hell does she move through that without making a sound?”

      “Because she’s a badass,” Glasha said with a grin.

      I shared her smile but noticed Amelie trying to work out what we meant. “It’s something I explained to Glasha and Ysduil before we met you. It doesn’t mean she has a bad ass. In fact…well, never mind that. Let me explain it to you…”

      DD returned less than half an hour later. She motioned for us to move back a distance.

      “First, your senses are getting a lot more perceptive. They’re nearly half a mile away. Second, you’re right. There are half a dozen sotin with about as many women, all in Sodality armor. As if we needed that detail. They look to be waiting for someone, with two of them closer to us on the road. Looks like a classic ambush to me. Again. I went wide and found a path we can use to bypass them.”

      “No,” I said.

      “No?”

      “No. We’re not going to evade them.”

      “Adam, there are only four of us now. There are basically three of them for every one of us.”

      “We can’t help it if they’re at a disadvantage,” Glasha said without a hint of irony. “Do you want me to sit this one out to make it more fair?” Okay, that last part had a little irony in it.

      DD stared at my green warrior with her mouth open.

      “First,” I said. “Glasha, you’re fucking awesome.” She blew me an air kiss. “More importantly, though, we have to take them out. It’s not even so much that it’s possible they’ll come back around and attack us from behind. It’s more that they’re obviously looking for us. They may stay there waiting for us to pass for a couple of days, but they also might decide to move up the road. If they find the others we killed, or worse, they go far enough to catch up to Yssy and Midra, it’ll be bad. Those two don’t stand a chance.”

      DD’s eyes darted from me to Glasha, to Amelie. “I understand, but there are a lot of them. Fighting them isn’t a smart thing. Too risky.”

      “You’re right,” I said. “We can’t fight them.”

      “W-what?”

      “We can’t fight them. What we can do, though, is kill them. If we can murder them in their sleep, kind of like how we did with that other Sodality unit down south, that’ll be the best for everyone.”

      “Except them,” Amelie said, her eyes locked on me as she focused on the conversation.

      A hissing laugh escaped from me. “Right. Except them. So now, tell me how we’re going to make that happen, because I’ll be damned if I let them live to go after Ysduil and Midra. I’ll charge into their camp and magic the shit out of them if that’s what it takes, but I figure you can come up with something better.”

      DD rubbed her eyes. “Yes, I think I can. Before I do that, though, can you be more specific when you say you’ll ‘magic the shit out of them.’ There might be something there that we can use.”

      I put my arm around the marvelous pixie-like elf. “Oh, there’s something there. Let’s get to planning.”
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      DD took us to a small clearing well away from the path we’d been on and any other road or trail. We worked up what I thought was a viable plan, though it was really her decision that mattered.

      “I’m so glad you’re here with us,” I told her as we sat around some ground she’d cleared to draw diagrams. “We never could have made it this far without your skill and experience. Hell, we probably wouldn’t have gotten to Willowbrook.”

      “I almost got Midra killed,” she said, twiddling a stick she’d picked up.

      I put my finger under her chin and lifted her face up so she would meet my eyes.

      “You did no such thing.”

      “I led us right into an ambush.”

      “DD, we were on a road and they had it all planned and prepared. There’s no way you could have known.”

      “I should have been scouting ahead.”

      “If you had been, you’d have been killed.”

      “Better me than Midra.”

      I sighed. “DD, Midra didn’t get killed.”

      “She got shot in the ass,” Glasha said, spitting out a piece of twig she’d been chewing to keep herself occupied.

      I rolled my eyes. “She didn’t get…oh, never mind that. DD, what we’re doing is dangerous. People are going to get hurt. If anyone was to blame, it’s me. I’ve gotten this new power to sense our enemies, but I warned everyone too late. If. Someone. Is.  To. Blame. It’s me. As the leader of this little expedition, I’m doubly responsible. Do you blame me for her getting hurt?”

      “No, of course not.”

      “Do you blame me for not finding Gesin Wenet or for taking so long to find the princess, or for not doing more damage to the Sodality?”

      “No.”

      “Then why do you insist on blaming yourself?”

      “It’s my job—”

      “It is not your job. Oh, DD. We’re all doing things we’re not completely equipped for, things we’re forced in desperation to do. Your job, if it’s anything, is to be sexy and alluring and to spread pleasure to others in your worship of Odona. That you happen to be an excellent scout and a damn fine warrior doesn’t mean everything is your responsibility.

      “We appreciate you for everything you are and everything you can do, but it’s not your job to watch over us and keep us safe. Not any more than it’s our responsibility to protect those who mean a lot to us. I respect your intelligence and your knowledge, but I don’t want to hear you saying that anything is your fault. And by that, I mean I don’t want you thinking it. You have helped us and saved our lives many times over. You are an important and valuable and cherished part of our group, and I’ll not stand by and watch anyone insult you or your worth, least of all you.

      “Are we clear on that?”

      Her grey eyes blinked once and she nodded solemnly.

      “Oh, come here. You’re way too cute to be so sullen.” I pulled her toward me and wrapped her in a hug. “Seriously, you are the best, Delmia Dewsheen. Don’t you ever believe that you aren’t.”

      We sat that way for a long while, long enough that I thought the elf might have gone to sleep. She finally stirred and put her mouth to my ear, whispering so softly that Amelie probably didn’t even hear. “Thank you.”

      I kissed the side of her face and whispered into her pointed ear. “Any time. I don’t like to see you down. Your smile is much too beautiful to hide.”

      When I released her, DD stood up.

      “I’m going to go check on where they are. It’s almost dark and I don’t know if they’ll camp or head back to Dewfrost.”

      When she returned, darkness had already fallen. I was leaned up against a tree with Amelie pinned to one side and Glasha tilted against my other.

      “They made camp near where they were already posted,” DD said. “They have three sentries out: two sotin and one tacanem.”

      “Is that strange, to use sotin as sentries in a situation like this?” I asked. “I would think they’d put people who were attentive and who could think on their feet.”

      DD shrugged. “It depends on who’s in charge of the unit. Some don’t want to rely on whether a sotin can act quickly enough without someone there to give orders, but some are fine with it.”

      “Huh. Okay, so we’re ready to give this a go?”

      “Yes. I’ll take out two of them, leaving one sotin for you to do whatever you want to try.”

      “I can—” Glasha started.

      “No,” DD said. “Glasha, you are a great warrior, but you’re barely passable at hunting creatures who are not the most observant. You’re…big, and your feet are heavy.”

      “She’s saying that you make as much noise as a fully grown bison stomping through a layer of dried twigs,” I said. “But you’re so incredibly lovely, we love you anyway.”

      The green woman chuckled. “I only offered because I knew you’d insist I sit on my ass and wait.”

      “What a fine, green ass it is, too,” DD said with a wink.

      I smiled. It was good to have our scout back in good form.

      “Tell us where you want us,” I said, “and go do your thing. Is it late enough, or should we wait a few hours?”

      “We’ll go and set up now. By the time we get to the hard part, enough time will have passed that they should mostly be asleep.”

      The elf took out the female tacanem and one of the sotin—coincidentally another dog beastkin—and brought me close to the other sotin sentry. I felt his location clearly. He was a boar beastkin, and I sensed exactly where he was and how he was standing, though I was still a couple of hundred yards away. DD nodded at me and slipped through the vegetation to watch how he reacted.

      I closed my eyes and dove deep into my mind, then turned my attention to the sotin. The sensation of the trained man was so strange, so unlike any other living thing I’d sensed before. Almost like he was mechanical rather than organic. Gathering a bit of my magic, I pulsed it at the man in a powerful, quick jolt.

      I felt him go slack, standing exactly where he’d been, his arms hanging down like pieces of string. DD appeared next to me a handful of seconds later, an eyebrow raised.

      “That’s scary as hell, do you know that?” she said. “He’s like that other one during the battle. From the look of it, he’ll stand there until winter. How do you do that?”

      “I’m not really sure, but it works.”

      “How many can you do at a time?”

      “I…don’t know. I’m actually afraid that if I try to do it with another one, this one will wake up. Like you can only cover up one thing at a time with your hand. That’s what it feels like, covering him up so he can’t get a signal, like a radio-controlled car. Though I know it’s not really like that at all.”

      “I have no idea what that means, other than you don’t think you can take out all the other sotin in the camp at once.”

      “Right. Do they, uh, sleep?”

      “Yes. They’re people and they have all the requirements of people. They just can’t think for themselves. With their training, they can go without food, not responding to hunger, but like anyone else, they’ll die if they don’t eat or drink for long enough. They’ll just make less noise and fuss about it.”

      “So then, other than if they’re on sentry duty, they’ll be sleeping, too?”

      “Yes.”

      “Let’s get to it. Get the girls and we’ll take care of this thing.”

      On the way, DD slit the throat of the sotin I’d suppressed. I liked it even less than killing the women as they slept because I still wasn’t sure if I could reverse or alleviate the training, but now was not the time to experiment and, to be frank, all the Sodality soldiers had to die. I’d realized that this war we were waging—and it was a war—was going to cost lives. Either those of my enemies or those of my friends. I had to stay the course.

      DD led us to where the soldiers had made camp. They didn’t have a fire, but the moonlight and starlight were sufficient for what we were going to do.

      We crept carefully through the camp and killed each soldier as quickly and silently as we could. I had Amelie stay at the edge of camp again since I didn’t want to give her my knife and expose her to the experience, but DD, Glasha, and I went from slumbering form to slumbering form, slitting throats or ramming a sword through an eye or heart.

      Only at the end, after we’d taken down all but two of the shapes, did the remaining soldiers wake up. They leaped to their feet, reaching for their weapons, but Glasha and I cut them down. In the end, it was about as efficient as a cold-blooded murder could be.

      After helping ourselves to the coins and the rations the soldiers had, we moved on. I felt dirty, like I’d never be clean again, and I was concerned that Amelie might see me differently after watching me kill unarmed and helpless people yet again. But a few steps from the camp, she put her arm in mine and leaned against me. I looked down into her amber eyes, which were wide and shimmering, and she went onto her toes to kiss me on the mouth. Relief flooded me as I hugged her so tight, I lifted her feet off the ground.

      We followed DD through the forest for more than an hour before we stopped and rested. With two-hour watches, we all got more than half a night’s sleep before leaving at dawn and putting more distance between us and the camp of corpses.

      Just as the sun cleared the horizon at our backs, we broke out of the forest to look over the disturbing sight ahead of us. For as far as we could see to our left and right, a canyon blocked our path.
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      “Well, shit.” I stared out over the chasm in front of us, stretching off to the horizon from north to south. “How the hell are we going to get across that? Are there bridges anywhere near?”

      DD’s eyes were as wide as the rest of ours. “I had no idea this was here. I’ve never heard about it. I only went to Dewfrost once, and never went west of the city.”

      “You would think someone would have mentioned it in passing,” Glasha said. “Like Merlara.”

      “Yeah.” I stepped up to the edge and looked down. It was at least a hundred feet, with sheer sides of crumbling stone and dirt. “The fact she didn’t makes me think it doesn’t go on for a long distance. But where’s the closest end, to the north or to the south? We could probably go north and get to the ocean, then swim around it if we had to, but how far is that?”

      “Very,” DD said. “We’re southwest of Dewfrost and the city is more than fifty miles from the shore.”

      I picked up a rock at my feet and hurled it across the chasm. “We don’t have the fucking time for this! Ysduil and Midra may be running from Sodality soldiers even as we speak, and we’re here. At this deadend. We never should have split from them.”

      A sudden anger came upon me like a wave of molten lava, heating my entire body and calling for me to lash out. At what, I didn’t know, but anything would’ve sufficed.

      “Adam.” It was Glasha, who had stepped up next to me on the edge of the rift. “You know that’s not true. They’ll be fine. We made the right choice.”

      “Really? We made the right choice? We’re caught. We can go north or south and possibly find a bridge or a low spot or something to get across. Meanwhile, even if Ysduil and Midra are safe, we’re getting farther behind Nemaea. Who knows how far ahead she is? She may have found Evina already.”

      “That’s what’s bothering you.” She put an arm around me. “You think we made that choice, putting Ysduil and Midra in danger and we won’t even get to the princess in time. You feel like instead of choosing one or the other to protect, now you’ve lost both.”

      “I…” I shook my head and pulled away from her. “We tried, Glasha. We did. I just…aww, fuck!” I stepped away from the edge, too aware of the little voice inside me that told me to step into the void and I wouldn’t have to deal with it anymore.

      I’d had the feeling before. Sometimes when I stood at the edge of a high place, the feeling to step off was there. Not a suicidal thing, more of a curiosity type of situation. I’d never paid it much attention, just like I wouldn’t now, but it was one more fucking thing to deal with.

      I sat down on the ground, head in my hands, and fumed. I figured I was due to blow off a little steam. I’d apologize to the girls later for throwing a fit, but for the time being, it seemed necessary to keep me from exploding.

      Amelie came and sat down next to me, so close that one side of her body was completely pressed up against mine. I didn’t push her away—something that would be needlessly cruel to her—but I didn’t react, either. She started to speak.

      “My life wasn’t that bad, living in Sharton’s Hollow. I helped my mother and my sister. She’s older than me by three years and is the best sister anyone could ask for.”

      I looked over at her and found her eyes pointed out over the chasm, unfocused like she was looking at something else, some memory or another.

      “I can’t remember my father,” she continued. “I don’t think I ever actually met him. Even if I did, I was an infant. I didn’t have a brother, either. Growing up, I heard about men, especially my father. My mother would tell me and Kayla about how he was, but I often wondered what he’d really been like. Even with the stories she told, it seemed like my mother was forgetting details about him, which made her sad. So I didn’t ask. But I wondered.

      “What kind of men would I have had in my life, if the Sodality hadn’t taken them all? Would they be strong and kind, gentle and wise, steadfast, doing anything they could to protect me? I used to think about it. A lot.”

      The bunny girl turned her glimmering eyes to me. “Then I met you. I was scared of you at first. You’re so big, and you wore the Sodality armor. I thought you might squash me with your fist or cut me in pieces with your sword. But then I saw how you were. All those things I had always dreamed a man could be. Not only have you saved me and everyone else around me so many times, but you always make me feel…”

      I waited for her to finish. She shifted her eyes to her hands, fidgeting in front of her.

      “Feel what?” I asked.

      “Like family. As much as my mother and sister. You make me feel like I’m not homeless, not just a wanderer. You make me feel loved and protected and cherished.”

      “You are.”

      She leaned her head against me and sighed. “I told Ysduil once, after you had saved us all from the Sodality armies at Hollow Wood, that I thought you could do anything.”

      I let loose with a shaky laugh. “What did she say?”

      “She said you could.”

      The lump in my throat prevented me from answering her. I was unworthy of her hero worship. Here we were, stuck. I’d let my wife and one of my friends go off alone in dangerous lands so I could do something for the greater good and find the princess. But I couldn’t even do that. How could I explain it to Amelie? To Ysduil. To the sisters when we finally dragged ourselves back to them? So many people counting on me.

      “I know you can figure it out,” she said. “We will help all we can. That’s what families do.”

      She kissed me, got up, and joined Glasha and DD over near the canyon’s edge.

      As I watched her go, another feeling welled up in me. Shame. Not for letting Ysduil and Midra go, not for getting caught on the wrong side of a wide chasm. But for giving up on them. On me.

      I growled audibly and three sets of eyes swiveled to me. I got up and kicked at the ground, wanting nothing more than for dozens of Sodality soldiers to show up so I could slaughter them all and fill the canyon with their bodies, though I realized that was ridiculous.

      I returned to the edge of the drop-off.

      “How much rope do we have?” I asked.

      “I have about fifty feet,” Glasha said.

      “I have about double that,” DD answered.

      Amelie shook her head at me.

      “I’m not great with distances. How far do you reckon it is down to the bottom?”

      “A hundred feet or so,” DD said. “We might be able to get down with our rope, but how would we get out? There’s no place close that looks like we could climb out.”

      “Yeah. How far to the other side? It’s got to be at least fifty or sixty feet, right?”

      “Yes.”

      I stared at the distance. Along the ground, it wouldn’t be all that far, but to jump that distance? “The world record for the long jump was less than thirty feet.” In my world. Where there was no magic.

      I was mainly talking to myself, but DD responded. “I’m not sure what you’re talking about, but to jump something like this, it’s impossible.”

      “With magic?” I asked.

      “I don’t know much about magic. It was already waning when I was a little girl.”

      “I know I can do over thirty feet, possibly even fifty or sixty, if I infuse my muscles with speed and strength.”

      Glasha tilted her head at me. “What good would that do? Would you leave us and try to get to Evina yourself?”

      “No. I’m thinking I’d carry one end of the rope with me.”

      “Do you know how much a length of rope that long weighs? It wouldn’t be just you jumping across the chasm. The rope would pull you back.”

      “With it tied to me, it’ll be shorter than a hundred feet. Tie it to something and if I miss, I’ll swing back before hitting the ground.” I forced a smile, knowing they wouldn’t accept my bullshit.

      “That’s not how it works,” DD said. “You would pendulum back and slam into the wall. That alone would kill you.”

      “Mmm-hmmm.” I was scoping out the narrowest area, one that actually seemed to have a small drop between where we were and the other side. Estimating the speed I could reach and then shifting my energy to provide strength, I thought I had a good chance of being able to do it. My timing would have to be good, changing from my blurring speed motion to enhanced strength, but it was possible. “Get your rope out, DD.”

      “What? Adam, you can’t be serious.”

      I turned from the chasm to the three women. “Amelie, can I do anything?”

      She gave me a tentative smile. “Anything.”

      “There you go. Come on, give me your rope. We have an assassin to catch.”

      Despite her objections, the elf handed me a large coil of rope. I laid it out along the path I planned on taking as my run-up, explaining as I did it. “I’m going to use my magic to infuse my muscles with power. You’ve seen me go very fast and you’ve seen how much strength I can achieve. Using a combination of those two, I should be able to do this. The key will be to build up enough speed before getting to the edge and then using all the strength I can manage to take off.

      “The rope is easily long enough to get to the other side. We’ll tie it to this tree and I’ll tie the other end to my waist. When I’m on the other side, I’ll tie that end as well. Then you’ll all have to cross. We can use the other rope to make harnesses so you’ll be caught if you tire out and fall. I wish we had a pulley or something else to make it easier, but we’ll have to improvise.”

      “Are you sure about this?” DD asked. “Isn’t there another way?”

      “Not if we don’t want to waste several days trying to get past this obstacle. As far as I can see it, it’s this or we never catch Nemaea.”

      DD started to bite her fingernails, while Glasha threw nervous looks at the drop I was going to try to leap. She would have faced it calmly and coolly if she were the one jumping, but watching me do it was not something she could keep calm about. Amelie was the most unruffled, but even she darted looks at the chasm occasionally.

      The rope laid out and tied to me and the tree; all that was left was to try.

      Do or do not. There is no try. I loved that quote from my man Yoda.

      “Wish me luck,” I said, trotting back twenty feet from the edge. I jumped up and down, windmilled my arms, stretched out a little bit, and settled into a comfortable stance from which I’d build my speed. I visualized exactly where I’d place my feet, how I’d infuse my muscles, and where I’d take off. I firmly set in my mind exactly where I’d shift from speed to strength and even charted my traverse through empty air to the other side. I’d have to save a little magical strength for the landing or I just might make it only to break both my legs when I slammed back down to the ground.

      I nodded at the three women, standing next to the makeshift harnesses we’d crafted, and blurred toward the edge.
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      I planted my right foot five inches from the edge of the chasm and propelled my body into the air. I’d been practicing the use of my magical speed and strength extensively over the last several weeks, normally in sparring or actual combat, so I’d been confident I could get the timing right. Everything from my speeding toward the edge to my takeoff was perfect. I’d done what I could; now all that remained was to see if it was enough.

      The rope dragged behind me, trying to pull me back and drop me into the void of the canyon, but I’d been running faster than any human back on Earth ever could and my magically-powered leap was legit, arcing me high over the level at which I’d left the ground. The wind whistled past my face, so harsh it made my eyes water. I blinked away the tears and squinted toward my proposed landing spot.

      On the downward part of the arc, a sudden jerk of the rope made my heartrate jump. Had I run it out to the end already? There wasn’t anything I could do about it at that point. If it went taut, it would stop my forward momentum, maybe even tear me in half. The heavy pressure on my waist remained, but I didn’t suddenly stop. Which was good because the other edge of the chasm rose up to welcome me.

      Now I had to land without dying from the impact.

      My reservoir of magic was low from my speed and strength infusions, but I pushed what I had left into my legs in preparation for landing. I thought of rolling to mitigate some of the force, but decided that the move might pull all the slack out of the rope, maybe even breaking it. That would be bad.

      I was going to have to land old school and hope my legs didn’t shatter.

      The ground came up much faster than I’d expected, but my legs were full of the monstrous strength I’d created with the magic. I slammed into the dirt, doing my best to absorb the force with my legs. The impact was enough to jar my whole body and clack my teeth together painfully. My forward momentum dragged me through the dirt, leaving a cleft like a meteor had skidded through a landing.

      When the little stars I saw at the edges of my vision faded and the dust cloud I’d created settled back down, I turned back toward the other side of the chasm, where my companions were staring at me, bodies tense. Amelie had a hand over her mouth, while DD’s eyes drilled into me. Glasha gripped her sword hilt like she wanted to crush the handle.

      I threw my hand up with my thumb pointing toward the grey sky. All three women visibly let out a breath, then celebrated in their own way. DD mirrored my thumbs-up and Amelie hopped around excitedly. Glasha jerked her chin at me and yelled.

      “Zartuka!” The way her word echoed was frankly pretty cool, and it made all the aches in my body ease a little. For a couple of seconds.

      I grunted as I climbed up from the crater I’d made. It had to be more than a foot deep, and my body felt every inch of it. Like I’d been in a car crash, that kind of sore. I hobbled over to a stout tree, figuring this was what it was like to be ninety years old, and took way too long tightening the rope and tying a bowline knot with an overhand knot to back it up.

      It was time for my three beautiful companions to try their hands at a good, old-fashioned Tyrolean Traverse.

      “We’re all good here,” I yelled across. “Make sure you put the harnesses on like I showed you. It’s going to be rough, but you can rest on the harness and do it in stages. Be careful.”

      DD was the first to give it a go. While I watched the slender elf pull herself up to cross her knees over the rope, her back to the ground, I had to be impressed at her strength and grace. I wouldn’t have been surprised if she’d gone over the top, walking the entire length of the swaying rope like elves did in fantasy movies in my world. Instead, though, she moved consistently, hand over hand, dragging herself along the line.

      By the time she got halfway across, my mind drifted while my eyes stayed locked on her.

      Amelie had talked about her family and her unfortunate life. She seemed happy most of the time, but she really missed her mother and sister. The way she’d expressed it to me, especially her faith that I was what she had always dreamed about, had snapped me out of my funk and given me the impetus to make my jump. To solve the problem of getting us across the chasm.

      She wasn’t the only one who’d lost her family, of course. This whole fucked-up world had broken the family structure in so many ways. At least, the conventional family structure. The princess for whom we searched was the same. All of her family was murdered, sending her to flee or face the same fate. She’d been running her entire life, with no more family than Amelie. Or DD. Or Glasha. Even Ysduil, as much as she loved her sister priestesses, hadn’t had a family in all that time.

      But she did now. She had me, another person torn from his family by stumbling into this world. I missed my foxy wife, couldn’t wait to be done with what we were doing to get back to her. Even living in fear and dealing with danger, having her at my side made life exciting, joyful.

      It was the same with Glasha and Amelie, too. I didn’t know what I would do without them. I didn’t plan on trying to find out. Once we were done and back with our friends, I would make sure we’d never be apart again.

      But if we didn’t save Evina, all my girls might lose any family they had now. I couldn’t let that happen.

      DD dropped her legs off the rope to land lightly on the ground in front of me, then removed her harness as if she’d done it all her life. The fair-skinned elf was flushed, her short hair even messier than normal, but her eyes danced and her lips displayed the smile I loved so much. The one that said she found pure, undeniable joy in life itself.

      “Great job,” I said, putting my arms out. She took my invitation and hugged me.

      “Oof. My arms are really weak right now.”

      I chuckled. “Yeah, a sixty-foot traverse will do that to you.” I kissed the top of her head and turned toward the others, one arm still around her. I yelled over to Glasha and Amelie. “Check the knot on the tree to make sure it’s still good. Whoever is next can come over now.”

      From across the distance, it was easy to see that Amelie was more than a little freaked out about what she was about to do. Her jittering movements displayed the lack of fine motor control one had when shivering uncontrollably and her posture was rigid like she was going to freeze in place as she sometimes did when frightened. I didn’t blame her. A traverse like the one she faced was always a little nerve-racking. Doing it for the first time over a chasm this wide with a fall meaning sure death must have been downright terrifying. Yet despite her nervous looks and her tentative motions—checking the harness five times before going near the edge—she weighted the loop around the main rope, then put her legs over it like she’d been shown, and pulled herself up into a horizontal position.

      The bunny girl was not as smooth or graceful as DD had been. In fact, she crossed in fits and starts, resting often and mewling about how sore and weak her arms felt. Glances at DD showed the elf’s teeth clenched, though I didn’t need to look to know she was nervous. Both arms squeezed me hard enough that I had to work to breathe.

      Eventually, after about a million years, Amelie lowered herself off the rope. She’d been so nervous about falling after crossing, she’d pulled herself until her head bumped the tree, not trusting the ten feet of ground near the edge. I helped her get the harness off, gave her a big kiss, and held her until she stopped shaking. Which was quite a while. By the time she’d calmed down, Glasha was already halfway to us.

      I met the dunim woman as she lowered herself off the rope and doffed her harness smoothly. A couple of kisses and some hugs later—from me and from Amelie—she stood beside me looking back over the canyon.

      “I wish we could have taken the rope,” I said. “We mostly cut the other one up to make the harnesses, so if we run into anything else we need a rope for, we’ll be hard-pressed.”

      “We’ll be fine,” DD said. “You figured this out, you’ll figure the next one out, too.”

      I gave the elf a smile. “Everyone recuperated from the traverse? Ready to get back to our chase?”

      For as tired as we all were, the responses were surprisingly and energetically positive. We hitched up our packs, tightened our weapon belts and straps, and headed northwest, aiming for a reddish-grey haze stretched across the horizon.
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      Our newfound drive and optimism lasted for almost a day. By the next afternoon, after trudging toward the fogbank that never seemed to get any closer, our conversation was stilted and a lot of sighs punctuated the clopping of our feet.

      “So,” I said. “The terrain seems a little easier to pass over. That’s a good thing.”

      I got a sour look from DD for my statement. Glasha was a little more vocal about how she felt.

      “Are we going to wander around, first here and then when we get to that ominous looking mist over there, without any plan?”

      Amelie glanced over at the dunim, her ears literally wilting.

      “I was assuming we’d see something, or someone, that could help us figure out which way to go. Merlara told us about the red mud, and we haven’t seen it yet. Once we find it, we’ll know it’s near where Sveita was, which means where Evina was. Or is, hopefully.”

      DD let loose with another one of the sighs I’d heard often during the last day. “I don’t know the area. There may be a small location where there’s red mud, or it may be as big as the mist over there.” She gestured toward the fog ahead of us. It stretched on as far as I could see in either direction. “If the color is caused by the mist, or vice versa, I don’t think we’re going to stumble upon the princess. It’s too big to search by blinding walking and hoping for an epiphany.”

      I had to admit, she had a point. “I don’t know what else to do. If we had stopped at Dewfrost, we might have found information on where Nemaea headed, but we also might have been spotted and attacked. I figured that since you’re a tracker—”

      “A tracker needs tracks to follow. I can’t listen to the wind or sniff her scent out.” Her voice had an edge I hadn’t heard before. It was all starting to get to her.

      “I know,” I said sadly.

      “The story,” Amelie said.

      “What?”

      “The story. Of the Beautiful Farmgirl. If the princess followed the story to find where she’s hiding, then she will have gone along the coast to the north before going into the mist. That’s what the girl did in the story.”

      I met DD’s eyes. She shrugged. I felt the same. It was something, anyway.

      “Thank you, Amelie. It’s a good idea. It’s been so long, there won’t be any tracks to follow. Not the original ones anyway. Not even Sveita’s, since it’s been more than a year since she was out and about. But it gives us something to shoot for. How about we continue northwest, then once we reach the mist, we’ll go to the shore before going into it? Maybe we’ll be able to piece together where Evina went all those years ago.”

      We basically continued the way we were going, but at least it felt a little more like we were doing it for a reason rather than to be blindly wandering. The land had settled into flat to gently rolling with scattered trees instead of forest, and occasional rocky hills. It was the next day, sometime around noon or early afternoon, when DD finally found something of use.

      “Stop,” the elf said, moving up a little way and squatting to run her fingers over the soft ground. “There are tracks here.”

      We all approached carefully so as not to obscure any. When I got close enough, I realized I didn’t have to worry. Heavy prints crossed our path going west.

      “Horse hoofprints?” I said. “I haven’t seen many horses on this world.”

      “They’re pretty rare and expensive,” DD answered, sighting along the tracks into the mist. “Nemaea probably has one, seeing that she travels constantly to kill people.”

      “You think it’s her?”

      “Probably. I can’t think of a reason for anyone else to go into that mist. It’s the closest thing to a sign we’re going to get, I think.”

      I ran my fingers through my hair. “Yeah. I don’t like it that she’s riding and we’re on foot, but maybe she’ll take her time. There’s no real reason for her to rush, right?”

      “I can’t tell how old the tracks are. It could be hours or days. The soft ground here takes tracks really well.” I noticed she hadn’t answered my question. “I think we should take what we’ve been given. Like you said, no one else probably would have come through here. It’s worth a shot. Better chance this will lead to something than for us to go all the way to the shore and try to find a clue.”

      Amelie nodded. I was glad she didn’t take it personally that we’d abandoned her idea. I smiled at her.

      “Thanks for your idea, Amelie. It led us here.”

      With a new goal, we followed the tracks into the mist.

      Right away, I knew the fog wasn’t normal. Besides being red-tinged, something that was perfectly evident when we stepped into it because of the way the sunlight cut through it partially, lighting it up, it also started abruptly. From one step to the next, we went from looking into the mist from the outside to being engulfed by it. There was no transition.

      The wet, cloying scent of damp mud and mildew raised the edge of my lip in a grimace. Worse was the tingle, almost like there was something corrosive suspended in the fog. I didn’t get a feeling of danger, but I didn’t like being in it, either. The moist air raised goose bumps on my skin and my lungs rebelled at breathing it.

      “Ugh. I don’t like this stuff at all.”

      Glasha grinned at me. “Scared of ghosts in the mist?”

      “No. Ghosts I’d welcome. This just feels…wrong.”

      “At least we can see well enough to follow the tracks,” DD said. “They go this way.”

      As we traveled, I noticed how sound was affected. Talking to the others wasn’t so bad, with all of us in close proximity, but there were other noises. Growls, movement through the scattered bushes, small rockfalls from the nearby rocky hills, it all reached my ears garbled, making it difficult to determine exactly where it was coming from.

      The terrain itself changed as well. It was still flattish, with some of the rock-encrusted hills that we had seen before occasionally making an entrance. But the biggest difference was the standing water. It wasn’t like a swamp or anything. Instead, we’d entered a place with dozens of small lakes littering the area, at least from what we could see. That would have made our path chaotic had we not the trail to follow.

      When we reached the first carcass the next day, weapons leaped to hand as we scanned the surroundings for other creatures.

      “What the hell is that thing?” I asked. The carcass in front of us was humanoid, kind of like a gorilla, with its fur matted with blood. From the many slashes on its body, including one that opened up its throat, no monster had killed it. “Those are slashes from a blade.”

      “They are,” Glasha agreed, “but not a sword. They have parallel cuts too precisely spaced to have been done separately. Some kind of weapon with two, no three, blades set parallel to each other did this.”

      “Like claws,” I said.

      “Yes, but no. Even sharp claws cause some tearing. These are clean cuts. The wounds were from blades, but arranged like claws.”

      “Bog beast,” DD said. “The dead thing. There have been reports of creatures like this coming out of the mists occasionally, killing livestock or attacking people. There are also mist lurkers that are supposed to be in here. Big hunting cats, though not quite as big as tigers. That’s all I know about the hazards of this place. I haven’t heard of any other kind of monster or beast coming out. Like we talked about, not many have gone in and returned to tell about it.”

      I checked out the tracks in the mud. “She jumped off her horse and fought with the creature. It looks like it was an easy battle. She barely moved around, basically cut it down immediately, then got back on her horse. It’s what I’d expect with her reputation.”

      “I agree,” DD said. “This thing has only been dead a day or two. Maybe if enough monsters attack her, we’ll catch up.”

      “Or they’ll kill her. I’d accept that, too.”

      “Yes. That would also be good.”

      Later in the day, we found the site of another fight, this one not as one-sided.

      Four of the bog beasts lay dead, but the jumble of footprints showed there were many more of them. They had fled, but not before they did significant damage. The carcass of a horse lay in the middle of the biggest concentration of blood and prints.

      “This changes things,” I said. “If she doesn’t have her horse anymore, we might be able to catch her.”

      DD nodded absently as she moved her hands while looking at the tracks, her gestures describing where the combatants moved. “True. I’m trying to see if I can find any indication that she was injured, but I can’t. These creatures bleed the same color as we do. We can hope she was hurt, but looking at the primitive weapons involved, it’s not too big a chance. Clubs, a stick with a rock tied to one end. Even the damage that Nemaea did to their weapons with her own shows how superior her armaments were. She even cut one of their clubs in half. We need to hurry up. It’ll get too dark at night for us to follow her tracks without the moonlight coming through the mist. We only have a few hours left.”

      It got dark, the dim sunlight that filtered through the mist disappearing completely, before we could catch up to the assassin. After half an hour of trying—and a fair amount of cussing—we finally got a fire started. With the mist obscuring things and deadening both sound and the smell of smoke, the risk didn’t seem too much to bear. We passed the night taking turns listening to the strange sounds around us before it was light enough to continue.

      Right away, we noticed a difference from how the assassin was traveling before. Yes, she had lost her horse, but more importantly, she didn’t simply go in a straight line. Before, she had taken the paths available between the many small lakes and ponds of the area. Now, it seemed that she was taking more care to stop at each body of water that was large enough that the opposite shore was not visible. Granted, with the mist, that wasn’t a long distance, but her method confused me.

      “What’s she doing? This is the third little lake she stopped at, moving around in one place before going on ahead to the next lake.”

      “Climbing trees,” Amelie said casually.

      “Huh?

      “She’s climbing trees to find the island. It’s in the story. The girl climbed a big tree and she found the sunlight shining on an island, telling her where to go.”

      “So…the assassin is really trying to duplicate what the girl in a story did?”

      “If Evina did the same thing, like we believe, then why wouldn’t Nemaea do it too to find her?” DD asked. “Each time she’s stopped, she searched around a big tree. Some of the tracks, like these here, are deeper, like she landed hard on them. After jumping down from the tree. Amelie’s right. She’s climbing the trees. Hold on a minute.”

      DD dropped her pack and bow, then scrambled up the tree in a way that would make any nine-year-old proud. When she returned and got her gear, she pointed up at the tree.

      “The mist doesn’t go that high. Less than twenty feet up, I broke through and saw the sun. I also saw the tops of a lot of these hills and rock piles. No island, though.”

      We were only able to search around two more trees at the edges of bodies of water before we ran out of light and had to spend yet another night waiting to be able to follow the assassin ahead of us.

      Throughout my watch, I wondered if the time we spent waiting would end up killing the princess. If we could even find her. It was clear that Nemaea had a plan and she was systematically searching for the final clue that would tell her where to find her prey. Even as I changed watch with Glasha, I took a while to get to sleep, and then only passed the time fitfully with those concerns bouncing around in my brain.

      In the morning, we hurried to follow the tracks as soon as there was enough light to do so. Two more times we found the familiar tracks around a tree and DD climbed to take a look. Both times, she came down shaking her head.

      “No sign of an island or of anyone else as far as I could see.”

      The tension was getting to me. “Does it look like the tracks are farther apart, like she’s running to get to her goal before we can catch her?” I asked DD.

      The elf priestess looked at me quizzically, shifted her gaze back to the tracks, then returned her eyes to me. “No. I don’t see that at all. She’s using the same stride she has since she lost her horse. You can’t let your mind get away from you, Adam. Calm yourself. It’ll only succeed in causing you to make mistakes.”

      “You’re right. I know. I keep thinking about how we might get there a little too late and the princess will be dead. I’ll try to distract myself.”

      The next time we found tracks around a tree, it was different. While DD climbed the tree, I followed the tracks in the mud. They were clear enough that anyone with sight could see them. I walked alongside them, around the tree, back toward where they had started from, and back toward the water. I noticed something odd just as DD zipped down the tree faster than I thought safe.

      “This is it,” she said, her voice shaking but kept under control so she didn’t yell and announce our presence.

      “This is what?”

      “I saw it. There’s a rock spire back that way.” She pointed toward the east, where the sun would be, if we could see through the mist. “I climbed high enough to see the sun and it shone through a space in the spire. The beam danced on the top of the mist until it reached an area far out in the water. This is not a small lake. It goes on for a long way. Where the light fell, I saw land. Not the shore. An island.”

      Amelie hopped excitedly, hands over her mouth so she wouldn’t make too much noise as she squealed.

      “This is it,” I repeated. “Come over here and tell me if you think what I’m thinking is right.”

      I brought the scout to the edge of the water a couple hundred feet away. The footprints were heavy there, a sign the person moved around quite a bit. They ended right at the water, almost like they had walked into the lake. But there was also a post driven into the ground, with an iron ring set in it.

      “A boat,” DD said.

      “That’s what I thought, too. There are scrape marks right where the footprints end. She must have found a boat and stepped into it. She’s already gone to the island. We’re too late.”

      “No!” both Glasha and Amelie said at the same time. Glasha gestured for the bunny girl to speak.

      “The story. It says they found a tunnel that led to their safe place. They didn’t take a boat.”

      We rushed to the tree and circled it, following the footprints, but inspecting the ground where the large trunk met it. Fittingly, it was Amelie who found what we were looking for.

      Some grasses and moss had grown around and over the roots up to the trunk of the tree. A small space, like a gopher hole or some similar tunnel for a small animal, didn’t look too out of place. Until Amelie pulled on some of the grass and the hole got bigger. I immediately dropped to my knees and helped her to clear more of the obstructions away and in a few minutes, we could see that the smaller hole led into one much bigger. One we could probably walk through.

      We’d found the entrance to the safe haven at the end of the story.
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      I pulled my pack off and took out one of the torches, along with my flint and steel. As I struck them to light the pitch-covered head of the torch, I shared my thoughts.

      “Do you think Nemaea missed the entrance?”

      “I don’t think so,” DD said. “I’m sure she knows the story as well as we do. I think with the boat available, she decided it would be easier, faster, or more pleasant than having to go through a tunnel that might be partially collapsed.”

      “Oh. Damn. I hadn’t thought of that. What if it’s blocked off?”

      “Then I hope you can swim well, because the island looked to be at least a mile or two away from the shore.”

      The torch came to life and I pocketed the flint and steel, then touched my torch to those carried by the others. “I hope it’s still clear. We need to get moving. I’m counting on Nemaea having found this place this morning and not yesterday. Even then, she’s got a hell of a head start on us. We’ll need to run. In the dark. With torches. In a strange tunnel that could be collapsed. Shit. Let’s go.”

      I crawled through the opening we’d made into the larger tunnel, happy to see it was wider than many of the tunnels back where Odonasia was. I rethought going first for a moment, knowing that at least Glasha could thread her way through the stone passage faster than me, but I threw that out of my head. I was going to have to suck it up and take some risks.

      “Don’t wait for us if you don’t have to,” Glasha said, as if she knew what I was thinking. I smiled, gave her a thumbs-up, and took off at a slow jog to get my bearings. I built it to a faster run as I got more accustomed to the flickering light and the feel of the cavern. Soon, I was running what would be a decent mile pace if I did it without using any magic. Then I sent some juice to my legs—and lungs—and sped up.

      I shut out everything from my mind but my imperative to get to the end of the tunnel. I didn’t pay any attention to the others or their torches or any doubts or misgivings I might have. I thought only of moving as fast as I could without running into anything.

      Though I had a few close calls where the only thing that saved me was my reflexes, I zipped through the tunnel without bodily injury. It wasn’t straight or level or particularly safe, but when I finally stopped, I was at a blank wall that looked suspiciously flat. I rapped on it with my fist and found it to be wood. Dirty, stone-dust-covered wood, but still wood. I pushed more of my precious magic into my legs and kicked it hard, shattering the portal and blinding myself with the sunlight coming through. A glance back from where I’d come didn’t show a sign of the others, but I couldn’t wait. Throwing my torch down on the stone floor, I put my hands up in front of my eyes, squinted, and stepped out into a bright, definitely not mist-shrouded glade.

      A path off to my left grabbed my attention. It wasn’t a game trail, but a legitimate path, like a hiking trail in a national park. I headed for it to find the first piece of tangible evidence that Nemaea had come to the same place.

      A cat beastkin woman with a knife still in her hand was sprawled across the trail, multiple parallel slashes on her torso, face, and throat. That last one had killed her, no doubt. The savage cut had left the woman’s head hanging attached by only an inch or so of flesh and gristle. Bloodstains were everywhere.

      DD knelt next to the body, appearing suddenly enough to give me a start.

      “She’s still warm. This happened not long ago.”

      That proclamation kicked me back into gear. I could see water back toward the tunnel entrance, so I headed the other way. Toward the center of the island. I hoped.

      I was torn about using more magic to increase my speed. If I didn’t make it in time, having extra strength or speed wouldn’t make a difference. But if I used too much magic and depleted my reserves, I might catch up with Nemaea and have to fight her without the ace up my sleeve. We still didn’t know if she was alone or if someone else came with her. The footprints we’d seen indicated she didn’t have help, but someone could have been waiting with the boat, as unlikely as that seemed.

      I barely noticed the garden-like setting I passed through. So far as hiding places were concerned, this one wasn’t as bad as others might be. Through some trick of the atmosphere—or, more likely, some kind of magic—there was no mist to be seen. Only bright sunshine, green plants, and an ideal temperature for a spring day.

      I slid to a stop when I came to two more women lying on the path. Again, blood was liberally splashed around the entire area. One of the women had a sword, but the other’s knife was still in its sheath. They must have been taken by surprise.

      “Go,” DD called out, padding up behind me. “We’ll check them and help them out if they’re not dead.”

      I nodded and took off at more than a run, deciding that burning a little magical fuel was appropriate.

      The thought of the three people I’d seen already being dead—though hopefully they weren’t and DD could help keep them alive—set off a ball of fire in my gut. How long had those women been here, trapped in a hiding place with Evina, only to find their deaths at the end of whatever weapon Nemaea was using? Hiding, in constant fear of the Sodality finding them. Like a certain foxgirl. She, too had spent her life trying to keep from getting caught.

      Ysduil, DD, all the sisters, they’d faced similar things to what the princess had. I needed to help them, to change the way things were. To do that, I needed Princess Evina. She was the key to making a success of the resistance. If I let her down, I would be letting down all the sisters, all my friends, and even people I hadn’t met yet that were suffering under the Sodality rule. I needed to get to her in time.

      I’d inadvertently pushed more power into my legs until I was blurring. Not a full sprint or charge like I used in combat, but I still ran faster than any other human could. As I turned around a bend in the forest path, spotting a building up ahead, another thing in front of me triggered my body to throw on the brakes.

      I slid to a stop just as a dark-skinned woman with blazing green eyes and very long black hair cut the throat of another woman while ramming a weapon into her chest. She calmly stepped away and let the woman slide off the end of her blades as she turned to notice me.

      At first, a voice inside me screamed, You failed. She just killed the princess!, but I tamped down on it and forced logical thought into my mind. The woman she’d just killed was older, at least in her forties. The princess was younger than me. Besides, the woman was a bird beastkin, whereas I knew Princess Evina was a cat beastkin.

      I wasn’t too late.

      The black panther woman in front of me coolly ran her eyes across me as she flicked blood from her weapons. I finally noticed what they were: claws. Supported by handles she gripped and straps on her wrist and forearms, each claw had three six-inch blades set in parallel. A fitting weapon for a panther assassin.

      The woman herself was no less remarkable. Gorgeous enough to conflict with the thought that she was purely evil, she shook her hair out as she considered me. She didn’t even have her long raven tresses bound up, but hanging freely down to the middle of her thighs. Like the work she was doing wasn’t even hard enough to have to put her hair up.

      “You’re that khresha,” she said, her voice sultry with a purring quality to it. “Those troops must not have found…no, they did find you, didn’t they? Did you kill them by yourself or did you have help?”

      My three companions made their entrance as Nemaea asked the question. They filled out the area around me, panting but with their weapons ready.

      “Interesting,” the assassin said. “Perhaps I should have taken the opportunity to do the job myself. But no, I let nothing distract me when I am on a mission. Stand aside as I finish and I will let you go free. I have not been assigned to capture or kill you. If you interfere, though…well, I suggest you don’t. The Paragon’s orders not to kill you will not stop me if you get in the way of my target.”

      I drew my sword. “I can’t let you kill…anyone else.”

      “Let me?” She laughed and despite how batshit crazy she was, it kind of made me want her. “You know who I am, what I do. The only ‘let’ in this situation is me letting you live for a time, until I am officially given the mission to take you down. Do not interfere.” She turned toward the building, putting us out of her mind like we weren’t worth considering.

      “Gesin Wenet,” DD said.

      Nemaea turned to the priestess, her eyebrow raised. “What did you say?”

      “Gesin Wenet. She is the Grand Priestess of Odona. She is also a black panther beastkin.”

      Nemaea sniffed. “Was. I killed her weeks ago.”

      “You don’t have to stay with the Sodality. Take her example and join—wait, what?”

      “Gesin Wenet, my aunt. I ran across her weeks ago and killed her.”

      “You lie.”

      “No. Don’t worry, though. I built her a cairn, near the northeastern edge of the Crater. She was family, after all. I even gave her a choice. I would take her to Paragonia and turn her in, or I could kill her. She chose death. Rather brave, Aunty Gesin was. I find myself…unhappy I had to do it.”

      “No! You can’t have…you didn’t.”

      “I did. It’s my job. Which reminds me that we are done here. Try to stop me, or not. I will take care of this twenty-year loose end now. As interesting as the conversation is, don’t make it necessary for me to kill all of you as well.” She started walking toward the building, but stopped and turned back to me.

      “I suggest you flee to the most remote, darkest hole you can find in this world. When I return to the Summit and give my report, I can guarantee the Paragon will send me back out after you. At least try to make it interesting. Easy, quick kills are so boring.”

      Without any tension in her movements, she presented her back to us again as she resumed going to find the princess.

      “Come face me,” I said. “Another step and I will attack you, ready or not.”

      Nemaea brought a hand up in front of her mouth and yawned into it. “Your choice. One last lesson for you before you die, then. You’ll find that I’m always ready.”
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      Nemaea Shartuk, Sodality assassin, stood in front of me. Yawning.

      The woman had the classic look of a feline beastkin: long, wiry muscles that screamed flexibility, cat ears and tail, a face that was as beautiful as it was unreadable. Like she’d start purring and rub up against you, or she would lash out and kill you in an instant. Flip a coin.

      Her clothing caressed her athletic body but didn’t cover as much as light leather armor should. It covered up her private parts, but unless someone was trying to cut at her crotch or her breasts, it didn’t seem like it would help. At the end of her long, shapely legs, her feet were wrapped with soft-soled shoes, almost like slippers. The whole thing gave an image of someone so supremely confident in their ability to evade harm that they didn’t need such trivial things as functional armor.

      I looked into her bright green eyes, so striking in contrast to her dark skin and hair.

      “Nemaea, we don’t need to do this. Fine, you don’t want to join us. You can still walk away. There’s no reason to die.”

      “Dying is not the issue,” she said. “At least, not for me. I am a killer. It’s what I was raised to do, what I was trained to do. It is my sole purpose in the Sodality.” Her stance was casual, but two quick jerks of her tail showed she was not as cool and calm as she seemed.

      “It doesn’t have to be. It must be lonely, always traveling by yourself. You can’t like what the Sodality does. What it did to you. You’re smart. Surely you’ve seen how horrible they are, how they ruin peoples’ lives. You don’t have to be part of that.”

      “You know nothing of me, khresha. Take this opportunity and leave. Perhaps you will live a little longer. Interrupt me at your peril. I have a job to do.”

      She started walking again toward the house.

      “Fight me, then. I’m not going to attack you from behind. Face me, and we’ll settle this.”

      Her face formed a slow smile. Between it and the look in her eyes—like she’d just found a nice fat mouse—a chill ran through me.

      “Adam,” Glasha said in a tone of warning.

      “There are no rules, Glasha. If it looks like she’ll kill me, all of you jump in if you want.”

      “I’ve got a better idea. We’ll all attack together.” She didn’t wait for my response, but charged the panther woman.

      “Shit.” I blurred, getting within range of Nemaea first, and slashing at her, though at normal speed. I felt bad enough that we were ganging up on her when she hadn’t done anything physically challenging yet. My conscience wouldn’t let me compound our advantage by using my magic unfairly to speed up my sword.

      Nemaea went from a casual stance to bashing my sword away with one set of claws while slashing at me with the other. I threw myself to the side as the claws carved lines in my breastplate, having no trouble cutting into the boiled leather. If I hadn’t reacted quickly enough, those claws would have split my flesh like a samurai sword through warm butter.

      Okay. New tactic: I would use every bit of magic I could drum up. She was too fucking fast.

      Glasha arrived and her sword was redirected as easily as mine had been. She shifted her arms and threw the lower part of the weapon back toward the center of her body to block the counterattack from the panther’s other claws, then backed up so the second counterattack passed by harmlessly. The dunim reset her stance, just beyond the range of the claws, and circled Nemaea warily.

      An arrow zipped by me and was promptly cut out of the air by those claws, followed by another shaft slashed from its trajectory. All I could hope was that DD would stop shooting when we mixed it up with the assassin again. I didn’t relish being punctured by friendly fire.

      I lunged in again, sword point lancing toward the panther’s chest. When she slapped it aside with a loud ting, I used the deflection to swing the blade back around for a short diagonal slash, which was also parried. I torqued my wrists to change the direction of my strikes over and over, yet the beastkin calmly struck them aside while slicing out at me.

      The length of my sword gave me the advantage of greater reach. She tried several times to deflect, side-step, and surge forward to reach me, but I watched carefully for that tactic and used my own footwork to pivot out of range. All while Glasha maneuvered herself so that we could come at her at the same time.

      DD, unable to use her bow any longer without risking hitting us, joined us, sword at the ready as she circled around the back of the assassin.

      I wanted to try to talk the dark woman into giving up, but she’d already established it was a waste of words. This fight wasn’t going to finish until she was dead, or all of us were.

      When Amelie came up alongside me, I was going to tell her to step back. The assassin was too fast for the bunny girl to handle, with her limited training. Instead, I charged Nemaea again, slashing quickly, sword always moving, to take as much of her focus as possible.

      Glasha’s impeccable battle sense brought her in at the same time, cutting at the panther’s flank. Only to find a wall of steel that, while only six inches long, had her backtracking as the claws whirled inexorably around her blade toward her limbs. One stray strike cut through the dunim’s bracer. It dropped to the ground and lines of red welled up on the skin underneath.

      DD sprang to the fight, her own sword cutting at Nemaea’s legs as mine slashed at her face. The panther woman leaped straight up, tucked into a flip and a twist, and landed outside the circle we’d formed around her. If it weren’t for the shortness of her blades, DD would have died right there as the claws in the assassin’s right hand easily cut through the pauldron and ripped into DD’s shoulder. The elf cried out and rolled away.

      I darted toward the assassin to prevent her from chasing down DD. Thankfully, Amelie hadn’t been able to adapt to the timing of the battle and go in for an attack herself. I noted her out of the corner of my eye, hoping she’d stay away.

      Nemaea smirked at me, jerking her chin toward the two women she had just injured. She didn’t have to speak for me to understand her intention. All of you together can’t hope to beat me.

      I guess I needed to educate her.

      I lowered my stance and moved forward, crossing my legs in what Glasha called a crab walk, keeping my center of gravity low and steady. As I did so, I circulated some of my magic.

      With a quick look at where the others were to make sure they weren’t in the way, I used a little energy to blur toward the assassin. If my speed surprised her, she didn’t show it, but my flurry of attacks kept her from counterattacking too quickly. Diagonal slash down to the left circling to a horizontal cut morphing into an upward slice and pushing forward into a lunging stab, the cat woman deflected all but the last strike. Which she evaded with a small movement that not only allowed my blade to pass right next to her body, but more importantly for her, brought me into her ideal attacking range.

      I sprung my trap as her weapons came at me, faster than should have been possible without magic. My magically enhanced body tracked her claws, but had it not been for my ruse, I would have been skewered on the spot.

      Magic blasted out of my body. Not the directional force ball I like to use, but the mass attack that threw everything around me back.

      Glasha grunted and DD let out a surprised groan. Even Amelie, far enough away that the force probably wouldn’t even knock her down, cried out. But I only had eyes for Nemaea, who was close enough to take the full brunt of the attack.

      The magic picked her up and tossed her backward. She let out an angry hiss, but it didn’t sound like it caused her too much pain. The most surprising thing about it was that as she flew through the air, she twisted, flipped, and stabilized herself with sheer muscular control and flexibility. When she landed on her feet five paces away, it was in a three-point configuration, her feet sliding back as one of her claws tore at the ground to slow her momentum.

      The Sodality assassin blinked at me, like she was trying to process what happened. Then she grinned and sprinted back toward me, fire burning behind those green eyes.

      I was running low on magic, but used some of my precious reserve to speed up and to add a little strength to my muscles. By far, the most important thing in this case was speed, but there might be a chance I could overpower her enough to get an opening. One was all I’d need.

      Nemaea was done with defending and counterattacking. She hurled herself at me, claws carving figure eights in the air as she tried her best to dismantle me.

      Even with my speed and strength, I wasn’t sure I could last long. Parrying two claws with one sword required more evasion than I was used to, and blocking was out of the question. The metallic tings and clangs issued from our clash became a continuous staccato where only one small mistake could cost a life.

      My companions closed in, two of them already injured. Nemaea almost disdainfully twisted and gyrated to evade what to her must have been slow, clumsy swings. All the while she worked at tiring me out and provoking a mistake, so she could finally put an end to me. I had no doubt that without me, the others wouldn’t last long. Even with my magic, I wasn’t a match for the panther woman.

      I parried a slash with the claws, only to find that Nemaea had predicted where I’d be. The other claw came at me, almost as fast as I could move with my full magic thrumming in my limbs. She caught a piece of me, slicing through the skin on my right shoulder. My eyes went wide as I noticed what she’d done. The minor injury had set me up to be right where her other claw could find me.

      It was heading toward my face.

      Then, Nemaea tripped. Or so it seemed.

      Her lurch allowed me to barely get out of the way of her killing strike as she stumbled slightly. It wasn’t much, but it had thrown her balance off. Enough for me to pivot and throw my elbow at her face. With a burst of magic to give me a little more force, my elbow struck her hard on the side of the nose. Bone and cartilage crunched as her head snapped to the side, staggering her for a brief moment.

      I don’t know whose sword entered the assassin’s body first. It really doesn’t matter. In half a second, three blades were punched through Nemaea’s torso, making her look like a magician’s assistant in a macabre magic trick.

      The strength went out of the woman and she slumped. She would have fallen if not for the swords holding her up. I looked into her eyes, which were already glazing, but whether from pain or because she was dying wasn’t clear.

      “Huh,” she said, blood coming out of her mouth with the word. “Didn’t see…that…coming.”

      I sighed and eased her down to the ground, then yanked my sword out. I was so tired of all the death, and for some reason, I found this one particularly hard. It wasn’t so much that she was a rare—possibly the last—black panther beastkin, or that she reminded me of her aunt, the Grand Priestess. It was more the sense that she had been trained to be what she was. She hadn’t chosen it. Possibly, she was as much a victim as the rest of us.

      “I wish you would have reconsidered,” I told her. “You could have done so much good working with us.”

      “Ha. Maybe next time.” Her face twitched as her body shuddered, then she slumped as the light went out of her eyes. I closed her eyelids as Glasha and DD pulled their swords out of her body.

      Glasha clapped a bloody hand on Amelie’s shoulder. “That was nicely done. You striking her knee with your stick distracted her enough for us to finish the job.”

      I turned to the bunny girl who had both sticks in her hands, twisting her hips and standing with one foot turned in, heel off the ground. She had on her bashful face, cheeks reddening at Glasha’s praise.

      “Thank you,” I told her. “Great job.” I put my arms out and she jumped into a hug. “Now, we need to—”

      “Who are you, and what do you want?” a voice said from the direction of the building. We all turned to look at the speaker. It was a young cat beastkin woman with a large knife in her hand.

      We’d finally found the princess we’d been searching for.
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      “Evina Isameine, I presume.” I fixed my eyes on the bright green orbs of the woman in front of me. So much like Nemaea’s eyes. Before we’d been forced to kill her.

      “Who’s asking?”

      I let out a sigh. I wasn’t in the mood for this shit, not after all we’d gone through to get here, including the dicey fight we’d just finished. I took a breath, trying to keep from snapping at the princess. After all, she’d had a rough time of things, too.

      The princess had what had always been my favorite type of body. Slim, athletic, but with enough slender, tight curves to provide hours of viewing pleasure. Similar to Ysduil’s, though slinkier and more wiry.

      She was, of course, a cat beastkin. Orange-red hair, the same-colored fur on her cat ears and her cat tail, and bright green eyes that popped against that hair color and her fair skin. The clothes she wore were…unconventional. A top with elaborate straps on the back, about as close to this world’s version of a designer bikini top as it could be, hugged her moderate chest while showing every line and bump and setting off her cleavage spectacularly. Her shorts looked to be made of two small pieces of cloth that were tied to each other on each side, skintight and very short. Like corset kind of tight, as if someone had set the cloth on her then pulled hard enough to make them meld into her skin. It resulted in a shape that was like the cut of my world’s “boy shorts.” I couldn’t help but notice how they displayed her toned muscles, both in her behind and her long legs.

      “I am,” I said.

      “Are you Sodality?”

      “No.”

      She looked at me, confused. “I was told all the men were taken by the Sodality and turned into mindless slaves.”

      “They were. I’m not from this world and though they’ve tried to catch me, they haven’t been able to.” I waved at Nemaea’s body near my feet. “Listen, I’d love to chat, but I’m not really sure if Nemaea here was alone or if others are coming. This is DD, a priestess of Odona, and Glasha and Amelie. We’ve come a long way to find you and take you to where you’ll be safer. We should get going.”

      “I’m not going anywhere. Do you know who you’re talking to? I will be the one to decide what happens. If you sought me out, you know who I am. What I am. You’ll do as servants for now, until I decide what else will happen.”

      “You little—”

      DD put a hand on my shoulder before I finished what I was—probably unwisely—going to say. “Princess, a lot has happened since you’ve been hiding here. Why don’t we talk about what’s going on and then we can make a decision? Are there any others here? We found five people who were killed by the assassin.”

      “Five?” For the first time, the young woman wavered. “She killed them all?”

      “Sorry. We found one who was alive when we got to her, but we couldn’t help her. She died telling us to protect you.”

      The princess dropped the arm holding her knife. “First Sveita leaves, then all my other protectors die.”

      “Sveita Vaslona is dead,” I said, still a little too angry to try to soften my statement. “She’s one of the ways we were able to find you. So there’s no one else here? Only you?”

      “Yes. Only me now.”

      I let out a sigh. I needed to tamp down on my irritation and remember what she’d been through. “Can we sit somewhere? I apologize for being so abrupt. We can answer your questions and explain more of what’s going on. You’re still in danger, though. We’re not sure how many others this assassin told about where you were. An army may be on its way here.”

      “An army?” The princess glanced over at the body of the last person Nemaea killed. “Come inside. You can tell me all about it.”

      It took longer than I liked to explain things to the princess, starting with what had been happening for the years she’d been in hiding and how I came to the world and what I’d been doing since. DD finally convinced her how dangerous things were by telling her about the persecution of the sisters. When she ran out of questions, she had also run out of excuses.

      “I’ll go with you. If this place is compromised, I don’t know where else I would go. We tried every other place. There’s no safe haven in the world.”

      “That’s true,” I said. “But we’re working toward making Odonasia safe. Once we can get the resistance up and going, we’ll have more options.”

      “The Echo of Yequn,” she said, repeating the name we’d told her. “How many troops do you have?”

      “We’re still building them,” DD said. “Right now, we have fewer than two hundred people in Odonasia, with barely a hundred of them able to fight.”

      The princess rolled her eyes and I had to take another deep breath to keep from yelling at her.

      “We’re hoping that your presence will lead others to want to join us,” DD said.

      “You mean when I take leadership of your ragtag little group, maybe we can get some more important people and some more warriors to join.”

      I looked at DD as she closed her eyes briefly. I could almost hear her in my mind saying, patience…have patience. Glasha actually growled.

      We stayed in Evina’s small house on the island that night, planning to leave in the morning. We cleaned and mended our clothes and armor, treated the wounds Glasha, DD, and I had gotten, and set a watch schedule. With a good night’s rest—in beds, no less—we woke refreshed and ready to leave the island and the Deathmist Morass behind.

      A vigorous discussion about what the princess was allowed to take ended with me cutting her off in mid-sentence.

      “Listen, Princess. You can take whatever you want, but none of us are going to carry anything of yours. If you want to lug everything you own, well, good luck with that.”

      She ended up taking only a few mementos and a stack of books. She also claimed Nemaea’s claw weapons.

      We chose to take the boat Nemaea had appropriated. It was big enough for all of us and all our packs. Halfway to the shore, the mist engulfed us once again and the light grew dim.

      On the way out, we encountered three of the mist lurkers, but the big cats didn’t attack our superior numbers. We also found two groups of bog beasts. They did attack, though they were no match for our skills and teamwork.

      Evina knew a little about the priestesses of Odona, but when DD headed off alone to do her daily ritual, that left me having to explain that facet of their worship. She took it stoically, but kept turning her head toward the soft moaning DD allowed herself to make.

      We took the northern route, going wide of Dewfrost and avoiding the chasm we had to cross farther to the south. Using minor roads and staying well clear of towns and Sodality patrols and outposts, we made good time heading back to Merlara’s little farm, where Ysduil and Midra waited. I couldn’t wait to see my foxgirl—and my gnosta friend, too—and the excitement built every day.

      As we traveled, I got more comfortable that we weren’t being actively hunted and I enjoyed conversations with my three long-time companions. Evina was aloof, giving off a vibe that she was too good to idly chat with us, but I drew closer to DD, especially. Her attitude and mood seemed improved, now that things had turned out all right and she didn’t have any catastrophe to blame on herself.

      I sat by the fire chatting with her, watching her expressive face.

      “Ysduil is going to be so happy to see us,” she said. “I can’t wait to tell her all about what we did. We actually found the princess.” She cast her eyes down to the ground. “Though we weren’t able to save the Grand Priestess.”

      I put an arm around her in a one-armed hug. “I know. It’s a tragedy, but there was nothing we could do. Two out of three missions successful isn’t bad, right?”

      She looked up at me. “I guess. It’s just…what are we going to do? We don’t have a leader.”

      “The sisters have leaders. They’ll figure it all out. Once we get Evina back to Odonasia and pick up the sisters we found along the way who are waiting for us at Glasha’s village, it’ll all work out.”

      The elf nodded. “Adam, thank you for…you know, helping me when I was feeling bad about my mistakes. It helped a lot.”

      “You’re welcome. DD, you are amazing and like I said before, there’s no way we could have done this without you. I wish you had more faith in yourself and saw just how spectacular you are.”

      “Hmmm. Thank you for saying so. Things are so hard. The entire world is against us, it seems, the Sodality is getting worse, my friends are being killed…sometimes it’s hard to see the good.”

      “I get it. But you have to. See the good, I mean. Just know that you are some of the good. The very good. I hope you stay as part of our little group for a long, long time. Your skills alone are so precious, but you as a person are even more so. It’s no wonder Ysduil keeps asking me to…”

      “To what?”

      “Oh, you know. She wants me to show you how great you are in a more…physical way.”

      The cute, mischievous smile that I hadn’t seen nearly enough the last few weeks made an appearance. “Oh. I have made it plain to her that I’ve thought about it. Dreamed. Fantasized, really. She’s such a loving friend, asking about it for me.”

      “Yeah. She says you deserve a lot of pleasure, that you have dreamed about children, and that the things you can do to me will blow my mind.”

      DD laughed, never breaking eye contact with me. “That sounds like her. I love her so much.”

      “Me, too.” I stopped and delved into her eyes, noting the swirls of color and the reflection of the firelight. “You know, I’m all for it.”

      “All for what?”

      “Giving you some pleasure. Maybe getting some.”

      “You are?”

      “I am.”

      “Mmmmm. That sounds nice. You’re going to get me all heated up with talk like that. My daily ritual will be very nice today.” She tilted her head and that flirty priestess I knew came back in force. “It could be nicer if someone joined me.”

      I glanced around the little campsite, noting Glasha and Amelie talking and Evina sitting a short distance away, apparently listening but not taking part in the conversation.

      “I think that’s a great idea,” I said. “If we get back to Ysduil and tell her nothing happened, she’ll probably be disappointed.”

      DD winked at me. “She’s not the only one.”

      “When did you plan on fulfilling your requirements?”

      “As soon as I can get you to agree to come with me.”

      “That sounds a lot like now.”

      DD smoothly got to her feet, took a couple of steps, then threw a look over her shoulder. With her armor lying next to her bedroll, the tight pants she still had on allowed me a good view as she shook her ass at me. Then she walked off toward some bushes, snatching up her bedroll as she went.

      Her exit brought Amelie’s head up to look at her, and the bunny girl licked her lips, then darted a look at me. I stood, winked at Amelie, and retrieved my bedroll as I headed after DD. In response to the hungry look on the bunny girl’s face, I jerked my chin as an offer to join us. She bounced to her feet so quickly, Glasha grunted in confusion. One look at me, bedroll in my hands, and the dunim laughed, waving Amelie to join me.

      This was going to be a night to remember.
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      Once we were out of sight of the fire, Amelie ran up to me and slipped under my arm. I stopped so I could give her a good, long kiss.

      “Hi, sexy bunny.”

      “Hi. Are we going to help DD with her ritual?”

      “That’s the plan. Is that okay?”

      “Yes. If she doesn’t want me to join, can I watch?”

      I stroked one of her ears. “Let’s see what she says. As far as I’m concerned, you can do anything you want.”

      “She’s very sexy.”

      “She is. So are you. When you start doing your ritual, are you going to let me help you with it sometimes?”

      She nodded, her ears flapping with the movement. “As often as you want. I always want you.”

      We got to a small clear space where DD had already laid out her bedroll. Her eyebrows went up when she saw Amelie.

      “Sorry I didn’t ask,” I said, “but it was kind of sudden. Amelie said she’d like to watch, or to join us if that’s all right with you.”

      The way her eyes ate up the sight of the bunny girl’s form in the moonlight didn’t require a verbal answer, but she gave one anyway.

      “Oh, yes. I’ve wanted to ask her when she will start her daily rituals. I didn’t want to push, though.”

      Amelie put her face in my chest to hide as she blushed furiously. I lifted a hand to DD, who slinked over to me.

      Besides the tight pants the elf wore, she also had on a snug tank top. Though her chest was modest compared to Amelie’s, her breasts stood out nicely under the cloth, with a fair amount of cleavage visible. She took my hand and I pulled her closer, then maneuvered Amelie to face the priestess. I pushed them toward each other until they were face-to-face.

      “Get warmed up while I set up my bedroll,” I told them, giving them one final nudge that put their chests against one another. Before I even took a step away, Amelie wiggled and rubbed her chest against DD’s. That simple action got me instantly hard.

      I unrolled my bedding with a snap and settled it next to DD’s as fast as I could, fumbling in my haste. It would have gone faster if I was actually looking at what I was doing, but my eyes were glued to the two women as DD tentatively brought her lips to Amelie’s and gave her a soft kiss.

      Amelie’s hands went up to DD’s face. “Mmmmm.”

      By the time I was ready for them, the two women were kissing passionately, with Amelie sucking on the elf’s tongue. I watched them, fascinated, while I adjusted my hardening dick.

      When the two broke the kiss, they both turned their eyes to me.

      “That’s so fucking sexy,” I said, putting my arms out. Amelie nodded at DD and the elf stepped up to me so I could kiss her, too.

      My hands went automatically to the elf’s firm ass, running my finger along the tight cloth and feeling every line and curve. She tasted of crushed leaves, cut grass, and the forest on a cool night. As her tongue slid across mine, I let out a little moan of pleasure.

      My hands roamed over her ass, up under her tank top to caress her back, then around to tickle her abdomen and graze the underside of her breasts. I reveled in how her breath hitched as I bunched the cloth up to rub it across the sides of her chest and up her shoulders to remove it completely. I tossed it aside, glancing at Amelie as she rubbed her own tits through the cloth of her dress.

      DD gave me a bashful look, then darted her eyes at her chest, blushing. It seemed odd for a sex priestess, but then I realized what had caused the reaction.

      On the tips of her perfect, round, smooth breasts were little divots, almost slits. She had inverted nipples.

      I kissed her again, then licked my lips while making a show of staring at her chest. “Nice. Just like a magic trick.” Her puzzled look almost made me laugh, but instead I put my mouth to her chest and sucked softly on her left breast, flicking my tongue out over her skin, then blowing on the wet flesh. As expected, a slight bump emerged, then grew larger. And firmer. By the time I bit down softly on the newly emerged nipple, DD was already panting. “The best kind of magic. Nothing there, then—”I sucked hard on her nipple. “Something magical and delicious.”

      I gave the same treatment to the other breast and soon the sexy elf was sporting two hard, pink nipples. I leaned back and let my gaze linger on her chest. The way they curved, even in their compact form, was sublime.

      “Magnificent,” I said, kissing and biting at her neck. “So, so sexy.”

      “Uhhhhnn. Adam. That feels…you…ooooh.”

      I trailed kisses down her chest and abdomen, working my way toward her pants, which I unhooked with my teeth so I could slip a hand down to find her soft, wet thatch of hair.

      “Huh-huh-huh-huh.”

      I pressed a finger to her lips and rubbed the wet skin, setting her body in motion while she put her hands under my shirt and raked at my back. When I brought the finger up and sucked it two inches in front of her face, she threw her head back and closed her eyes. Her exhalation drew warmth from my core and channeled it straight into my dick.

      “Huuuuuuuhhhhnnn.”

      “Can I taste you?” I asked.

      “Yessss.”

      I pulled her pants off and tossed them aside. “Lie down.”

      She kissed me, hard, then tore my shirt off before doing as I said. I looked over at Amelie, her dress pulled down to expose her large, firm tits. She worked one nipple with her fingers, pinching it and tweaking it as she kneaded the other breast with her other hand. I crooked a finger at her for her to come join us. Her half-lidded eyes sparkled and she stepped forward, still working her chest.

      On my hands and knees, I gently spread DD’s legs apart to give me access to her treasure. Amelie arranged her body perpendicular to the elf and started kissing her. The obsil stopped to guide one of DD’s hands to her large breast, then resumed as DD took up the task of rubbing and pinching the bunny girl’s hard nipple.

      With slow, soft motions, my finger slid across DD’s wet pussy lips. She moaned into Amelie’s mouth, wriggling her body to increase the contact with my hand. I rubbed unhurried circles up along the length of one set of her lips and down the other. I pressed another finger along the first, dipping a little further to massage her inner lips.

      “Oooooh. Daadddmmm. Thhhhtttfuuuuullllssooooodoooood.”

      DD’s attempts at speech didn’t deter Amelie from sucking on the elf’s tongue or from biting her lips. I smiled and let out an exhalation at the waves of pleasure washing through me at the display.

      While I continued to caress her lips, pushing fractions of an inch further inside her, I brought my mouth down and licked up along the top edges, tickling the hood away from her stiffening clit. The pungent forest smell transformed into the sharp taste of crushed leaves and wild forest mushrooms, with a pinch of salt.

      I felt a dribble of pre-cum already escaping from my dick as I sucked lightly on DD’s clit, moving my fingers up inside of her and massaging her canal. Her hips bucked and she moaned incoherently, adding to Amelie’s groans of pleasure. I took a moment to slap Amelie’s ass, peeking its way out of her dress, and both women reacted with nearly identical moans.

      “Oooooooomm.”

      “Amelie, will you let DD taste your delicious pussy?” I asked, noting both women’s bodies tensing for a moment.

      “Yes, yes, yes,” the bunny girl said.

      “Yes, please,” DD answered.

      Amelie pulled her dress up over her head and tossed it aside, revealing her entire spectacular body. She straddled DD’s face, her breasts facing me. No sooner had she lowered herself than the elf began to lick and suck furiously. Amelie rocked her hips and moaned.

      “DD. Yes, more. Oh, just like that. Lick my wet pussy. More, more.”

      The pressure in my dick built. I wanted to be inside one or both of the hot women in front of me. To distract myself, I put my face back down and licked and sucked DD’s clit, working her into a frenzy of bucks and thrusts. My fingers went deeper into her and I curled them to hit the spots that would send her over the edge.

      “Oh-oh-oh,” Amelie said. “Adam, kiss me. Let me taste DD while she eats me.”

      I brought my head up to see Amelie’s tits heaving in front of me. I couldn’t help but to latch onto one and suck, then nibble on her nipple. She leaned forward, pulling her breast out of my mouth, only to replace it with her own mouth. She kissed me greedily, hard enough that I thought she might cause bruising. When she latched onto my tongue and sucked hard, the world spun for a moment, like I’d been hit in the head. She pulled away from me to speak.

      “Yeah-yeah-yeah-yeah. Oh. Don’t stop, please don’t stop. DD. Adam. I…I’m going to…” I bit her chest, hard, just below the nipple, and rammed my fingers into DD, pumping them in and out of her.

      It only took a few seconds for Amelie to scream out. “Goddess!” and slam her pussy hard into DD’s face.

      But DD was feeling no pain. Her body twisted and thrusted to match the rhythm of my fingers. I put my mouth on her clit and sucked, while pressing my tongue to her little nub. Her moan joined Amelie’s and the two women thrashed until their motions faded away as little shudders.

      But I wasn’t done yet. Amelie moved over to kiss DD while I licked up some of the fluids the elf had poured out for me. Not all, though. I wanted her to stay wet.

      “DD, can I fuck you now?”

      Amelie finished her kiss and DD panted at me. “Huh-huh-huh. Yes. Please. Fuck me.”

      I broke the world record for taking off my pants and I pulled the elf priestess toward me. Sitting on the bedroll, I brought her close, chest-to-chest, and maneuvered her, legs wrapping around me with her still-wet pussy lined up for perfect entry. Lifting her up a little, I guided my dick into her waiting slit so she sat on me, with our bodies and faces pressed against each other. The venerable lotus position. A true classic.

      Holding onto DD with my legs wrapped around her and my arms holding her close, I licked her chest while I thrust slowly into her.

      “Oh. Ooooh. That feels so good, Adam. Keep doing that. Slow…huuuuuuh.”

      My eyes kept trying to close on their own, but I forced them open so I could look into the elf’s beautiful eyes. Her lids fluttered as we rocked and skin slid over skin.

      The slow, intimate grind felt deeper than vigorous sex. The sensations lingered, dragging me to the edge of orgasm. It somehow felt even better than release. I licked and sucked DD’s tits, keeping her nipples out for play, and then nibbled up her neck, kissed her lips, and sucked on her tongue, all while methodically sliding my dick in and out of her wet, hot pussy.

      As the feeling built, I cast a glance to Amelie, who was watching us with lidded eyes, fingering herself and playing with her own breasts. The entire thing was surreal, fulfilling, and sexy as hell.

      “Oh. Right there. Do that again, Adam. That’s the…ooooooh.”

      I felt it, too. The way her internal muscles massaged my dick, I could tell I’d reached a spot. Hands on her waist, I shifted DD’s body slightly to sharpen the angle.

      “Yes! That’s it. Yes. Now more. Give me more.”

      While our thrusts remained the same speed, the force at which I pushed my shaft into her increased. In response, her own muscles gripped me. I could hardly breathe as she tried to pull my body through her own.

      The tension built. Not in the manner of fast, furious thrusts, but controlled, slow motions. That magnified the waves of pleasure running through me tenfold. I kissed her as both our bodies became rock-hard, every muscle contracting at once. Holding it.

      “Oh!” Her explosive exhalation puffed my cheeks out as our kiss disintegrated in the feeling. I rammed my cock as hard as I could to try to get even further into her, and a firehose’s worth of cum rocketed out into her canal.

      “Yes. Yes, yes, yes. Oh. Huh-huh-huh.” DD swayed her hips, adding a circular motion and triggering another blast of cum from me. “Aaaaaaahhhhh!”

      We stayed connected, wriggling and delighting in the feelings the motions caused within her sopping wet pussy. I kissed her as the perspiration and other liquids began to cool on my skin.

      “Goddess. That was more than I had even dreamed.”

      I kissed the elf again. “It was amazing. Ysduil was right. You are incredible.”

      We disentangled ourselves to find Amelie happily licking her fingers. I kissed her, tasting hints of her lilac flavor.

      “Did you enjoy yourself, too?” I asked my bunnygirl.

      Her cute nod, ears bouncing back and forth, almost made me offer to go another round, but we had the other two women waiting at the fire.

      After getting dressed and rolling up our bedrolls, the three of us returned to the campsite. Glasha smirked while Evina studiously ignored us. I wondered how loud we’d gotten but then decided it didn’t matter. It wasn’t like everyone didn’t know what happened.

      Looking around at my sexy warrior, my gorgeous bunny girl, the enchanting and arousing pixie-like elf, and knowing we would retrieve my foxy wife and beautiful gnoll, I let loose a happy sigh. It might be true that we were all separated from our blood families, but to me, anywhere in the world would be home and family if I was with these women. No one could take that feeling away.

      “Okay,” I said, clapping both hands together. “Let’s get some sleep and get an early start. We have two members of our family to pick up, then we have things to do. I hope you’re all ready because the Sodality is not going to wait around for us to take a leisurely stroll home. We have a long way to go yet to free the world from the maniacs running it.”
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      “I know, Alynna,” Semara Lightglow said calmly. “These things take time.”

      Alynna Frohest, High Administrator, was one of the highest-ranking officials in the Aycrishi Sodality. Though her position didn’t include military authority, one would never know if from how she threw her weight around.

      “Time,” the woman said in a clipped voice. She had the stereotypical appearance and, unfortunately, attitude for an elf. She truly believed that everyone in the world was below her. Even most other elves. “Too much more time and the entire Sodality will fall apart around us. What she is doing is idiotic. We must act before she destroys us all.”

      It really was a shame she was such an irritating woman. Stunning good looks, long raven hair, and blue eyes that were like beacons, Alynna was a joy to look at. As long as she kept her mouth shut.

      Udali Camerna raised a hand. The motherly woman often played the peacekeeper, which was probably why she held her current position: Supreme Counselor. The grey-haired human woman had seen and done a lot of things. Experience had settled her, made her wise. Semara counted the woman as one of her few mentors. Sadly, Imorith Sartyne was another.

      “Leave off, Alynna. This cannot be rushed. Acting too quickly will cause more problems than waiting.”

      “More problems,” the elf groused. “Hardly. I can think of nothing that would be worse than what we face.”

      “Really, Alynna. Do you lack imagination? Consider a Sodality split into parts, each fighting the other for dominance. Do you relish the thought of fighting against your sisters, against the legions of sotin? I do not. And I have actually seen battle.”

      Alynna sputtered, but Semara saw no reason to allow the pointless bickering to go on.

      “We are going as fast as we dare, Alynna,” the High Inquisitor of the Sodality said. “I have not given up on the Paragon as of yet. I believe I can still bring her back with kind but firm counsel.”

      “Bah. That woman could out-stubborn a stone. Nothing will change her mind unless she…”

      “Now you see,” Udali said. “Semara is trying to reach our sister, convince her of the facts of the matter. Once she sees her folly, she may draw back from the precipice.”

      “If she doesn’t?”

      “Then the plans we are laying and working through methodically will be implemented,” Semara said. “Do not make the mistake of trying to rush to serious actions we might yet avoid. I have no desire to do what we have considered. If it must be done to save the Sodality, then so be it, but it must be a last resort.”

      Alynna sighed. “As you say. It is difficult for me to watch the degradation of the most holy and beneficent organization the world has ever known. I grow impatient.”

      “We know,” Udali said, giving her long-time colleague a smile. “Calm yourself and let Semara and the others try their ideas. There is time yet. Better to wait than to wish we had.”

      Semara left the other women to go to the Paragon’s study, deliberately breathing deeply and pondering on soothing thoughts as she went. Thoughts of when she and Imorith were young. Before they had changed the world forever. For the better.

      Her breathing skipped as she thought of what had become of her friend after two decades of being the most powerful person in the world. The stress had finally gotten to her and it was up to Semara to try to bring her back into the calm, calculating person she had always been.

      “Come.” The voice of her friend came after Semara had knocked on the study door.

      “Paragon…uh, Imorith,” Semara said as she walked into the room and closed the door behind her. “Good afternoon.”

      The Paragon gave Semara a smile for remembering to drop the formality at the door. “Time already for your report, Semara?”

      “Yes. That and, I have something else I wish to discuss.”

      “Very well. Take a seat. What do you want to talk about?”

      Semara had the urge to bite her bottom lip, to fidget with the bit of leather that hadn’t been trimmed perfectly on the bottom of her breastplate, to wring her hands. “I would ask again if we could change our position on—”

      “Semara, I am in a relatively good mood today. I know that will probably change when you give me some bit of news that is likely to boil my blood, but must you start off with an argument we have had countless times?”

      “I am sorry. I have heard many expressing confusion at your position on this. They do not understand why you are so…adamant.”

      “Stubborn, you mean.”

      “Just so.”

      “Rather than to bandy words, let me tell you again that the command still stands. The khresha is not to be killed. He is to be brought here so that we can ascertain how he has evaded us all these years. His information might help us find others, if there are such.”

      “There can be no others,” Semara said. “It’s impossible.”

      “So is he. If there is one man who has slipped through our net, perhaps there are others. It is imperative that we find them. The only clue we have to where we might locate them is this…man. Do we have a name yet?”

      “No.”

      “I will not budge on this, Semara. Killing him would be a waste. Not because we need another sotin. Not even so that we may save face with those who already know an untrained one is walking around. We must make sure there are no others. We must find out what—and who—he knows. Now, with that settled, you might as well give me the bad news, now that my mood has soured.”

      “Does your optimism wane so much that you do not expect good news?”

      The Paragon laughed. “Fine, Semara. I will play your game. Give me the good news first to lighten my mood. Or wait to end with it to soften the blow from the bad. Just get it over with.”

      “Nemaea Shartuk reported to the commander at Paragonia that she has killed Gesin Wenet.”

      The Paragon’s eyes went wide. “The Grand Priestess herself? When? How? Why did she not bring the woman to me?”

      “Weeks ago, somewhere between the Crater and the ruins of Dunametha. She did not bring her here because your orders are to execute priestesses on sight.”

      “Nemaea cares nothing of general orders. She only cares about the specific missions. She should have brought the body to me. Why would she kill her own aunt?”

      “We can ask her when she returns. She found the woman as she was pursuing her other orders.”

      “Ah, the rumors of the princess. I look forward to hearing Nemaea’s report. What else?”

      Semara glanced at the papers in her hand. “Trouble in Western Tenos. In the south. Several patrols slaughtered, fifty-one killed. Plus some trouble in the north part of Western Tenos, at Rivercross. We’re still trying to track down numbers for that one.”

      “The priestesses again? Did they leave us more clothing or a message?”

      “Locals are calling the perpetrator the Cloak. A large, hefty woman whose face has not been seen but who seems to have a penchant for killing our people. Women as well as sotin.”

      “Could it be this mysterious K who has caused so much trouble?”

      “No, Paragon. Uh, Imorith. K does not hide her face, for all the good it does us. Her form is not bulky, but trim and fit. Besides, there are reports of her activities here in the east at the same time the soldiers were killed in the west.”

      Imorith heaved a sigh. “Talk to Velika Trebbis. Send hunters to find this Cloak.”

      “The spy mistress? You don’t want hunters from Tallyn Kineth’s troops?”

      “Semara, Velika’s title is Minister of Information.”

      “Of course. Pardon me.”

      “Velika’s hunters or Searchers are the proper choice.”

      “It will be done.”

      “We might as well increase the bounty on K as well,” the Paragon said.

      “I don’t think that will do anything. The people love her, for some reason. She has never done anything to help them, yet they idolize her.”

      “Fine. Send hunters after her as well.”

      “More hunters? She has killed the last few teams.”

      “Yes.” The Paragon tapped her finger to her lips. “Perhaps we will wait until Nemaea returns and send her.”

      “I agree.”

      “Anything else?”

      “No. Unless we can talk more about—”

      “Semara. Drop it.”

      “Yes, Paragon.” Semara noticed that Imorith did not correct her this time. “I will send the hunters after this Cloak and update you when any news arrives.”

      “Thank you, Semara. You are a credit to the Sodality.”

      Semara bowed to the Paragon and left the study. A credit to the Sodality. Her heart wrenched at the thought, but if she couldn’t find a way to change her old friend’s opinion, even she might not be able to stop the plans in the works.
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      Thank you for reading Vagabond: Aycrishi Sodality Book 3! I hope you enjoyed it. If so, could you do me a solid and leave a review? As a new author in this genre, it would mean the world to me if you could help spread the word about my stories. There’s no better way than recommendations from someone who has read the book. Building a base of readers will allow me to continue to write, not only in this series, but in several more I’m eager to start.

      Also, if you want to get a similar standalone story for free, I’ve written Elf Queen just for you. You can pick it up by going to my website (https://philaerix.com/) and clicking on the button next to the cover.

      Finally, if you want to find more harem stories, or just hang out with those who appreciate them, check out the Harem Lit, Harem Gamelit  Monster Girl Fiction , Harem Lit Readers, and Dukes of Harem groups on Facebook!

      

      Wanna check out the next book in the series? Click on the cover below and see what it’s all about.
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